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1

Wandering Souls


Alone in the house—Delia was out meeting with her book group—I’d been watching a 60 Minutes segment about POWs and MIAs. Anderson Cooper was interviewing a New Jersey woman from Riverside, Barbara Lindstrom, still grieving for her older brother, killed in action in 1969, his remains never recovered. His name, Paul Salerno, didn’t register for two or three seconds—forty years had gone by—but when it did, goosebumps scampered up my neck and across my scalp.

“When I think about him—his body lying out there in a jungle ten-thousand miles away—it tortures me to this day,” Barbara told Cooper. “It tortured our parents all their lives. Now they’re gone.” She and Paul had been very close, she went on. Closer than most brothers and sisters. Now and then, he appeared to her in a dream, the same dream over and over: He was in an enclosure that looked like a jail cell, and though he didn’t utter a sound, she sensed that he was pleading with her to set him free. The resemblance between the image in her dream and what I’d seen with my own eyes was uncanny.

When the segment ended, I went into my attic, opened a footlocker with my name and army serial number stenciled on its lid, and found the notebook under a pile of musty uniforms. It was in a plastic case. I thumbed through the pages and found the one I was looking for, stained by mildew, but the names and map coordinates still legible.

Why not? I thought. I had the time, an abundance of time, having 2taken early retirement from the hospital where I’d been a CT and X-ray technician. Then, dwelling on Barbara Lindstrom’s anguish, a wave of shame washed over me, and why not? hardened into you must.
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I was the one who’d spotted them under a banyan tree, slumped against the trunk, facing out through the mazed prop roots like captives in a cage.

Our squad had been on patrol when we stumbled across the bodies of three Americans, lying on the trail in a row, all shot multiple times. Ambushed, we figured, and hadn’t had a chance to return fire; we found no brass anywhere near them. They wore bush hats instead of helmets and camouflage uniforms without flak vests or unit patches, indicating they belonged to some sneaky reconnaissance-commando outfit, which might have explained why no one told us another unit was operating in the area. They hadn’t been sneaky enough, it seemed. Their rifles and magazines were missing, probably taken by the men who’d killed them. With bandannas covering our mouths and noses, we wrapped them in their ponchos. This wasn’t easy; they’d been dead at least a day and a night and were stiff as stone statues. The stench made our eyes water, it seemed to burn our skin, an invisible methane flame.

The squad leader, Sergeant Sanchez, split us up into two-man teams and told us to check the area for more KIAs, or—which was very doubtful—any wounded survivors. I teamed up with him. We moved off-trail through a towering jungle canopied by branches woven like a basket. The banyan caught my eye, at first because it was so huge, with its long, thick, horizontal branches dripping aerial roots that sunk deep into the ground to form a kind of fairyland of chambers and alcoves and dim little nooks. And in one of those nooks, I saw something that didn’t look like it belonged there. I tapped Sanchez on the shoulder and pointed and we crept up to the tree, cautiously, for a closer look.

“What the fuck, I mean, like, what the fuck?” he said.

3Two men, bloated and blue, sat side by side in the shadowed space. Dried blood darkened their uniforms, the same as the ones worn by the dead on the trail. One—the one on the left—had been shot though the chest, the other in the head. A good part of it had been blown away; his own mother would not have recognized him. Sanchez indulged in some forensics, speculating that the pair had survived the ambush, fled into the forest, and somehow squeezed into the cell-like enclosure, maybe to make a last stand (to put a heroic spin on things) but more likely to hide. The enemy must have spotted them, just as I had, and sprayed them with rifle fire. I made sure not to think about what it had been like to die that way, trapped in what they must have hoped would be a refuge.

Sanchez frowned, looking at the roots, some as big around as a man’s leg. The corpses would be as rigid as the others; no way we could snake in there and pull them out of that maze, the sergeant said. No way we would want to, even if it were possible; in that cramped space, we would be forced into an appalling intimacy with their decomposing flesh.

