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To Rocky
   so that others may know.
And to Jim, Tad and Joe.






 


Was here the one thing needful to distil
   From life’s alembic, through this holier fate,
The man’s essential soul, the hero will?
   We ask; and wait.

—LORD CREWE,                               
“A HARROW GRAVE IN FLANDERS”
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I wrote this poem in 1961 after a dream sequence occurred three nights in succession depicting my capture almost exactly as it happened on 29 October 1963, two and a half years later. I had not yet been assigned to Special Forces nor was there any thought of my going to Vietnam.




Aching, shuddering, violent void
      Rending the sheltering velvet;
For flesh is weak,
      too weak for this,




Hide, screaming incomprehension
of the inevitable;
For it is inevitable
                    and it is coming.
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TWO HU1—HELICOPTERS PUSHED NORTHWARD, TWO thousand feet above the swamp and rice paddy domain of the Mekong Delta’s Vietcong legions, their blades beating a steady rhythm against the air. One of them, the unarmed “slick,” carried Capt. Humbert “Rock” Versace, intelligence adviser with the Military Assistance and Advisory Group at Camau. The other chopper, flying slightly to their right front, was an armed helicopter, its landing skids heavy with rocket tubes and machine guns. Their destination was a small Special Forces camp twenty-six kilometers north of the provincial capital and in the center of a Vietcong-controlled zone.

Rocky was a trimly built, twenty-six-year-old West Point graduate who had volunteered for a six-month extension after completing one year as an adviser. His slightly outthrust jaw and penetrating eyes were indications of his personality, but his close-cut, black-flecked, steel-gray hair looked as if it belonged on someone much older.

He had recently been assigned as MAAG intelligence adviser in Camau and had witnessed some hard combat as the Vietnamese units his detachment was advising stood toe to toe with the best the Vietcong had to offer. The battles were typical of that period: Vietcong nighttime assaults; chance daylight encounters with an elusive enemy and the seeming impossibility of pinning him down; bloody ambushes; lack of adequate air support and artillery even though our pilots were flying the wings off of the available T–28’s; the frustration that went with the “old war” before the arrival of jets, artillery support, and American combat units. This was the war known to the American advisers, to the isolated U.S. Special Forces detachments in their efforts to combat the Vietcong in their own territory. This was Vietnam, 1963.

Small groups of huts, clustered along canal banks bordered by coconut palms and banana trees, passed below the open doors of the choppers. The countryside was deceptively peaceful. To shatter the illusion all one had to do was drop down into range of the weapons which were, no doubt, pointed skyward at that very moment, hidden by the foliage of the trees. Farmers worked thigh-deep in water, tending their rice paddies, their conical hats reflecting the sunlight. Water buffalo wallowed in the mud, oblivious to all around them. A graceful “spirit bird” hung motionless in the sky, “suspended high in a rising air thermal,” its lonely world undisturbed by the passing helicopters.

Ahead, now visible at the intersection of two larger canals, was Versace’s destination, Tan Phu. A streamer of green smoke billowed up from the landing zone, a small rectangular area cleared for chopper landing. At Tan Phu there was only one way in or out—by chopper—and it wasn’t safe that way either. The terrain one kilometer away from camp for 360 degrees belonged to Charlie. It was an isolated fortress manned by an American Special Forces A-Detachment, their Vietnamese Special Forces (LLDB) counterpart team, and four companies—about 380 men on an average day—of the Civilian Irregular Defense Group. These were the Vietnamese and Cambodians from that area who had been recruited, equipped, and trained to resist the Vietcong in their home villages. It was a lonely spot for the Americans.

The armed Huey made its first pass over the camp, a cluster of brown thatched huts surrounded by a mud wall, narrow moat, and several distinct barbed wire barriers. Large machine-gun bunkers on the corners and scattered rifle positions along the wall marred the otherwise smooth rectangular layout of the camp’s main defense. Mortar positions within the perimeter, a watchtower, a masonry and tile dispensary, and a large concrete cube completed the major interior parts of this barrier to complete Vietcong domination of the area.

The large concrete structure was being used as an ammunition bunker now that it had been strengthened and sandbagged. It was the only survivor of a militia post that had been overrun by the VC in 1962. The last of the soldiers then manning the post had been trapped inside the building as they made a final stand. The Vietcong had jammed the muzzles of their weapons into the firing ports and riddled the inside of the building, then hurled grenades into the ports and wiped out the remaining defenders. The inside walls of the building still bore the scars of that last stand.

The choppers settled onto the sheets of perforated steel matting which prevented them from sinking over their skids in the soft muck of this delta swampland. Rocky jumped to the matting, clutching a small bag in one hand and a portable Thermofax machine under his other arm. His baseball cap was canted to one side of his head and his carbine had slipped from his shoulder to the crook of his arm.

“Welcome to the end of the world! I didn’t expect you so soon.” Ducking against the powerful downdraft of the blades and holding my beret on with one hand, I greeted him. Members of the American team took his gear as I introduced him to Al Penneult, the crew-cut, bull-necked ex-football player—our detachment commander.

Rocky’s grin was one of the nicest things about him and his greeting made it seem as if we’d known each other for years. Actually, it had been only a few weeks since I’d met him. I had been en route to Tan Phu from Saigon after picking up funds and supplies for the camp. Rocky had been just another face in the vehicle that took us from the Catinat Hotel to Tan Son Nhut Airfield and I had said no more than “Good morning” when I first saw him. It wasn’t until we found ourselves sitting side by side on the same Caribou flight to Can Tho that we began to talk and introduced ourselves. Before we landed at Can Tho, we had gone through the whole problem of exchange of vital information that existed in our operational area and had hatched a plan to establish communication between our posts. We received permission at my B-Detachment to put in voice commo between Tan Phu and Camau. It was to be strictly for exchange of information and not used as a command net. With that guidance, we went to work and in three days had installed an AN/GRC 9 radio at Tan Phu and linked the two groups of Americans, the Special Forces and MAAG. I had spent two days at Camau, coordinating the setup and requisitioning the radio which I subsequently took back to Tan Phu to be installed. Rocky had planned to come up to Tan Phu for a visit to check out what we had and coordinate further exchanges.

This visit had been prompted by a briefing we had given his senior adviser earlier the same day on the situation at Tan Phu. He had questioned whether or not Rocky had been up to coordinate yet and after my negative reply had decided to send the choppers for him. It hadn’t been more than a couple of hours after the Colonel’s departure that Rocky arrived.

Rocky, Al, and I walked through the gate into the main camp, saluting the stern-faced striker on guard as he snapped to present arms with his carbine. We passed a clothesline, sagging under the weight of dripping fatigue shirts and trousers. “Big Boy,” our Vietnamese laundryman, was attempting to dry the freshly washed uniforms before the humid rainy-season climate induced mold to form. The intervals of sunlight were short and it took no time at all for the clothes to develop a broad velvety covering of either light green or dull orange.

Pluto, the team’s canine mascot, lay in the middle of the path, luxuriating in the warmth of a patch of sunlight while one of the Vietnamese chickens pecked intently at some delicacy it had discovered on Pluto’s tail. Neither seemed to disturb the other.

Inside the team hut, Rocky met the other members of the team and stowed his bag and weapon on the bunk Al indicated. The dirt floors and thatch construction of our buildings contrasted sharply with the masonry structures, cement floors, and screened windows at Camau, thus prompting Rocky’s first comment: “Why don’t you fix this place up a little?” He indicated the sacks of portland cement stacked high along the wall. “You’ve got plenty of cement, why not put in a floor and walls?”

The questions caused heads to turn in his direction as the team members scrutinized the visitor who had immediately begun to criticize our hootches. I felt compelled to answer, since he was my guest and I knew no one else would reply.

“We have a priority on construction, Rocky. The cement is for civil affairs projects with our Vietnamese and we can’t use it to make our quarters more comfortable until we finish the sanitation and construction in the villages.”

Rocky nodded. Once he understood why something was done, he would accept it. That is, if he agreed with the reasoning. I had, in the short time I’d known him, noticed a dynamic, outspoken frankness. He had an eagerness and disregard for danger that would blend well with Al’s similar traits, but perhaps not so well with the older team members’ outlook. It was a matter of liking Rocky a hell of a lot or disliking him intensely. He was too positive a personality to allow any other reactions and his unreserved observations could be quite abrasive.

Supper that evening was a festive occasion as our Vietnamese cooks, Hai and Sha (the grinning, bucktoothed, local con artist), outdid themselves. Barbecued pork, French fried potatoes, and green beans were steaming in serving bowls on the long tables, with French rolls and butter. Fruit cocktail topped off the meal and we were all in a relaxed mood as we sat outside the hootch, sipping coffee or beer and watching the spectacular Vietnamese sunset.

These moments of quiet were ones I think all of us will remember about Vietnam. Tan Phu was a beautiful place in the evening. The wide rice paddy, graceful coconut palms, the glorious burst of oranges and reds fanning up from the western horizon and reflecting from the masses of clouds created a feeling of harmony and peace. The village children playing and laughing along the canal banks and the birds high above, quiet and graceful, returning to their nests dispelled any thoughts of the war that began when darkness fell. The mosquitoes were the first sign that night was coming and soon after their arrival, our moments of peace ended. Darkness came and with it came the VC.

That night there was a minor probe along the outpost line across the canal. We fired a few illumination and high explosive mortar rounds. The troops on the line exchanged shots with the attackers and then it was quiet again. The team had become accustomed to these harassing attacks and paid little attention unless required to support the strikers. We slept in our fatigue trousers, with boots and loaded weapons in reach of our bunks in case something big came up. Also that night, Rocky met our mobile rattrap, a seven-and-a-half-foot python, who proved to be an affable companion to his very few friends. The strikers eyed him as a substantial meal, but refrained from tangling with him for reasons other than his belonging to the American team.

The next morning, after a breakfast of Hai’s two-ton pancakes, which were a good ten inches in diameter and as thick as the palm of my hand, we began to go through the intelligence gathered at Tan Phu. Captain Versace proved to be extremely efficient in extracting the pertinent facts from agents’ reports and classifying it according to the information he already had. At the same time, he was filling our intelligence sergeant and me in on information that clarified our picture.

I briefed Rocky on the enemy situation, mentioning the new reports we had been getting on a buildup of VC regional force units, hard-core types with the latest Communist-bloc equipment. The day before, the Colonel had mentioned during the briefing that there were large units moving northward from the rest areas deep in the mangrove swamps south of Camau and they had disappeared after reaching this area. All indications pointed to our old troublemaker, the VC 306th Battalion, roaming around somewhere near the fringe of the U Minh Forest. We had clobbered them in an all-night battle on 30 July. They disappeared, licking their wounds and swearing revenge. They were now back with replacements and new equipment. It was a developing picture of enemy strength increasing radically, with no obvious reason to sit idle once they massed their forces. We could expect some rough nights ahead.

Rocky met Lieutenant Tinh, the Vietnamese Special Forces detachment commander, a quiet, sleepy-eyed, young second lieutenant, who had been assigned to Tan Phu for his first command position. Then he met Sergeant Canh, the Vietnamese team sergeant, a veteran of the French conflict who had served at Tan Phu from the time it was reestablished some seven months earlier. He had been team sergeant under Major Phong, the first camp commander, and was wise in the ways of staying alive at Tan Phu. Aspirant Dai was the second in command to Lieutenant Tinh and was a pleasant young man in a position where he balanced survival against fulfilling the requirements in this tour of duty for his promotion to second lieutenant. Tan Phu was a rough place to learn how to be an officer.

The days passed rapidly and on the morning of the twenty-eighth, Captain Versace asked if he could pay a visit to the district chief at Thoi Binh, some eight kilometers down the canal. Since Rocky was attached to MAAG, he was in an advisory and staff role for the district chief. He wanted to check in with him. Captain Penneult arranged with Lieutenant Tinh to take three assault boats and a squad of strikers for security. They departed at midmorning.

The group returned at about 1500 hours with the word that we’d be going on an operation early the next morning. There was the immediate feeling of excitement as we waited to hear the details. Al said that Lieutenant Tinh would be over after supper to go through the complete briefing with us, but the general plan was for a three-company operation to Le Coeur, a small hamlet about eight kilometers to our northwest. I walked into the operations hut to check the map for an exact location.

Le Coeur was located in a Vietcong-dominated area on one of the main canals leading into the dreaded U Minh Forest. We had never ventured into that area before and the close proximity of the legendary forest sanctuary of the Vietcong made this a cinch for a damn good fire fight.

I was joined at the map by Master Sergeant Dennis Lima and Sergeant First Class Jim Browning, our team sergeant and intelligence sergeant respectively. Lima and Browning both had replaced original members of the team who had been wounded. We measured the distances from camp to the hamlet and from the hamlet to the edge of the forest. Browning was leafing through a recent intelligence summary he had taken from the files. “I wonder whose idea this was?” Lima asked no one in particular as he studied the map. I was busy measuring maximum range for our 81mm mortars and the 155 mm howitzers at Thoi Binh. We would need all the fire support we could get in case we got caught out there by something more than we could handle.

Al and Rocky came in discussing possible courses of action for the operation. The district chief had gotten information, Al told us, that a small enemy unit had moved into Le Coeur and was establishing a command post there. The possibility that it would be used to direct attacks against us existed and we were going to hit the village, driving out or killing the VC. We would be taking two of our striker companies and one of the militia companies from Thoi Binh.

I went to work on calculations for fire support while Browning checked the map for possible routes to and from the objective. The terrain was easy to analyze—rice paddies with scattered banana and coconut groves and scattered hamlets. The Vietnamese would select the final route, but this analysis would give us a rough idea to check with their plan. We had no intelligence on the possible units in that specific area and would rely on Lieutenant Tinh for that. We would require no special equipment and the Vietnamese already had sufficient ammunition. Radios and batteries would be required, so I made a note for Leigh Wade, one of our team commo men.

Al and Rocky were talking over plans and alternates with Lima. The basic plan was to hit the hamlet with one company, while the other two formed an ambush between the hamlet and the forest. If the VC escaped the assault and ran for the forest, they would be cut up by the ambush. The two companies would also have sufficient strength to fight off VC reinforcements coming from the forest. The problem of fire support was crucial, since the objective and ambush site were well out of range of our camp mortars and the 155’s were less effective for close support.

I was thinking that this plan would be relatively sound if we could hit with surprise, do our job, and get the hell out of there before anyone could react. We would be deep in Charlie’s territory and with the reports we had received about his troop concentrations around us, there was no telling exactly how many men were out there. It wouldn’t be too smart to roam around for any great length of time after they knew we were in their territory. I imagine the same thoughts had occurred to others.

We went in for chow at about 1730, taking our time to eat and avoiding shoptalk during the meal. Afterward I went to my desk in the operations hut and began a letter to Lorene, my fiancée. Three discarded attempts later I decided to put it off until after the excitement. I would feel more like writing then.

It was already dark when Lieutenant Tinh entered the mess hut, a map and several sheets of paper in his hand. We went into the op hut where he spread out his map and began to explain the detailed plan. There was complete silence among the gathered Americans. We would leave the camp in two increments. The two ambush companies would depart at 2400 hours, since they had a greater distance to travel and would have to be in position before the assault began on the hamlet. The assault company would leave at 0200 hours, traveling almost in a straight line along canal number one to the objective. We would attack at day-break, catching the VC as they awoke. First Company, with Sergeant Canh, would go with the Militia Company to the ambush site. Third Company, with Lieutenant Tinh, would assault.

“What about fire support, Lieutenant Tinh?” Lima asked.

“We will take the mortars from camp and place them here.” He pointed to the map. “They can fire for the operation from there.” I checked the location he indicated. It was within three thousand meters of both sites, giving adequate coverage.

“What about return routes?” Captain Penneult asked.

“We will return along canal number three and canal five,” Tinh answered. “First Company will join us after the attack.” The return routes were out of range of the mortars.

“Lieutenant Tinh,” I offered, “I’d suggest leaving at least one tube in camp to support us on the way back. We’ll be out of range on canal five, and most of canal three.” Al and Rocky checked the map and nodded in agreement. Tinh accepted the idea, making notations on his papers.

“Sir, who’s going to be firing the mortars tomorrow?” Big John Lowe, team heavy-weapons man, asked Captain Penneult.

“I don’t know, Sergeant Lowe. What about it, Lieutenant Tinh?”

“I will have two crews to go with the mortars on the operation,” Tinh replied.

“Sir, what about me and Ponce going along just to keep an eye on things? After all, those are the crews we trained,” Big John volunteered. Al thought for a moment.

“Ti-Uy,” he addressed Tinh by the Vietnamese term for second lieutenant, “what type of security will be with the mortars?”

“I am sending one platoon for security,” came the answer.

“Will it be all right for Lowe and Navarro to go with the mortars?”

Tinh nodded an affirmative.

“Lieutenant Tinh, what about the 155’s?” I asked, still concerned over the fire support. “Will they screen our north flank on the way back?” Canals eight through fifteen had been a problem in the past and Charlie tended to congregate out there. It would be nasty to have that side open.

“The district chief has said he will provide artillery for the hamlet, but I do not know about when we come back,” Tinh confessed.

“Can you check with him and make certain we’re covered out there?” I pursued the point. Tinh replied that he’d contact the district chief, but there was a nagging doubt in my mind about that flank’s being open.

The discussion went to the departure times and whether or not the assault company had sufficient time to reach the objective. Contingencies were covered and as the plan unfolded in detail, there were weaknesses. Timing was critical and surprise essential. We would be moving, most of the time, through VC-controlled areas and would be forced to pass either near or through a number of hamlets, any one of which could give warning to the enemy. Our mortars would be separate from the three companies and protected by one platoon. They were vulnerable. The lack of adequate coverage on the return was yet another problem. I began to have doubts about the operation. More than usual.

The plan was finally worked out, imperfectly, but the best that could be done under the circumstances. Tinh bid us goodnight and left to complete his preparations. He was damn good for a lieutenant, but I wished we had Major Phong back with us. Lima was shaking his head. Good, bad, or indifferent as far as plans went, the Special Forces advisers would go along and tomorrow was my turn to go on the operation.

Rocky announced that he would be going and drew surprised glances from the team. MAAG advisers weren’t allowed to accompany Special Forces operations, and Al brought this to Rocky’s attention. The probability of making contact with Charlie and provoking action, coupled with the chance of picking up good intelligence in the previously untouched village, were enough reason for Rocky. We talked it over for a while, with Rocky insisting that the district chief’s initiation of the operation and militia participation made it a joint operation and he was going as an adviser to the militia. There was no way around his determination and it was decided that Rocky and I would go with Lieutenant Tinh and the assault company.

“Who else do you want with you, Nick?” Al asked, regarding the other team member who would go along.

I glanced into the mess hut where Dan Pitzer, the team medical supervisor, was sitting, munching at a bowl of cereal. “You want to take the walk tomorrow, Dan?”

Dan looked up. “Doesn’t matter to me. Might as well.” He went back to his cereal.

I stood by the doorway studying the map I’d carry with me. “I don’t like this one, sir,” I commented to Al, who was standing beside me.

His eyes flared for a moment. “If you don’t like it, stay home. I’ll take the walk!”

I stood shocked for a second at the idea, then thought that perhaps because I’d been here a little longer, I might be a little more cautious than necessary. “No sweat,” I replied. “It’s my turn, I’ll go.” If for no other reason, because Rocky was going.

“All right,” Al replied, calming a bit. “Those who are going on the operation tomorrow go ahead and sack out. Get some rest before you leave.”

I nodded and entered the commo bunker to find Rocky Versace speaking angrily into the handset.

“Who refused the request? I want a name! Over.”

We apparently weren’t going to get that L–19 for some reason. We’d never had one before in Tan Phu, although some units never went out without the reliable “bird dog” overhead to spot the enemy and call in airstrikes. It would be nice to have one, particularly for this operation. I tapped Rocky on the arm and gave him the palms-up shoulder shrug indicating “What’s happening?” Rocky’s face answered my question before he said a word.

“Someone down there won’t approve an L–19 for the operation tomorrow, damn it! They’ve got them. Why won’t they let us have one?”

“Al said to go ahead and get some sleep before the op in the morning. Whoever is pulling guard will wake us up in time to grab a cup of coffee before we go. See you in a couple of hours.” Rocky nodded as he continued his conversation with Camau.