“Somebody’s gonna have to come in with chain saws or axes and cut them out,” he said.

He borrowed a pair of latex gloves from me—I was the squad medic—kneeled down, and extending his arm full length, reached in and tore their dog tags from their necks, turning his face aside against the smell. He removed the green tape from the tags—taped to prevent rattling—and read the names and serial numbers and map coordinates to me, which I recorded in my notebook. That was how I learned the identities of the two men: Noel Chandler and Paul Salerno.

Sanchez radioed the company commander, reported what we’d found, and requested a medevac and a chain saw to extricate the men entombed in the banyan tree. Soon, a chopper landed in a clearing nearby, but there was no chain saw on board, no axe, no nothing. We loaded the three KIAs found earlier, climbed in, and flew out, relieved to be out of there. Sergeant Sanchez entrusted our C.O. with the dog tags, explaining why there were no remains to go with them. I read him the map coordinates 4of where we’d found Chandler and Salerno. The captain said he would send the tags and the location to brigade HQ, with a request to send a patrol to extricate the bodies. It violated the warrior’s code to abandon the dead, and although we’d had a good reason, it troubled me for a long time afterward.
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Finding Barbara Lindstrom’s phone number was easy enough. Not so easy was working up the nerve to call, tell her who I was, what I had seen four decades ago, and what we had failed to do. After I did, she was silent for so long that I thought we’d been disconnected.

“Mrs. Lindstrom?” I said.

“Barbara,” she answered. “You can call me Barbara. I’d like to talk to you in person.”

We met for lunch the next day at a diner in Riverside, which isn’t all that far from my place in San Diego. Barbara was an ample woman whose graying black hair, cut short and tightly curled, called to mind an Astrakhan cap. For all her professions of chronic sorrow, she was rather cheerful and open, telling me that her brother had been a patriot; he’d dropped out of his first year of college to join the army because he wanted to carry on in the tradition of his father and uncles, who had fought against evil in Europe and the South Pacific. That was how he saw things then, she said. The war was a war of good against evil. And how proud the family had been when he won a Bronze Star for heroism!

Had I known Paul? I shook my head, then showed her my notebook and went through my story again, editing out the graphic details. (Salerno, I’d remembered, had been the one missing a good part of his face and head). She opened a small album containing two newspaper clippings from the Bergen County Register, one recounting the actions for which her brother had been awarded the decoration, the other, dated several weeks later, announcing that he was missing and presumed dead.

5“Oh, I will never forget the day that car parked in front of our house and an army chaplain and an officer got out. It was a Saturday, I wasn’t in school, and my mom and dad knew why those men were there. My mother collapsed, my father answered the door, and. . .”

She shut her eyes and pressed the back of her head against the booth. I wondered if I ought never to have contacted her; it seemed all I’d done was to refresh her grief. But she composed herself and turned a page in the album to show me an eight-by-ten photograph of Paul in uniform. I looked at it for hardly more than a few seconds, distracted by an object she pulled from a pocket in the album’s cover—the dog tags that I hadn’t seen in four decades. They had been sent to his family with his medals and personal effects.

“But it’s him I want,” she said. Thirty years in California had not ironed the Jersey out of her accent. “Don’t care if it’s a rib, a finger. Something, anything, I can put in the ground and say, ‘There’s my brother, Paul Salerno.’ ”

“Closure,” I said.

She winced. “I can’t stand that word. There’s no closure. Not ever. I just want to bring him home. God knows, I sure tried to find out what had happened to him, where he might be. But got nowhere. Do you know why? Because there was no record of exactly where Paul had been killed.”

“That’s weird. I remember turning in these map coordinates. Maybe they got lost?”

She shrugged. “I wrote letters and emails to the Defense Department, to our congressman, our senator. Never got anywhere. The best thing about banging your head against a stone wall is that it feels great when you stop. So, I stopped. But you . . . it seems you’re the only one with an idea of where he might be. Is there anything you can do?”