I walked around to the positions and told the others to grab a little sack time before we left in the morning. After a last look at the map of the area we were going into, I walked through the mess hall and into the team sleeping hut. Big John was pulling off his boots as he sat on the edge of his bunk. Ponce Navarro was already inside his mosquito net and well on the way to sleep. It took a lot to shake him up and we had yet to come up against anything that really bothered him.

“See you tomorrow, John. Have those tubes ready when you hear me calling ‘shoot ’em.’ ” John was a good man to have on your side—particularly with the mortars, which he handled with deadly accuracy.

“You call for ’em, Lieutenant Rowe, and me and Ponce will put ’em there.”

I left my tiger suit on and climbed under the mosquito net. Time to log a few Z’s before morning. I was glad that unit at Le Coeur was supposed to be small. I closed my eyes and thought about Lorene. As her face came into my mind, everything was quiet. I drifted thousands of miles from this Asiatic Fort Laramie and sleep came quickly.

“Lieutenant Rowe! Lieutenant Rowe. It’s 0100 hours, sir.”

“Thanks, Van.” Roger VandeBerg, the team medical assistant, was standing beside my bed. “Are the others up yet?” I asked.

“Yes, sir, I just got them up. Coffee’s on in the tavern.”

VandeBerg walked back through the doorway and into the mess hall. He had another hour to pull on guard and this had been a long night.

I pushed the mosquito net aside, shivering slightly in the cool, damp night air. I mentally checked my gear. Boots, harness, canteen. Check. Grenades, knife. Check. Rifle—and I need about three more bandoleers of ammo. I can get them in the mess hall. Compass into my jacket pocket. Now where in the hell is my hat? Damn it, I had it last night. Where in hell did I leave it? Not on the shelf, nope. Not on the chests. Maybe in the commo bunker. I’ll check while I’m getting coffee.

Slinging the harness over one shoulder and carrying the M–1 in my right hand, I walked into the mess hall where the others were already standing around drinking cups of the strong, black brew. A carbine with two “banana” magazines taped together lay on the table. A shotgun-like M–79, Pitzer’s weapon, hung by its sling from the back of one of the chairs. Harnesses, bandoleers of ammo, grenades: gear was laid on the tabletop, on the chairs; and there, on the table, was my hat where I’d left it after the briefing the evening before.

VandeBerg poured a cup of coffee for me. “It’s hot, sir. That’s about all I can guarantee.” The others stood, drinking in silence, still trying to shake the grip of those brief hours of sleep.

The steaming liquid seared my tongue as I took my first sip. I was suddenly wide awake and aware of the thatch walls of the hut; the lantern burning on the table; the small, screen-enclosed shelved rack with the moldy boxes of Post Tens cereal and cans of Mother’s Oats, some of which were left over from the first team that had been here; the table and chairs where our team had shared so many meals. I thought of the long hours ahead, the rice paddies, the mud, the impossible-to-cross, single-pole monkey bridges, and the inevitable plunge into the small canals as I slipped off the bridges. Somehow, in the light of what was to come, this mud-floored thatched hut seemed like the ultimate in comfort and convenience. Perhaps this was a reason for the Vietnamese farmer’s love for his hut, no matter how poor—it was all relative. If what was around the hut was less desirable, less comfortable, less convenient, then it would seem better, and often the next step down from such a place was no hut at all.

It was odd. Coming from America, with all the conveniences and comfort I had known, even in the BOQ’s at Fort Bragg that we never ceased to curse while we were there, I had looked on our huts at Tan Phu with dismay. Dirt floors, thatch walls and roofs (which leaked no matter how many repairs were made), a kerosene refrigerator which never quite got anything really cold; yet here I was looking at all this with a fondness, regarding it as more than adequate, compared to what I would be wading around in very shortly.

“Lieutenant Rowe,” Wade jarred me loose. “Do you want to check out the radios now?”

“Right,” I answered. “John and Ponce will have one PRC/10 with them and I’ll be using Lieutenant Tinh’s.

“Let’s go over call signs and frequencies again right now,” I interjected. “The call sign will be ‘Rattlesnake.’ Wade, Tan Phu will be Rattlesnake nest.’ I will be Rattlesnake one.’ John and Ponce will be ‘Rattlesnake two.’ Our primary frequency will be 50.1. Alternate will be 49.5. Emergency frequency will be 38.1.” Each of the men repeated the call signs and frequencies, which had already been committed to memory. Pitzer and Rocky Versace took note of the frequencies and call signs. We didn’t know who might have to make contact.

“Will the Vietnamese be using this base set also?” Rocky asked.

“Negative, sir,” Wade answered. “They have one of their own.”

“Why is there a shortage of radios?” Rocky continued.

“The problem is with maintenance, Rocky,” I replied. “We started out with what looked like enough sets, but it seems like the strikers do ’em in faster than we can send them for repairs, and replacement radios don’t exist. I suppose other camps are having the same problem and there just aren’t enough ’10’s to go around. It’s something we have yet to straighten out. As far as sharing one base set, which is what you might be thinking of, we’ve already tried that. We’ve found that it’s best to have two separate nets. Particularly in this case, since we’ll be handling a resupply drop tomorrow as well as the op. LLDB will have to continuously monitor their radio during the op and if worst comes to worst, they’ll call Wade over and we can use their frequencies.”

At this point, Lieutenant Tinh came into the mess hut, his prized American bush hat pushed back on his head, carbine slung over one shoulder, and a map in one hand. He still looked sleepy, but then, he always looked a little sleepy.

“Morning, Ti-Uy.” “Good morning, Lieutenant Tinh.” “Time to go back to bed, Ti-Uy,” he was greeted as he entered.

Turning to Rocky and me he said, “We will leave in twenty minutes. Third Company prepares now. We will go to the village.”

“What about the other companies?” I asked.

“First Company has already gone. They will be in position by 4:30.”

VandeBerg set Tinh’s coffee on the table and pushed the can of milk and the sugar bowl over to him. Tinh continued, as he poured generous amounts of milk and sugar into the coffee to produce a mixture which all the Vietnamese seemed to favor—half coffee, half milk, and a lot of sugar—“We will attack at daylight. We must travel through the rice fields because the canals have many grenade traps.”

Wade, in the meantime, had checked all the radios. Pitzer laid out his harness and examined it. I found myself again checking off the equipment I was carrying. The extra ammo! I walked over to the boxes of .30 cal. bandoleers kept in the mess hut and took out three. That gave me a total of five and should be enough for just about anything we might run into.

We finished our coffee and began putting on our equipment—slipping harness straps over our shoulders, adjusting the belt, making sure the rubber band which held the grenade handle to the base was secure so the grenade wouldn’t drop off the ring on the harness shoulder strap through which the handle had been slipped.

The plastic jungle canteens were filled with water and after a final look at my M–1, I opened the bolt and pushed a clip of ammo in and let the bolt slide forward. Pushing the safety on, I reached for my cap, put it on, and took a last look around to see if there was anything left to do.

Rocky and Dan Pitzer were ready. “Van, John, Ponce, we’ll see you all later.” I followed Lieutenant Tinh out of the hut and into the darkness outside. The night was cloudy, though stars shone through breaks in the passing cloud formations. Faint, pale moonlight gave promise of at least a little help in navigating the soggy-bottomed, water-filled rice paddies. Lieutenant Tinh made his way toward the camp gate, his flashlight throwing a yellowish oval on the ground.

We walked across the bridge and into the village, where we immediately encountered activity. Strikers, wearing the black-and-green-slashed tiger suits, carrying so much ammunition I wondered how they were able to move, hurried down the packed mud main street toward the assembly area. The Cambod machine gunner from Third Company came by, grinning as he carried his .30 cal. weapon and a full belt of link ammo draped around his shoulders like a necklace of huge shark teeth. As it turned out, quite a few VC that day felt the bite of those “teeth” before the young Cambod died.

As we approached the village chief’s house, which seemed to be the meeting place for all the honchos on this operation, the street became jammed with our strikers. Talking in low voices, the various groups seemed to be segments of a vast disorder and I wondered how anyone could create a company out of this shadowy-bodied mass. It was apparent that the company commander and platoon leaders were in control of the situation, for as Lieutenant Tinh approached, certain voices stood out and there was a brief milling around prior to an orderly double file forming from the group of strikers nearest me and, no doubt, extending throughout the company.

Lieutenant Tinh stepped into the dimly lit house, where he spoke briefly with the village chief and “Ho Chi Minh,” ex-Vietminh company commander of Third Company.

Rocky was suddenly by my side. I hadn’t even noticed him as he came out of the darkness. “How much longer before we move out?”

“Shouldn’t be more than five or ten minutes. Tinh is getting the final poop now and we’ll move out as soon as he finishes.”

Rocky smiled. “It’s a lot better when you get started on one of these things. I hate the waiting.”

“I don’t mind waiting if there’s a place to get a little sleep,” Pitzer retorted with a grin.

Lieutenant Tinh walked out on the narrow porch and spoke briefly with one of the local Vietnamese intelligence agents, who were always around the village chief’s house before an op. The strikers were beginning to shuffle and finger their equipment. An air of tension was settling as we neared time to move out. I shut my mind to those long, slushy, thigh-deep rice paddies that lay ahead and fixed my thoughts on that tall, cold glass of iced tea that Sha would have waiting when we returned, even though iced tea didn’t seem too desirable right then. I would have settled for another cup of coffee at the moment.

Lieutenant Tinh walked over to us. “It is good. They are in Le Coeur and do not expect us. We will go now.” He turned and spoke one word to the company commander: “Di”—Go.

Slowly at first, the double column of serious-faced young Vietnamese, old soldiers scarred by battles long past, and the carefree Cambods began to move forward down the street to canal one, which cut across the land to the northwest, to Le Coeur.

We joined the middle of the column as it began to move faster, the strikers grinning at us as we stepped in with them. We walked past quiet, darkened huts. Pigs grunted sleepily as the columns of troops strode along the packed mud walkway bordering the canal inside the village. We passed the inner barbed wire fence, which meant the head of the column should be even with the outpost line. Soon we’d be clear of the defenses and in no-man’s-land, and soon after that we would be in Charlie’s territory.

The column began to slow as we turned right, into the first paddy. As I stepped from the firm surface of the path there was a short second of fighting for balance when my jungle boot sank into the soft muck. The water slipped up around my legs as I walked forward. Damn, it’s cold, I thought, as my trousers became soaked and clung to my legs. Christ, I hate to walk through this crap. Then my thoughts turned to keeping my position in the column. These little Vietnamese troops walked through a paddy as if they had webbed feet.

Clumps of reeds separated us from the canal as we moved along. We became a single column, plodding as quietly as possible through the thigh-deep water. The moon broke through the clouds for a brief moment. Silhouetted coconut palms on a distant canal were standing like a row of sentinels over the sleeping land, deceptively peaceful. A dog barked in the distance.

Hours passed as we made our way toward the unsuspecting Le Coeur. Walking became automatic. No longer did I notice the water or the slippery mud beneath. The column had stopped several times as the Vietnamese conferred in low voices, checked the route, and then moved out once again.

The column halted short of a northeast-southwest canal that intersected our path. I could see the dark shapes of huts in among the coconut and banana palms. Lieutenant Tinh walked forward to meet the company commander. They spoke softly for a few minutes as the company commander pointed toward the huts and then to the west of them where our canal and the village canal crossed. Lieutenant Tinh waited as the column began to move, this time bearing to the left, toward the village canal. Stepping in beside me, he said quietly, “VC in the hamlet. We must go into the canal and go around them. This will be difficult. There are dap loi and grenades here. Be very careful.”

After repeating Tinh’s message to Rocky and Dan, who were behind me, we made sure we had a Vietnamese between each of us. In case one of us blundered onto a booby trap the other would have a chance of not being injured. We slid down an incline on our asses and went up to our waists in the canal. Carrying my M–1 across my shoulders, my bandoleers of ammo high on my chest, I followed the Vietnamese in front of me by about five meters, watching his every movement. On the bank to my right I could see a spiked fence made of brush and sharpened bamboo stakes. Behind it was a mound of packed mud about five feet high used as a firing position by the VC. Coconut palms bent gracefully over the canal, but this time their beauty was not appreciated. They created shadows and we needed all the illumination we could get from available moonlight.

The striker to my front moved off to his left and I followed. There was a portion of fence extending into the canal. He turned and indicated for me to give it wide berth, which I was quite willing to do. I turned and passed the signal on to the man behind me. Some distance later we climbed up onto the canal bank and proceeded down the hard-packed path paralleling the canal. We had passed the semidefensive line found on the perimeter of what Charlie considered his territory and were now traveling along the same routes he used. I checked my watch: 0425. A little over an hour and we’d be hitting Le Coeur.

We passed more darkened huts. Dogs barked and followed us, the first ones to bark alerting others that seemed to come from every hut, determined to defend their masters against these strangers. At one point we halted briefly near a dimly lit, relatively large hut with a broad front porch and wooden plank front. I could see Ho Chi and one of his squad leaders standing in the shadows to the right of the open door talking with a slightly built, elderly Vietnamese. They finished talking, bowed, and walked back toward the column standing silent in the darkness. The old man stayed in the doorway for a moment, peering into the night that had enveloped his two visitors, then turned and reentered his home. In a couple of minutes, Lieutenant Tinh appeared, grinning. “We tell the old man,” he said, making one of his infrequent English slips, “we are VC and asked if he has seen any Government troops here. He told us the Government forces did not dare to come here. Then we asked if any of our brothers had passed recently. He said a large unit passed early yesterday morning, but he did not know more.”

I grinned back at him, unenthusiastically. I was wondering where that “large unit” was going and just how large it was. Was it one of the units normally around here, or a new one? I hoped the old man hadn’t bothered to look out again, and perhaps see the tiger-suit-clad strikers, not exactly a “brother unit.”

We passed beyond the huts and came to a smaller canal, bordered on both sides by banana groves. Thank God the dogs had quieted down. They were enough to wake up General Giap.

Lieutenant Tinh, “Dih Dah,” the LLDB radioman, and the Strike Force leaders gathered at the head of the column. I looked at my watch: 0515. We should be just about ready. Daylight would be breaking in about half an hour. I walked up to the group and listened. Dih Dah was holding his hand cupped over the mouthpiece of the PRC/10 handset and speaking softly. All I could hear was a series of numbers, which evidently meant something to Lieutenant Tinh, for he nodded seriously as Dih Dah repeated the message: “Hai, nam, ba, nam, chinh, bon.” I looked questioningly at Tinh.

“First Company is in position. We are one and a half kilometers from Le Coeur and will reach there shortly after day-break. This is not good.”

“We’d best get on the road then, Ti-Uy,” I said. Our assault would be across nearly 750 meters of open rice paddy, and to cross in broad daylight could be costly, particularly if the VC decided to fight instead of run.

I noticed the strikers checking their weapons as we moved out. Ammunition was carefully checked, grenadiers fingered the rifle grenades hanging around their waists, faces were all serious now. We passed through the banana groves and into a field of twisted scrub brush, reeds, and skeletons of dead trees. The reeds were high enough to cover our movement as the column began to fan out to the left and right.

By 0540 first light was showing to the east. It wouldn’t take long for the sun to come up. In the mornings it seemed to hang back for so long and then suddenly rocket into the sky, making the transition from night to day a short one. I checked my own weapon, ammo, and grenades and took my hat off and pushed it under the murky brown water, letting it sop up the wetness. Later on when the sun was up it was going to be hot. Rocky and Dan were back beside me, their eyes intent as they watched the strikers fan out. We walked together now as the reeds began to thin out. The paddy should be just ahead. The sun was now on the horizon to our right, robbing us of the invisibility we had enjoyed. I could see the line of soldiers to my left and right walking steadily forward through the scattered clumps of reeds, their squad leaders working to keep the line straight. There was about a meter or so between each man. Bazooka teams were slightly to the rear of the rifle squads, their ungainly launching tubes already on their shoulders, muzzles aimed upward at a slight angle. The ammunition bearers, close beside the gunners, carried both H.E. and white phosphorus rounds, the latter being more desirable as an antipersonnel round. The H.E., because of its shaped-charge effect and general lack of fragmentation, was principally to destroy any fortifications we came across.

We walked at an angle to the right and joined Lieutenant Tinh and the command group as they moved forward. “Lieutenant Tinh, I’ll make contact with the mortars now and make sure we’re netted in,” I said as I stepped in beside the striker carrying the radio, which was almost as broad as his back. Lieutenant Tinh nodded. He was concentrating on something else.

I took the handset from the little Vietnamese and reached to set the frequency on the dial. This was tricky, particularly if you were walking through a semi-swamp while you were doing it. On the upper portion of the set there is a dial with the frequencies and a small round knob beside it which is used to adjust and select the desired frequency. Next to this is a multi-position switch which is the off-on, mike, or remote selection and calibration switch. The latter is spring-loaded and must be held in the calibrate position while the frequency is tuned. This requires one hand for the selection dial, one hand to hold the calibrate switch, and a third hand to hold the handset to your ear as you listen for the “zero beat,” the sound of exact calibration. Thanks to Rocky’s lending that extra hand I set 50.1 on the dial, got a zero beat, and began the transmission. I never failed to think dark thoughts about whoever designed that damn thing.

“Rattlesnake two, this is Rattlesnake one, over.” I released the press-to-talk switch on the side of the handset and listened to the rush of static in the earpiece. Nothing.

“Rattlesnake two, this is Rattlesnake one, over,” I repeated. Again the rush of static; then, loud and clear:

“Rattlesnake one, this is Rattlesnake two. How do you read me? Over.”

“This is Rattlesnake one. Read you five by. How me? Over.”

“This is Rattlesnake two. Read you five by. Over.” We had good communication with the mortars.

“This is Rattlesnake one, in position, moving out, wait.” Ponce would know we were about to begin the assault and a fire mission for the mortars would be coming soon, if needed. He’d keep the frequency open and be standing by to receive.

“This is Rattlesnake two. Roger. Over.”

“The mortars are ready,” I said to Lieutenant Tinh as I handed the handset back to Dih Dah, who began to readjust the frequency to the Vietnamese net.

Rocky grinned at me. “Now I know why you didn’t object too strongly to my coming along. You needed someone to hold the handset for you while you talk to your buddies.”

I glanced at my watch: 0557. Ahead, the rifle squads brought their weapons to the on-guard position. A squad leader on the left lifted his arm in a signal to the command group; they were entering the rice paddy. All down the line squad leaders’ arms went up. I walked out of the sparse reeds and there, spread out in front of me, was the biggest, widest rice paddy I’d seen in my young life. That paddy seemed at least a mile across, but the distant tree line, marking the canal and village, was too distinct for that to be true. I could see the thatched walls and roofs of the huts, thin streamers of smoke rising from cooking fires, grayish-white against the dark green of the trees, fences of split bamboo behind some of the huts.

Crack! Bam! Instinctively, I dropped to a crouch. The familiar sound of a round passing nearby, then the report of a weapon was followed by two more. To our left, a sentry had spotted us and fired a warning. The village came to life. Black-clad figures tumbled out of the huts, paused to look out at the advancing troops, then dove back inside. The strikers gave out a terrifying howl, like a pack of wolves, and the line broke into a slogging run toward the village, the strikers stopping only to fire and then rejoin the line.

The black-suited VC reappeared, carrying weapons and gear. Scattered shots whistled and snapped above our heads, but the VC were running. Wait! What the hell? They were going the wrong way! The bastards were going the wrong way! Toward the canals, not the forest!

The VC had elected to retreat toward the more distant sanctuary to the northeast, ignoring the forest and leaving our ambush useless. Tinh was shouting to the company commander, while platoon leaders and squad leaders encouraged the strikers, who at this point really needed no encouragement. The VC were running; it didn’t matter to the strikers that they were avoiding our carefully laid ambush and might escape. All that mattered was that the VC were running and the strikers were the hunters.

Our right flank swept ahead, trying to cut the VC off. The backblast and spray of water to my right front marked a 3.5 gunner firing a round toward the VC. Seconds later, a plume of white smoke climbed from behind the trees as the white phosphorus hit.

I turned to Rocky and Dan. “Where’s Rock?” Dan was the only one with me. Dan pointed toward the advancing line of strikers and there was Rocky’s tall figure among the Vietnamese, racing with them toward the village.

“Oh my gosh. What’s he doing up there?” I asked the asinine question.

“As soon as the VC broke and ran, he decided to get with the program,” came Dan’s answer.

“Well, he can handle himself, but that’s not our job up there. Let’s see if Tinh will buy a few mortars to scramble ’em on about canal four.”

“Can we reach ’em that far out?” Dan asked.