I answered that I didn’t know, but would try. I picked up the check. Barbara borrowed the waitress’s pen and wrote on a napkin and passed it to me.

“That’s the department that accounts for MIAs,” she said, “Paul isn’t 6really an MIA, he’s listed as”—she made air quotes—“ ‘Killed in Action, Body Not Recovered.’ You should start with them.”
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After I returned home, I emailed the department (it was called JPAC, for Joint POW/MIA Accounting Command) describing what we’d seen that day in 1969, what we’d done. I mentioned the 60 Minutes segment that had led me to Barbara Lindstrom. Eventually, an army colonel replied, a lieutenant colonel, actually. He told me that her efforts had, in fact, inspired an attempt to find Salerno’s remains a few years ago. It had failed to turn up a thing; however, since I’d been an eyewitness—and eyewitnesses were rare—he would try to persuade the Command to mount another attempt. Two weeks, maybe three, passed before I heard from him—approval had been granted. The fact that Paul Salerno’s case had been aired on the oldest, most successful news broadcast in TV history probably had a lot to do with the decision.

Obtaining the required visas and permits, from our government as well as from the authorities in Hanoi, consumed a few more weeks. The colonel phoned me with the news. Although he was eager for me to, in his words, “join the team,” he tried to talk me out of it. Rugged work. Could take a long time to find anything. Or to prove definitively that there was nothing to be found. Surely I remembered the climate—triple digit temperatures, humidity to match. Might be too much on a sixty-two-year-old man. I counterpunched: I’d been a gym rat for years and was in good shape, damned good shape, for someone my age. I would not be a hindrance. He threw out another objection: the Command was reluctant to send people who had an emotional stake in the outcome of a search—relatives of the MIA, old war buddies . . . I stopped him right there.

“I never knew those guys. No emotions involved. I just feel a sense of responsibility.”

What turned his qualified yes into a definite yes was the fact that I’d 7been a medic in the army and a medical technician afterward. I might be of use to the recovery team’s doctor.

I kissed Delia goodbye (she thought I’d gone a bit off my rocker; so did my three daughters and everyone else in the family except my eldest son-in-law, Jared. He said it would be a mitzvah, a super mitzvah. I thought of it more as an atonement). I flew to Command headquarters at Hickam Field in Hawaii, where I met up with the team: an archeologist; a forensic anthropologist; a doctor, and a detachment of American soldiers commanded by a captain who specialized in recovering the missing. We lingered at Hickam for a couple days. I should say that I lingered, idle while the others organized equipment, attended briefings, finalized travel arrangements.

On our last afternoon there, the captain, name of Byers, met me at the base swimming pool. Over gin and tonics, he began to grill me about what I’d seen on that day, April 4, 1969. What kind of uniforms were the KIA’s wearing? Mottled camouflage or tiger stripe? Any name tags on their shirts? He went on, asking for details I didn’t know or had forgotten; and though I was happy to provide what little intelligence I had, I grew impatient.

“Captain, I’ve already gone over everything I can remember. What’s with all these questions?”

My tone ruffled him a bit. He wasn’t the sort of man you wanted to ruffle—a veteran of Iraq, six-two or -three, an intimidating presence.

“Because I’m trying to make a tough job a little easier. Do you know why the last recovery mission came out a bust?”

“Salerno’s sister told me that there were no records of when and where her brother disappeared.”

“There aren’t, but after we got your information, I researched this case, through channels and outside of them. I found a post-flight report from the pilot who evacuated the KIAs. There wasn’t a lot in it, but his coordinates jibe with yours, and the date. Otherwise, there’s zero. Zilch.”

8I looked at him, shrugging and spreading my hands to ask what this meant.

“The hardest recoveries are the ones that involve MIAs who were on black ops missions,” he answered. “There’s no documentation because those missions were highly classified.”

‘You’re saying that. . .”

“I’m ninety percent sure, yeah. Officially, on paper, whatever unit those five troopers belonged to didn’t exist. So, in a way, neither did they.”