“It’ll be close, but they’ll be that far before we can get rounds on them,” I replied as we joined Lieutenant Tinh and the radioman.

Dih Dah was engaged in furious conversation with someone on the ambush site, his words too fast for me to even tell one from the other. Lieutenant Tinh was carefully studying his map, his face unperturbed.

“Do you want mortar rounds put in, Lieutenant Tinh? We can hit canal three and possibly catch them. I’m not sure we can reach canal four.”

Tinh looked up. “They have gone the wrong way.”

Profound, I thought to myself. “Looks that way. Do you want to use the mortars to try and stop them?”

“No.” He shook his head. “We will go into the village. First Company will meet us there.”

“Ok, Ti Uy. We’ll see you in the village.” I turned to Dan. “Let’s go catch up with Rock.”

Dan smiled, pulled his cap down a little, swung the cloth bandoleer of bulky M–79 rounds behind him. “OK. Di. Di.”

The first squads of strikers had nearly reached the tree line. Their yelling had died out as they became winded. A few shots came from the squads on our right, some of them already in the village. As we came nearer the huts, I could see chickens and ducks scattering along the canal bank as strikers swept through the closest huts and began to cross the canal to set up security on the other side.

I walked past a small garden plot beside one of the bamboo-fenced huts. Pepper bushes, spices, a fruit of some type grew in the well-tended plot. Two papaya trees and numerous coconut palms bordered the weathered palm-thatched hut, heavy-laden with fruit. The hut itself was in two sections, a larger main structure in front and, adjoining it in the rear, a lower lean-to-roofed room, which I later learned was the cooking hut. In the fenced area were a moderate-sized pig and several ducks, all of which were free to walk from their backyard domain through the hut and out to the canal.

At first glance the only people in the village seemed to be our troops. All the huts appeared to be deserted. The only sounds were the buzzing insects and a solitary dog snarling at the intruders. The strikers quickly set up a close perimeter while other squads waited along the canal bank for further orders.

Rocky, still breathing a little heavily from the long jog, waited for us, leaning against a coconut palm. “You people certainly are slow.”

“That’s the kind of slow we get paid for being, sir,” Dan replied with more than a trace of sarcasm.

“Is Lieutenant Tinh in the village yet?” Rocky continued without noticing the remark. “We ought to make a close search and I’ll bet we turn up some good information.”

“Not yet,” I answered. “He was about fifty meters behind Dan and me. We’ll meet him here when he comes in.”

The strikers on the canal bank near us were squatting and laughing among themselves, their gestures pantomiming the rapid departure of the VC. Spirits were high and grinning faces were everywhere, even though we were deep in the middle of Charlie’s country and now he knew it for damn sure.

Lieutenant Tinh and Ho Chi walked up to us. “We will rest here until First Company comes from the ambush position, sir. Then we shall go to find the VC.”

“Are you going to search the village, Lieutenant Tinh?” Rocky asked.

“Yes, sir. We will begin in a short while.”

The conversation between Rocky and Tinh went on, but my attention went to the apparently deserted village. Dan was looking around also, his eyes searching the area.

“Want to take a look around, Dan?” I asked, having made up my mind to satisfy my curiosity.

“Why not?” came the reply.

“Rocky, Dan and I are going to take a look around on the other side of the canal. Why don’t you stay with Ti-Uy Tinh in case he needs anything. We’ll be within eyesight if you need us.”

“Fine. I’ll be with Lieutenant Tinh when he begins the search. OK?”

“Right. See you in a little bit.” Dan and I walked down the path beside the canal till we reached a bamboo bridge spanning it. The twin poles which formed the bridge and the far from substantial handrail almost discouraged me as I counted back the number of times I had slipped off of these typical walkways that the Vietnamese considered adequate. I made a promise to myself that the next big civil affairs project from our camp would be to replace all of the monkey bridges with plank bridges that I could navigate easily.

On the other side I found my attention drawn to the lush banana groves that stretched behind the village. The tree trunks and foliage were so thick that it was impossible to see into the grove. I wondered what was possibly in, or perhaps behind, that mass of trees. I could see some of our people between the village and the grove, but it was doubtful that any of them had gone in to check it out. Maybe all the VC did make it down the canal. But I wondered where the people went. Passing one of the open huts, I glanced inside. There on the floor was a crumpled black shirt. I could see a cuff and button on the sleeve; generally speaking, one didn’t find cuffs on the average farmer’s shirts. I reached inside the door and picked it up, looking at the shoulders. Epaulets. Funny that guerrillas would be wearing this type of shirt. It was well cut and tailored. I hung it on the outside of the doorway since this hut obviously had housed VC and would require a thorough search.

As I turned away from the hut, Pitzer handed me an object he had picked up off the ground, making no comment.

“Hm—7.62. This is a Mossin-Nagant round, Dan,” I said, looking at the cartridge he had given me. The bullet had a painted silver tip, making it appear like a soft-nose shell. Lieutenant Tinh might be interested in this, I thought as I put it in my pocket.

Behind us First Company came up the path into the village from the southwest. There was almost a festive air as Third Company’s victors greeted the disappointed ambush force, welcoming them to the village. Dan and I recrossed the shaky bridge and joined the company commanders and LLDB, who were in deep conversation. Sergeant Canh, the LLDB team sergeant leading First Company, was talking with Lieutenant Tinh and Ho Chi while Dih Dah and “Pee Hole Bandit,” whom I hadn’t seen until now, were talking with someone over the radio.

We walked up, unnoticed, and stood with Rocky, who was fluent in Vietnamese and was able to determine what was being planned. “It sounds as if we’re going to pursue,” he said. “Sergeant Canh will follow us with his company and we’ll sweep two different canals on the way back to the main one.”

Pee Hole finished what he was doing with the radio and came over to us, his face split by an enormous grin. He was probably the most likable, as well as the most competent, of the LLDB team and a favorite among the Americans.

“Trung-Uy, Bac-si, VC di, di, huh!” he chuckled, calling Pitzer by the title he had earned being the team medic. He was doing his best to communicate with us in a language he knew we barely understood.

Pitzer laughed and playfully jabbed at Pee Hole’s arm. Pee Hole immediately took on an exaggerated fighting stance and all of us began to chuckle as he went through a two-step shuffle and tapped Pitzer gently on the brim of his cap. The two beer-drinking buddies began conversing in their own English-Vietnamese dialect as Lieutenant Tinh came over to where Rocky and I were standing. A partial search of the huts had begun and now that First Company was there a more thorough one would be conducted. After that, Third Company would proceed down the canal in the direction the retreating VC had gone and try to make contact. First Company would follow and when it was decided to halt the pursuit (which, by this time, would not amount to much if the VC had really intended on breaking contact) the two companies would sweep separate parallel canals en route to the canal Kinh Song Trem and back to camp. As usual, the advisers’ role in a tactical situation was minimal and it became a matter of tagging along until something happened, hoping it wouldn’t.

The search revealed terrified families hiding in the protective packed mud bunkers built under the flat wooden sleeping rack in the huts. The soldiers either coaxed or dragged the villagers out of their hiding places, checked identification cards, searched the people and their huts, and questioned them about the VC who had run from the village. Apparently that particular unit as well as others had spent quite a bit of time here as many of the villagers carried photographs of Vietcong and letters from members of various VC units operating in the area, and most of the huts produced at least one red-and-blue flag with the yellow star in the center. As on other operations, the Americans were presented with a flag, or flags, as a souvenir of the operation. I got mine. Hot damn.

Lieutenant Tinh wasn’t at all disturbed by the obviously pro-VC sentiment in the village. He explained a short time later that this village was in an area controlled first by the Vietminh and then the Vietcong. Those who had disagreed with them or opposed them were executed as “fascist traitors” and “enemies of the people,” so those who remained were either sympathetic to the VC, or did not dare oppose them. The value of this particular village lay in the fact that the canal running through the village was a freshwater canal, unlike the canals nearer the main Kinh Song Trem which was a noticeably saline tidal canal. Even during the long dry season, this canal would provide potable water.

Lieutenant Tinh stated that in the near future Tan Phu would establish an outpost in, or in the vicinity of, Le Coeur, so that the area could be returned to government protection. From what I had seen, that was going to take some doing, and would require more than one company. We’d have to do some more recruiting and training to fill the requirement for troops to do the job.

I noticed that the strikers were thorough yet polite in their searches, even when they found evidence of a family’s being connected with the VC. Such treatment was particularly important here because this was the first contact some of these people had had with Government troops in a long time. Any mistreatment would only substantiate what the VC had no doubt told them would result from an operation’s hitting the village. On the basis of several past performances I expected the worst, but was very happy to see Lieutenant Tinh in complete control of a relatively effective search that was free from any mistreatment of the people, other than physically lifting some hesitant individuals from their hiding places.

The search was continuing as Tinh and I stood beside the canal talking. I remembered the Mossin-Nagant cartridge and dug in my pocket, fishing it out and handing it to Lieutenant Tinh. “Pitzer found this on the other bank. One of the VC no doubt dropped it as he was running.”

Tinh turned the round in his fingers for a moment, then put it in his pocket. “Yes,” he agreed, “the VC dropped it.”

Pee Hole Bandit came up to us and declared he was ready to take the lead squad in pursuit of the long-gone VC. I enjoyed being around Pee Hole and trusted this brash, grinning LLDB sergeant in a tight situation. He had been on patrols with him before and was satisfied with his competence as a soldier. This caused me to violate one of my personal rules about leaving the command group. “Tinh, how about Pitzer and I going with Pee Hole? Captain Versace will stay with you and the radioman in case you need anything and if we hit trouble I’ll be in contact with you.” Tinh nodded an affirmative and I turned to Rocky: “Dan and I will stick with Pee Hole for a while and give him the benefit of Dan’s M–79 in case he wants to bring smoke on whoever is ahead of us. You stay with the Ti-Uy. We’ll be back with you when we turn off on canal seven or eight and head for camp. OK?”

“Shouldn’t I go with you?” Rocky asked, probably hoping to get into some action.

“It’d be better if you stayed with Tinh, Rocky. He’ll need one of us with him in case he wants mortars and Dan can’t go alone. Besides, you had your tour with a lead squad, coming into the village.”

“OK, if you say so.” Rock was disappointed. “It’s your show.”

“Bueno. See you shortly. Take care.” Dan and I joined Pee Hole and his group of eager strikers as they started down the canal bank.