“So how do your questions make things any easier?”

“Every little scrap of information helps. And right now, you’re the man with the scraps.”
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Early the following morning, we boarded a commercial flight, crossed the Pacific and the East China Sea, landed in Hanoi, and flew on to Danang. A day later, jet-lagged to the marrow, I found myself on the hill where I had last seen the corpses of PFC Chandler and Corporal Salerno.

I knew it was the right hill only because the GPS coordinates matched those in my notebook. Otherwise, I recognized almost nothing. The jungle was no longer a jungle; most of the towering teak and mahogany trees had been felled by loggers. The banyan had likewise been cut down. In the village in the valley below (where the team pitched its base camp), the thatch and bamboo huts of the past had been replaced by brick and stucco-faced bungalows; the buffalo cart trail that once led to it, across rice paddies and sugar-cane fields, had been widened into a laterite road to accommodate the logging trucks; and where kerosene lamps once flickered, electric lights now burned. The only thing familiar, aside from the stifling heat, was the landscape to the west—the Truong Son Mountains, immense green waves in arrested motion, heaving and falling and bluing with distance, vanishing at last into a lilac haze at the horizon.

Byers and his co-team leader, Martha Prine—the anthropologist, a 9tanned, rangy woman with squint lines at the corners of her gray eyes—were upset; they hadn’t been told about the logging operation. Whatever remains had survived four decades in the ground might not have survived cutting crews stomping around, machinery dragging fallen timber.

Every morning, we convoyed from base camp to the hill, then hiked a footpath to the top, lugging high-tech stuff like gyrotheodolites and communications gear and laser range finders, and low-tech stuff like picks and shovels. Villagers were hired to build a bamboo frame for a screening station, and to wield the picks and shovels and post-hole augurs. Altogether, some forty people were employed in a hunt for the artifacts of a war that must have seemed, to everyone but me, as remote in time as Waterloo. The anthropologist, the archeologist, the soldiers, the villagers hacking holes into the hilltop—all were under forty. Only the interpreter, Nguyen Trinh, had memories of the war, and his were childhood memories.

The soil was clay, a yellow clay with the consistency of not-quite hardened cement. Its resistance seemed almost intentional, as if it were determined to keep its secrets. I pitched in where I could, laying transit tape, digging here, digging there, helping out at the screening station where water was sluiced through dirt, ferried from the excavation sites by a bucket line of villagers; then the mud was sifted for anything that looked human or man-made. Vietnam’s soil is acidic: it eats away at bones, cloth, at almost any material this side of plastic. A week’s work, in air that felt like a warm mask clamped over our faces, produced a Kevlar helmet, a shredded poncho, and what appeared to be part of a femur. There was no name tape in the helmet, which wasn’t a relevant find anyway—the dead soldiers hadn’t been wearing helmets. As for the femur, Prine identified it as a monkey’s.

I struck up a friendship with Trinh, a stocky, broad-faced man who wore a faint mustache that lent him a slightly unsavory look. He spoke nearly flawless English, and for some reason took a liking to me. At the end of one particularly hard day, he mentioned to Prine and me that some three hundred thousand North Vietnamese soldiers were missing and unaccounted for, compared with less than two thousand Americans. He 10made that observation apropos of nothing, and did not elaborate, but left us with the clear impression that he regarded all the effort and expense to recover and repatriate our own dead as an indulgence, something like the huge PXs we’d built during the war, overflowing with luxuries his people couldn’t imagine. Maybe that was so. Prine, who’d worked with Trinh on a previous expedition, took the view that we were engaged in a “sacred task.” And maybe that was so as well. I remembered Barbara Lindstrom’s words: “Something, anything, I can put in the ground and say, ‘There’s my brother, there’s Paul.’ ”

Midway through the second week, with no results, I began to doubt myself. I had raised Barbara’s hopes; she would be crushed if we came up empty-handed. Prine counseled patience. The bodies may have been buried nearby, by whom, she couldn’t say. The villagers? I asked. No, said Trinh; he’d spoken with the elders, and no one could recall any burial parties. Please, Prine implored. It’s only been ten days. The coordinates match. We’re where we should be. Something usually remains, despite the corrosive soil. Give it time. She had taken part in one search on a South Pacific island that lasted a year, but eventually unearthed the partial skeleton of a marine missing in action since 1944.

Later on, Trinh offered a different kind of encouragement after I told him about Barbara’s recurrent dream and how I’d been struck by its similarity to what I’d seen. A coincidence? Trinh lit a cigarette—he was seldom without one—and stared at me through a veil of smoke.

“Yes, that is a possibility, but not the only one.”

While interviewing the locals, he’d heard from an elder that two ghosts had haunted the village and its environs in the past. People had seen them in the night mists, had heard their dire moans on the night winds. “I think they were the ghosts of the men we are looking for,” Trinh said, quite matter-of-factly. They had become “wandering souls,” cò hõn, caught in a limbo between this world and the next, unable to find rest because they had died violently and had not been properly buried in their native ground.

11The war had overpopulated the country with these itinerant spirits. Trinh’s uncle, a political commissar during the war, had been one. He’d gone missing on the Ho Chi Minh Trail, probably vaporized in a B-52 bombing raid. For a long time afterward, he visited Trinh’s aunt in dreams, crying out to her, startling her awake. She consulted a holy man noted for his wisdom, and he advised her to build a tomb for her husband and to leave food offerings there at the Festival of Wandering Souls, Tét Trung Nguyen. Her husband’s spirit would then have a home and cease to haunt her. This she did, and the dreams troubled her no more.

We happened to be in the Month of Wandering Souls, the seventh on the lunar calendar, when the trees drip tears and the moon weeps. Tomorrow, the 15th, said Trinh, would be the day set aside for the festival. Ceremonies would be held in the village. Perhaps you would like to observe them? he asked, and I answered that perhaps I would.
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In the morning, the sun a crimson eye glaring down on the world, he and I joined a pilgrimage to the windy tombs in the village cemetery. They looked like miniature pagodas and were called windy because they were empty. Empty, that is, of corporeal remains. Rice cakes and lentil cookies were laid at the entrances to provide the deceased’s’ spirits with nourishment. Prayers were said. Then we filed down a paddy dike to the village temple, the women resembling mushrooms in motion under their conical straw hats. Leaving our shoes and sandals outside, we went in and sat cross-legged on reed mats before a lacquered altar decorated with strings of lights like Christmas tree lights. Photographs of the dead were propped against the altar, on which joss sticks smoked in glass vases. An ordained monk in a saffron robe and two novitiates in red sat facing us, their shaved, bronze heads reflecting the lights.

The monk, hands folded in his lap, began a chant. He sat perfectly still, only his lips moving. When he fell silent, the novitiates took it up. 12Their call-and-response was repeated again and again, all in Pali, the ancient tongue, Sanskrit given voice. Of course, I didn’t understand a word—neither did Trinh, for that matter—yet that drone, monotonous and hypnotic, seemed to pluck a chord inside me so that I grasped its meaning: it was a chant of lamentation and remembrance and appeal.

The temple was open on all sides, but no breeze blew. Lulled by the monks’ prayers, I felt drowsy in the sultry air. My chin dropped to my chest, my eyes closed, and for an instant—no more than that—I saw them, imprisoned in the banyan roots. It was a kind of flashback, a re-creation if you will, but with one exception: Chandler and Salerno were alive, clutching the twisted roots, mouths agape in a silent shout—or a scream. This dream or vision, as vivid and startling as it was brief, jolted me awake. It lingered in my mind for a few moments, as an after-image does on the retina, and fear lingered with it. But when the ritual ended and we all shuffled out of the temple, I said nothing to Trinh.