Walking along the path, we passed beyond the huts and trees. Now, on both sides of the canal stretched huge rice paddies; ahead were scattered huts built along the canal bank and behind them were green-topped fields of pineapple.

Snap! Bam! From ahead the report of a carbine told us that we were being checked out. The VC had security ahead to keep tabs on us and to harass. Three more shots whistled past and Pee Hole, tired of the harassment, said, “Bac-si, bang di,” and pointed down the path from where the shots had come. Pitzer raised the sight to maximum range and sighted, the muzzle of the weapon canted at an angle above forty-five degrees. He fired and the weapon recoiled into his shoulder as the steel-pellet-laden 40mm shell arched toward its target some three hundred meters away. The ka-whump sound as it exploded was surprisingly loud for the size of the shell, and the spray of pellets was extremely devastating. The enemy firing stopped and we proceeded.

After passing several canals, we came to a neat, unusually clean hut with a large pineapple field behind it. Immediately after being told to take a break, the squad called to the owner that they wanted to buy pineapples to eat. An old grandmother shuffled from the front door and stood in the bright sunlight, squinting slightly as she surveyed the soldiers standing around her. Apparently deciding the soldiers did in fact wish to buy pineapples, she told them to pick what they wanted and she would charge for what they took. Her face was thin, with deep wrinkles on her cheeks. Her hair, a lustrous graying black, was pulled back severely into a tight bun which protruded underneath the faded red-and-white-checked towel wrapped and folded about her head. As she talked in a high, sharp voice, I could see her red-stained teeth and soon, as I expected, she spat a stream of reddish-black betelnut juice, inundating an unwary resting grasshopper.

As the strikers walked through the field selecting fruit, the old woman spotted Dan and me standing with Pee Hole. Obviously curious about these “Yankee Aggressors” the Vietcong had told her about, she walked over to have a look for herself. Stopping in front of the Vietnamese sergeant, she peered at us, her sharp eyes flitting from muddy jungle boots to weapons and ammunition to our faces. Both of us were watching her, knowing we were being scrutinized, and we were smiling. Perhaps the smiles did it, but she suddenly burst into rapid-fire Vietnamese, speaking to Pee Hole and gesturing toward Dan and me. I watched their two faces and tried to catch some of the words. She was now smiling a broken-toothed smile and referring to Pee Hole as “Con”—a Vietnamese family expression for child or son. Pee Hole was nodding; then he turned and called to one of the strikers in the field. The striker waved and came running toward us. He arrived carrying two beautiful ripe pineapples which he handed to Dan and me. As we took them the old lady stepped over to us and told us through gestures and speech that the pineapples were from her, and she wanted us to eat them immediately, gesturing toward the sun and wiping her face as if to rid it of perspiration. It was hot and she wanted us to have refreshment, fearing that the Vietnamese had not thought of sharing with us.

I thought, How can a person say “thank you” except to say the words which came out? Inadequate to repay generosity and thoughtfulness. The old lady and Pee Hole were beaming as Dan and I dug into the juicy, sweet fruit after offering each of them a portion, which they politely refused, indicating for us to enjoy it.

The strikers returned from the field carrying their fruit, and after paying the woman in soiled, crumpled, well-worn one-piaster notes, devoured the tangy, sharp pineapple. Shortly thereafter Pee Hole gave the word and the squad again moved down the canal bank. The old woman stood in the shade of her hut and watched us go.

We walked on with only occasional odd shots fired at us by snipers further up the canal bank. Once or twice Dan fired back with the M–79 and each time a respectful silence followed.

Finally, Pee Hole called the squad to a halt as we came up to one of the canals. “Kinh tam, Trung-Uy,” he said. “Di ve nha.” Canal eight and we were going back to camp. I thought of that tall glass of iced tea and the cool shade of Titus Tavern. Oh, that was going to be good! We waited for the rest of the company to catch up with us. Lieutenant Tinh and Rocky came up as the lead platoon turned southeast along the canal. Pee Hole reported to Tinh and as Ho Chi arrived the three of them conferred, with Pee Hole and Ho Chi dominating the conversation. Tinh listened, asked several questions, and turned to Rocky and me: “Sergeant Tung has said that the VC do not want to make contact with us because we are strong and they stay away from us. It is dangerous to go further so we will go back to camp now.” This was partly true. Most of the VC had kept away and those who had been firing at us were to harass and act as bait, pulling us as deep into their territory as possible. Ho Chi, like the other leaders we had who were ex-Vietminh, was well aware of this tactic and refused to be lured on.

First Company had turned down canal five and was proceeding back toward the main canal. The long column of strikers moved at a brisk pace down the irregular bank. Along here there were no houses and the fields on both sides were uncultivated, with only reeds and dead trees scattered throughout. Clumps of moderately tall, leafy trees stood along the bank.

We had walked about twenty-five minutes when the column came to a halt and the strikers formed their version of a loose security by facing outward and squatting in place. We walked forward with Lieutenant Tinh and when we reached the lead squad, halted beside one particularly thick clump of trees, I saw a long, low, partially open-front thatch building hidden under the foliage. There were signs, written on rectangular pieces of tin, nailed to the trees: Nguy Hiem. Min. Dung Vao. Danger. Mines. Do Not Enter.

Heaps of scrap metal, iron fragments, and rusty lumps of metal lay to the left of the open front. What looked like a bellows and a crude forge stood inside the shadowy interior. Lieutenant Tinh walked back to where I was standing. “It is a Vietcong arms and ammunition factory. We will have to destroy it.”

“What about the signs?” I asked, wondering about the possibility of their being accurate.

“The Vietcong must enter to work here. We will enter as they do,” Tinh answered without hesitating.

The strikers had already begun picking their way toward the building across the ten meters of grassy ground to our front. They entered the building without mishap and began to look through it. Once again my curiosity was aroused and I found myself following their footsteps toward the hut. Several of them waved me back, but I was too near the hootch to turn back. As I entered the building, I found Dan Pitzer walking behind me. He just grinned and we checked out the arms factory.

At one end was the crude bellows and forge I had seen from outside. Pieces of scrap metal, old shell casings, bomb fragments, and other pieces of unidentifiable metal lay scattered on the floor. In one corner were separate piles of charcoal and sulfur to be used in making gun-powder when combined with saltpeter. Dan picked up an L-shaped piece of light metal that looked like the stamped form for half a .45 cal. pistol, as if a toy pistol had been split down the center. He dropped it into the utility bag he was carrying and we walked into a small room at the far end of the building. On the floor was a 250-pound bomb! A closer examination disclosed that the fuse and explosive had been removed and the casing was probably scheduled to be reworked and made into a form usable against us.

As we walked out of the door back into the sunlight, the men inside were already at work preparing to destroy the building. Lieutenant Tinh joined us on the bank and the column again began to move. I looked back and saw flames soaring from the roof and eating through the walls.

We walked on, no one saying anything in particular, everyone looking forward to getting back to camp. I glanced across the field on my right in the direction of Tan Phu and on the horizon was a Caribou, the upsweep of its tail unmistakable, even at this distance.

“Look.” I pointed. “Resupply going into camp.” Dan and Rocky glanced in the direction I indicated, nodding. As we walked along, the Bou made another pass and suddenly the familiar shape of a T–10 parachute blossomed below it.

“Look at that!” Dan exclaimed. “It must be Martin jumping in.” Bill Martin, our lanky demo man, had been on R&R to Saigon and at last report was stuck in Can Tho trying to find a ride back to camp on one of the infrequent choppers that came our way. When he heard the camp was in danger he elected to jump in and rejoin the team rather than wait for a chopper. I chuckled to myself, thinking that this was a typical stunt for Martin and feeling damn glad to have a team with men like that on it.

We watched as the Caribou came in lower and made its passes to drop the critically needed supplies. As soon as we got the wire and claymores in, Charlie could come ahead and get his nose bloodied.

Suddenly, excited shouts came from the lead squad, then from the squad behind it. All eyes snapped to the left, across a broad paddy to canal nine toward which the strikers were pointing. Black-clad figures were running along the bank, moving ahead of us one kilometer to our left. Lieutenant Tinh spoke rapidly with Ho Chi and commands were immediately shouted to the still-gesturing troops. Pee Hole again took the lead squad and Dih Dah grabbed the handset as the column lurched into an accelerated pace. Tinh stepped in behind me. “VC are running to get ahead of us. They try to cut us off. I must call Sergeant Canh and inform him,” he spoke rapidly, his eyes wider than usual.

“Can you get Thoi Binh on the radio and request 155’s?” I asked, referring to the two 155mm howitzers located at the district capital.

“We cannot reach Thoi Binh,” he replied frowning. Then, “Sergeant Canh will contact Thoi Binh and request.” His face relaxed into its normal calm as he came up with a solution.

That wasn’t the ideal solution, but under the circumstances it would do. F.O.-ing through two Vietnamese radio operators was not a pleasant thought. I wished that L–19 was up there right now. Rocky spoke my thoughts: “Damn it! We need that L–19 now, Nick! We could really hurt ’em.”

“Affirmative on that, Rocky. However, due to a slight miscalculation on the far turn …” I replied, thinking of the answer he had gotten the night before.

The column slowed abruptly; strikers bunched up. Again excited voices, this time all up and down the column. Tension gripped all of us, it was so strong. The lead squad had come to a high patch of reeds that lay on both sides of the canal and masked the path. The question, unspoken, was there. Ambush? The strikers were not going to blindly enter the sight-masking reeds. Ho Chi called to his nearest grenadiers and they immediately fitted fragmentation grenades with their stabilizing fins down over the adapters on the rifles. The sharp report of the weapons was followed shortly by explosions and puffs of dark smoke as the grenades detonated above the reeds, spraying the ground beneath with a deadly rain of steel.

Both sides of the canal were doused with steel. Ho Chi spoke to the platoon leader and the troops began to move once more, the lead squad reluctantly entering the high reeds. The attitude and previous bravado was slipping away as the company found itself the hunted, instead of the hunter. Pee Hole rejoined our command group, leaving the squad leader to handle the lead squad. A strange uneasiness began to settle in my stomach. “Lord, please let me get back to that iced tea,” I asked.