[image: ]
That night, in the tent the doctor and I shared, I cut an Ambien in half with a razor—Ambien was my jet-lag cure—shook out a malaria pill from its bottle, and washed both down with warm canteen water, bitter with the taste of purification tablets.

“You really shouldn’t mix them,” the doctor cautioned. I haven’t introduced him. His name was Mark Lujan, a New Mexican who claimed direct descent from a Spanish settler who had been among the founders of Santa Fe. It was hard for an old man like me to accept him as a major and a fully-fledged MD; he couldn’t have been more than thirty, a redhead whose freckled face made him look younger still.

“Lariam can have some weird side-effects, so does Ambien,” he said. “The two together? Not a great cocktail.”

I lay down on my cot and secured the mosquito net’s Velcro straps to the cot’s poles. “I read the warnings. No problems so far.”

13“Malarone is just as effective against malaria, and no side effects. You have to take it every day instead of once a week, that’s the only drawback. I can start you on it after the Lariam wears off.”

“You’re the doctor.”

The camp’s generator thumped outside. A small, oscillating fan, pedestaled on a storage box, swept back and forth. I bundled my clothes under my pillow to make a neck rest, strapped on a headlamp, and opened a paperback, a Michael Connelly mystery. I’d read only a couple of pages before my eyes grew heavy. I turned the headlamp off and fell asleep in seconds.

I didn’t need the headlamp to find my way to the latrine; a full moon turned the post-midnight blackness into twilight. My shadow as I walked was distinct on the whitened ground, a cutout of myself. I saw them when I turned to start back to the tent: apparitions that cast no shadows but were shadows themselves, upright, definitely human in form but without faces or hair or features of any kind, just two grayish silhouettes blocking my path. Feeling vulnerable and exposed in my near nakedness—I was wearing only boxer shorts and flip-flops—a cry rose in my throat and died there. Sweat shellacked me scalp to toes, and it wasn’t due to the muggy air. The specters began to move away, drifting like fog yet retaining their human shape. Each raised an arm, beckoning me to follow, and I did, in spite of my terror. I could not feel the ground beneath my feet, could see nothing but Chandler and Salerno, or, rather, their spirits. It was as if we three were floating through a void. They stopped, and right then pointed toward the mountains, and I understood what they were trying to tell me.

Someone grabbed my arm and shook me and called me by name, called right into my ear. It was the doctor. His freckles were plain to see in the moonlight.

“Hey! Hey!” he said. “Are you awake? Are you all right?”

Confused, disoriented, I didn’t answer. Looking around, I saw that I was outside the camp, on the road that led toward the search site.

“What the hell. . . ?” I started to ask.

14“Walking in your sleep.”

He’d gotten up to go to the latrine shortly after I had, and had seen someone on the road. Thinking nothing of it at first, he returned to our tent, noticed that my cot was empty, and realizing that I was the figure on the road, came after me.

“Your eyes were open and glassy and blank. Classic sleepwalker. Lay off the Ambien. Sleepwalking is one of the side effects.”

We started back. The shadows of the trees, flung across the road, looked like fallen logs missing one dimension.

“I had a weird experience,” I said in an undertone. “Two weird experiences. Like dreams but I’m not sure they were dreams.”

I told him about the Wandering Souls and described the brief vision in the temple and the one I’d had minutes ago. “It was so damned real. Not like most dreams, all jumbled up. It was clear as could be. They told me that they’re buried somewhere in the mountains. I don’t mean they spoke, it was kind of like mental telepathy.”

Lujan mused for a while and gave his diagnosis when we were again inside the tent: Lariam sometimes produced vivid, disturbing, narrative dreams that were, for all practical purposes, hallucinations. He cupped my knee in his hand. “That spooky ceremony you went to, the stories about hauntings and wandering ghosts—the power of suggestion. Stir that in with your pharmaceutical cocktail, and it’s not surprising you saw things that aren’t there.” He stretched his lips into a wide grin, and when he did, he reminded me of the red-haired character in MAD Magazine, What-Me-Worry. He was too young, I suppose, to remember MAD Magazine. “This will stay between us,” he said. “Martha, y’know, was kind of leery about you working with us. That you might have flashbacks or something.”

“You can tell Miz Prine, no worries about me freaking out, okay?”

“I’m not going to tell her anything.”

The doctor’s analysis of my strange visions was reasonable, rational, medically sound; but sometimes rationalism is overrated.

15[image: ]
By the beginning of the third week, the hilltop looked like a gigantic tic-tac-toe board: plastic tapes staked out search sections ten feet square, each pitted with holes or shallow trenches that could, with a little imagination, be taken for Xs and Os. I again pitched in at the screening station and was shaking the screen, like an old-time placer miner, when Dexter—the archaeologist who was in charge of the station—yelled “Stop!” He plucked a tiny, aquamarine object from the dirt, which I thought was a gemstone of some kind. “It’s a tooth!” he cried out. “We found a tooth!” The news traveled along the bucket line to the teams excavating the hilltop, and Byers and Prine came running. A moment later, Dexter spotted another, tinted the same dull, bluish-green as the first.

Prine wiped her forehead with her sleeve and gaped at the teeth as if they were gold nuggets.

“Wonderful, oh, this is wonderful,” she said.

“Two teeth?” I said. I’d hoped for something more substantial.

“Yes! Teeth are much more resistant to the acids in this soil than bone, and we can compare them with dental records.” With the care of an evidence tech at a crime scene, she plucked the teeth from the clay clods with tweezers and placed them in a plastic bag. “Look like molars, and one has a filling. Everyone is gaga these days about DNA, but teeth . . . they’re just as good. Maybe better.”

The mood at lunch was celebratory. The villagers shared in the excitement—frankly, I didn’t know why—and cooked up a feast of pho and sticky rice with chicken. Prine hoisted a glass of beer and said, “Here’s to the tooth fairy,” and we echoed her, “The tooth fairy!” and laughed. Soon after, Dexter and his crew headed back to the site. Prine and Byers stayed in the mess tent with Lujan, Trinh, and me—I was worn out, not quite the sixty-plus stud I’d made myself out to be. The captain and Prine were discussing how to proceed next when someone outside summoned Trinh from the table. Twenty minutes later, as we were about to leave, our 16linguist reappeared, accompanied by a peculiar figure: an old man armed with a crossbow and arrows in a hollow bamboo tube belted to his waist. A cork pith helmet covered his head, sandals cut from used car tires were on his gnarly feet, and some sort of robe was rolled up and thrown sash-like across his chest. His face—round, pale brown, deeply seamed—reminded me of a worn catcher’s mitt. He squatted down outside, resting the crossbow on his knees.

The man’s name was Lham and he was a Montagnard—a hill tribesman—who lived in a distant village in the mountains. He’d heard about us and what we were looking for, Trinh explained, without informing us how this communication had been effected in a place without telephones, much less internet connections. Because the Montagnard spoke halting Vietnamese, and he, Trinh, barely a word of Lham’s tribal language, he couldn’t be sure he’d completely understood what the man had said; but he’d understood enough and knew we needed to hear it.

Trinh sat down, put on a grave expression, and lit the inevitable cigarette. “The bodies not here. They are buried in this man’s village. It is maybe two days from here by walking.”

I did not react outwardly, you know, drop my spoon into my bowl of pho in amazement; but I did turn my gaze to the doctor, who squinted back at me with a look I couldn’t interpret.

“How did they get there, the bodies?” asked Prine, looking at Trinh skeptically.

“Him and his friends brought them there.”

“They carried the bodies for two days? Through the mountains? When?”

“Many, many years ago, Miss Martha. The bodies not bodies, only bones.”

“Skeletons?”

“I think so.”

“And you believe him?”

“He is moi, you know,” answered Trinh, using the Vietnamese 17pejorative for the Montagnards. It means “savages.” “And the moi, it is hard to know when they are telling the truth. But, yes, I think
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