The canal came to an end, meeting a larger northeast-southwest canal. Across from us was a large rice paddy to the left, extending all the way to canal nine. A narrow strip of tall reeds bordered what seemed to be a type of irrigation ditch running directly across from this canal. There were reeds between the ditch and canal nine. On the right, maybe thirty meters from the ditch, was a coconut grove, and looking further to the right, I could see a canal similar to this one continuing on in the direction we were going. It looked as if canal eight had been stopped here and shifted fifty meters to the right. Among the coconut palms I could see huts bordering the canal to my right.

The Vietnamese leaders surveyed the area, carefully scanning canal nine, a little less than eight hundred meters to our left. Their faces were concerned as Ho Chi gave the word and the company began crossing the canal and wading into the ditch, then climbing up onto the low mound of mud and clay that had been dug from the ditch. I crossed the canal and mounted the pile of mud, although walking along it was only slightly easier than walking in the water.

Suddenly the air was filled with hissing, snapping bullets. The rattle of automatic weapons shattered the morning calm. From behind us now, as I dropped into a crouch and turned toward canal nine, came the wail of ricocheting bullets spraying through the trees. Canal nine was alive with the flash of weapons.

Dropping backward off the crest and down behind the relative protection of the packed mud and clay, I looked around for Rocky and Dan. Good, both were behind the mound, their weapons ready, eyes searching for targets. This was a case where we, as advisers, could fire back because we had been fired at first.

The strikers began to fire all weapons in the direction of the distant enemy. One soldier sprang on top of the bank and, screaming in hate at the VC, emptied his Thompson SMG in one long burst, churning up water and mud as the unaimed bullets struck fifty meters to his front. The enemy rounds were all passing high overhead. The range was too great for accuracy.

Then the thought hit me, they’re trying to fix us in place. Stop us long enough for that blocking force to get ahead of us and cut us off. Where’s Tinh? I glanced to my right and saw him crouching about ten meters away with Ho Chi and Dih Dah. Scrambling over to him through the knee-deep water, I immediately told him to get the strikers moving. The VC firing wasn’t hurting us and we couldn’t effectively return fire at this range. We had to hit the blocking force before they got set or we were in for a bad show.

Lieutenant Tinh was maddeningly slow in considering what I had said. When it was translated for Ho Chi, he nodded rapid assent and Tinh then seemed to realize the impact of what was happening.

Ho Chi was shouting for the strikers to cease firing and move out, but the strikers, obsessed with the noise, the power of firing their weapons, continued to pour a useless barrage of steel into the rice paddy and over the heads of the entrenched VC.

“Dan!” I yelled. “Get them moving!” I scaled the low mound and, standing on top, looking down at the wide-eyed soldiers, yelled and waved for them to cease firing and move out. Dan was up on the other end of the mound and the firing came to a ragged halt, but not before we heard the dreaded thunk, thunk, thunk of mortar tubes. “Mortars!” Rocky shouted as he joined Dan and me in moving the hesitant Vietnamese from behind their muddy refuge.

The first rounds exploded in the paddy about two hundred meters away, their detonations blending with the now almost continuous sound of more rounds being fired.

Oh shit, shit, shit, I thought, almost in time with the explosions that were walking closer as the VC gunners adjusted their aim. We were in the ditch now, crouching low in the water, pushing through the dirty grayish-brown fluid that seemed to be as thick as motor oil. Damn, it was hard to move. My stomach tightened into a small compact knot as if trying to draw my whole being into its protection. Fragments whistled and cut the air around us. I instinctively crouched at the sound of tubes firing, knowing that the next round surely would be right on top of me, fighting the urge to sink down into the protection of the water and hide.

“Keep ’em moving, Tinh!” I called to him as I saw him crouch in the water after a near explosion showered him with water. He looked back at me and nodded vigorously, then moved forward again, encouraging the troops around him. Dan and Rocky were calling to the strikers, telling them to keep moving, don’t waste ammo, don’t stop.

The VC gunners were having difficulty finding the range. We were somewhere between the reeds and canal eight, but they didn’t know exactly where. The going was miserable in the water but at least they didn’t have the range.

One of our squad leaders grabbed a 60mm mortar tube from the striker who had been carrying it. Finding a firm spot on the low mound of mud, he slapped the base plate down, set the tube into the socket, and holding the tube with his hand, called for ammunition. An ammo bearer splashed up beside him and drew out three rounds from his canvas carrying case, handing them one at a time to the squad leader who dropped each, in turn, down the mouth of the 60mm mortar. He adjusted the tube slightly each time, his face confident as he pumped H.E. rounds back at the enemy.

I started to cry out but it was too late, rounds were on the way, their safety forks unpulled. The rounds would not detonate. Before the three remaining rounds were fired, I reached the blank-faced ammo bearer and grabbed them, pulling the safeties and handing them to the squad leader. Seeing the American pulling the safety wire from the rounds made him realize what had happened with the first three rounds. The squad leader’s face was stricken as he dropped the final three rounds down the tube, our only answer to the VC’s overwhelming superiority.

Behind me I heard strikers shouting. Turning, I saw a group of strikers break off from the column and begin slogging toward the trees and canal bank. Realizing that it would be much faster to travel along the canal bank, they had left the company and were trying to reach the canal.

Oh, no! My mind screamed silently. That’s what those gunners are waiting for. They know the range to the canal! “Tinh!” I yelled, pointing to the retreating figures, “get them back! Tell them to come back!” Knowing already that it was too late, Tinh and Ho Chi called to the men who continued to run, giving no indication they had heard. There was a momentary lull as the rounds ceased to fall around us. I could see in my mind the gunners quickly turning the ranging knob on their mortars, stretching it out to reach the bank. Then it came: all the mortars firing at once. One short, murderous flight of shells, range correct, arching high above and slanting downward.

The group of strikers broke through the trees, reached the bank, and started to run down the canal. We were all watching as the whole bank suddenly exploded. Smoke, clods of earth, fragments splattering into the unprotected bodies, short screams torn from the throats of dead men. The bodies were flung down like limp rag dolls. Silence. There was no time to mourn. The mortars were firing again, this time at us.

Lieutenant Tinh pointed in toward the canal bank ahead. I could see a number of huts beyond the trees. It was a small hamlet and we were turning toward it. Ahead the reeds stopped and an open rice paddy meant certain death if we were foolish enough to try to cross it.

As we entered the shade beneath the trees I realized I was very tired. My legs were like two lead pipes that had been sunk into the ground and each step required that I pull them out, one at a time. I had to take a leak and decided to combine a rest stop with relieving myself. My mind had shut itself to the situation, as if entering the grove of palms had transported me to another world. I stopped beside a palm tree as strikers hurried past me, some of them openly staring, disbelieving that anyone would stop at a time like this. An older Vietnamese who had been a member of a militia unit before he discovered the better pay and equipment at Tan Phu, where he had been nicknamed “Crazy” by the American team, slouched by, carrying his BAR across his shoulder. He broke into a jagged grin and called out, “Trung-Uy, you’d better put that thing away before some VC shoots it off and puts it on his wall for a trophy!” The other strikers broke into grins at this unexpected jibe and their tension slipped away as fast as it had come.

I walked past a hut and turned the corner by its narrow front porch, finding myself in the midst of the command group. Tinh and Dih Dah were talking rapidly with Pee Hole. Dan was checking the huts to the right and left. Rocky and Ho Chi were nowhere to be seen. I scanned the area, searching for defensive positions or anything that would provide cover. Tinh turned to me, again his normal sleepy-eyed self. “The company commander has gone to see if we can proceed. I have contacted Sergeant Canh. First Company is already near camp, but they come to help us. Do you want anything done?”

The situation was not good, but neither was it hopeless. Since First Company was “already near camp,” we were hung way out with no immediate support. We had taken casualties and inflicted none. We had over 150 rounds of ammo per man, at a rough guess, although it wouldn’t last long the way the strikers were using it. Our mortar was out of ammo so there was nothing to counter the VC mortars unless we could call in 155’s or get an airstrike. We had a 3.5-inch rocket launcher and somewhere were ammo bearers with at least four rounds. Commo was apparently still good. If we could push on to the main canal, not giving Charlie a chance to get set, we might make it even though everyone looked a little beat from the paddy walking. This, I thought, was a beautiful example of the old tactic of never attacking a fresh enemy: let him wear himself out, and hit him when he’s tired.

I estimated the VC had at least a couple of companies against us, perhaps more than that, but he wasn’t showing it yet. The mortars were an immediate threat. I could hear the explosions in the tree line as the VC gunners shifted the range and deflection, feeling for us. Soon they’d be dropping them in on the hootches.

Rocky came up from the far end of the hamlet. “This is a good defensive position, Nick,” he said quietly. “If we have to stop anywhere it might as well be here. We can cover the paddy from the tree line and cut the canal from here. The other side,” he pointed across the canal, “is the weakness unless we can get more troops.”

“What about up ahead?” I asked. “Can we break through?”

“Didn’t get that far, but there’s a lot of firing and we don’t have that many people up there. It must be Charlie.”

Lieutenant Tinh was at my side listening to Rocky and me. After we finished he asked what we thought was the best course of action.

“Are you certain First Company is coming?” I asked. “And do we have commo to call in 155’s and airstrikes?”

Ho Chi came trotting up before Tinh could answer, his face flushed. He reported. The VC blocking force was in position and had a machine gun covering the path. We couldn’t get past it without heavy casualties. Lieutenant Tinh looked at me questioningly.

“Let’s set up a perimeter here, Ti-Uy. We can stick it out till help comes,” I said with a confidence I didn’t really feel.

Tinh gave orders in short bursts to the different leaders who had gathered. Ho Chi and his platoon leaders broke off in all directions, returning to their positions. Pee Hole nodded silently as Tinh briefed him, then departed toward the grove we had passed through entering the hamlet, ordered to take charge of the perimeter segment that was to bear the weight of the heaviest assaults. Tinh and Dih Dah, followed by one of the company medics, entered the nearest hootch. Rocky, Dan, and I looked at each other without speaking and followed them inside. The sound of firing increased all around us. The mortars were a continuous threatening sound, frustrating because we had no weapon against them. The assaults were beginning as lines of VC shock troops swarmed over the rice paddy, flowing like a black-crested wave toward us.

Inside the hut I found myself in a relatively large room which no doubt served as a type of living-dining room combination. An elderly Vietnamese stood in front of a handmade cabinet, the family’s meager collection of rice bowls and larger ceramic serving bowls placed on its shelves. A beautifully ornate Buddhist shrine occupied the top, its joss sticks visibly protruding from the small receptacle in front. The old man’s wispy white goatee shook as he spoke with Lieutenant Tinh and he glanced fearfully at us, his eyes widening when he recognized us as Americans. Lieutenant Tinh and the others stepped into a smaller room to the right rear which served as a kitchen. The old gentleman bowed slightly and reached to a small table to his right. He took a teapot and cup that resembled a rounded shot glass and poured tea, indicating for us to drink. His eyes never left my face as I quickly sipped the lukewarm bitter liquid and murmured, “Cam on, Ong.” He bowed again slightly, and the ritual of accepting guests into his home, invited or uninvited, being completed, he went quickly into the other room and rejoined his family in the packed clay bunker under the flat wooden sleeping rack. I wondered briefly what an American would do if this happened in his home.

Lieutenant Tinh had the radio handset and was apparently trying to contact First Company. We couldn’t reach camp directly, according to Dih Dah, and had to relay through First Company. Dan took the medic aside and began preparing to treat the wounded that would soon be coming in. Rocky squatted beside me as I listened to Tinh.

“Can we get’ mortars or artillery?”

“If I can get Ponce or John, we’ll have mortars in no time. Providing they can reach us. I’m not really sure how far away we are,” I confessed.

Tinh finished his transmission and handed me the set, shaking his head. “VC jam the signal, sir. I cannot talk with First Company.”

“Give me coordinates of our position, Tinh, and coordinates of the VC position on canal nine,” I said as I changed frequencies on the PRC/10.

“Nick, listen!” Rock exclaimed. “Aircraft!” He sprang to the small side door and looked up searching the sky.

“It’s the Caribou, Nick, and he’s got a loaded T–28 flying shotgun.” I spun the dial to 38.1, our ground-to-air frequency at Tan Phu, working feverishly to get a zero beat.

“CV–2, CV–2, this is Tan Phu, over.” I almost shouted, using the official designation for the Caribou. The rush of static was unbroken.

“CV–2, CV–2, this is Tan Phu. Can you hear me?” He was on a direct flight back to Can Tho or Soc Trang after the supply drop and if he didn’t hear me soon, he’d be out of range. Lord, we could use that T–28. Come on, answer, damn it.

“CV–2, CV–2, this is Tan Phu. Can you hear me? Over.”

Only the rush of static, and then, a break in the static and very faintly: “Lieutenant Rowe, Lieutenant Rowe, I can hear you.”

It was someone back at camp. Tinh read the expression on my face and thrust his plastic-covered map toward me. Written in black grease pencil were two sets of coordinates one marked “VC.” I read the coordinates slowly, repeating them twice and released the push-to-talk switch. The handset was filled with whistling, babbling, a jabbering “Mot, hai, ba, bon. Mot, hai, ba, bon.” So loud it was piercing. The VC had found the frequency and were jamming. Please let the camp have gotten the coordinates, I prayed as I dialed the primary, 50.1.

“Rattlesnake two, this is Rattlesnake one, over.” I tried the call sign three times with no answer. The range was too great. Then the whistling and screaming came over the handset. They had that frequency covered too.

I handed the set to Dih Dah and turned to Rocky and Lieutenant Tinh. “If they got the coordinates we’ll have some help soon. They know we’re in a fix and they’ll be busting their ass to get something to us. It boils down to our holding here until that something arrives. I’m going outside and find a nice quiet hole where I can put this M–1 to use.”

Tinh nodded and said he’d stay with the radio and run the CP. I knew that Rocky was itching to get out where things were happening and his answer confirmed it. “Let’s go!” he said.

Dan was bandaging one of the strikers who had been hit a glancing blow along the cheekbone. The lower portion of his cheek hung, spouting bright blood, over his jaw. Dan looked up, nodded, indicating he had overheard the situation, and turned back to his work. I didn’t envy the job he had in store that day.

As we stepped out of the door onto the packed mud porch, the sounds of battle engulfed us. It was many times louder outside and the air seemed to be filled with a continuous snap of bullets around us, over us.

Rocky tapped me on the shoulder and, crouching low, disappeared around the corner of the building. I hunched over and ran for a shallow hole I had seen earlier at the edge of the path along the canal bank. Its position gave me a straight shot down the path. I slid into the hole and peered over the edge cautiously. The path was empty. I didn’t know whether to be disappointed or relieved.

Looking around, I checked the huts on the other side of the canal. All, understandably, appeared deserted. I couldn’t see any of our people over there and made a mental note to tell Tinh we needed at least half a squad to cover the immediate area. Beyond the huts I could see a large open paddy and thought it odd that the VC weren’t putting pressure on us from that side. Their main effort was directed at the tree line to my right, where Pee Hole was in charge. The blocking force to my rear seemed to be just that, an entrenched force cutting off our retreat to the main canal. As soon as First Company hits that blocking force from the other side, I calculated, we can break loose and pin the blocking force between us, and once they’re finished, the two companies can fight back to Kinh Song Trem. When we get there, it’ll be a matter of calling in everything that will fly for one huge airstrike.

There was a steady stream of strikers entering the hut to report and then reappearing on the way back to their positions. The Cambods were conspicuous in their utter disregard for personal safety. They strolled around as if they were walking down the main street of Tan Phu on payday. I had learned earlier that most of them were Buddhists and had tattooed on their chests a particular design which was supposed to protect them from bodily harm. So strong was their belief in this tattoo that on an earlier patrol, one of them who had been seriously wounded blamed the tattoo artist for making a mistake in the design, thus rendering it ineffective.

Well, I thought, this isn’t accomplishing anything. Wondering how Pee Hole was doing, I decided to take a look at our perimeter. Having climbed out of the relative safety of my position, I ducked and ran across the open area to the palm grove. I didn’t have a tattoo, I wasn’t going to stand up.

In the grove, the trees showed ragged scars of passing fragments and bullets. Shredded palm fronds littered the ground as bullets hissed overhead, slashing through the drooping branches. Ahead, where the sunlight broke through at the edge of the grove, I could see the prone figures of the second platoon, lying behind tree trunks and mounds of earth. Some of them were lying twisted in unnatural positions, no longer mindful of the struggle raging around them.

I dodged from tree to tree until I was beside Pee Hole, looking out over a field of carnage. Bodies lay scattered all over that damn paddy, some of them within ten meters of second platoon’s weapons. These strikers of ours were fighting like tigers and Charlie realized by now that he had a fight on his hands. There was a surge of hope. If only the ammo holds out … Pee Hole looked at me. “Dai doi mot?” It was a question. Where was First Company?

“Dang len,” I answered—“On the way.”

Pee Hole grinned his gold-capped grin and called to the troops to fight on: First Company would soon be here. A full-throated cheer came from the strikers as they settled themselves to await the next assault.

I returned to the CP hut and found Lieutenant Tinh conferring with Ho Chi and a platoon leader. The VC were moving up on canal eight behind us, thus fixing us from the front and attacking on two sides. Still, there was one side open in case we had to make it. That bothered me. Why would they ignore that flank? Unless they intended for it to appear as a possible avenue of escape. Tinh translated for me as I asked Ho Chi why that flank was not being exploited by the VC. The stocky company commander squatted and silently sketched a rough map of the immediate area on the dirt floor. Pointing to his work, he indicated what were tree lines on two sides of the large paddy that occupied the open flank. “Phuc-kich,” he said—Ambush. I nodded silently. That was it. Give us an opening to run, let us get into the middle of that open field, and cut us to pieces. So much for that question.

Tinh gave orders shifting one of the platoons slightly to meet the new threat, after which Ho Chi and the Cambodian platoon leader hurried out of the hut. This new assault was coming down the canal toward the hole I had selected, so it might be a good idea to get back outside. I asked Tinh what the latest word was from First Company and how the ammunition was holding up. First Company was still on the way, and the ammunition was down to about eighty or ninety rounds per man with redistribution of ammo taken from dead strikers. Not too bad, I thought. The big push is just beginning, though.

Dan had finished treating a badly wounded soldier and was turning the task over to the Vietnamese medic and his assistant. Men less seriously wounded than others sought to help. Some sat with their backs against the mud bunker, staring ahead, their faces gray in the dim light.

“Let’s go scramble a few,” Dan said picking up the M–79 and walking toward the front door.

I told Lieutenant Tinh about my look at second platoon and gave him a brief status report. “Well, Ti-Uy, there isn’t much I can do in here. If you need me I’ll be out by the canal bank. Keep me posted on First Company.”

“Yes, sir. I cannot talk with First Company yet. I have tried all frequencies.” Dih Dah was trying, at that moment, to make contact.

“OK, Ti-Uy. I’ll be outside.” I left him and walked through the front room, pausing at the door. The sound of explosions was increasing as mortar rounds slammed one after the other into the trees and along the canal bank. Fragments whipped past over my head, causing me to crouch alongside Pitzer, squatting near the door, studying the situation.

A Vietnamese was lying partially in a ditch to our left, unwounded but apparently unwilling to move. He had a bazooka with him and no intention of using it. Dan and I thought, and moved, at the same time. I grabbed the launcher tube while Dan looked for an ammo bearer, finding one huddled a few meters away. He had one Willy Peter round left, and Dan relieved him of it immediately.

“Range to that canal about a hundred meters?” I asked, indicating the point at which we had crossed from canal eight into the smaller ditch. The target was obscured by trees, but it was worth a chance to catch some of the VC moving toward the canal we were on.

“ ’Bout that,” Dan replied as he loaded the rocket into the rear of the launcher. “Watch out for the branches.”

He tapped the top of my cap as I was aiming to avoid hitting the overhanging branches, his tap indicating the weapon was loaded and he was clear of the backblast area. I pressed the trigger and with a whoosh the round was heading toward the oncoming VC.

“That ought to frost their balls,” Dan chuckled as I handed the weapon back to the striker and pointed toward the hut, motioning him to take it inside. No sense in having him ditch it out there.

Short, rattling bursts of fire came from the canal bank, our SMG’s easily distinguishable from the “burrr-ip” of the Communists’ K–50’s. I dove for the hole, this time sliding the last three or four meters on my stomach as bullets zipped and hissed all around me. No longer was the canal bank empty. I looked over the edge of the hole at what appeared to be a solid wall of bodies, floppy bush hats, and muzzle blasts. My weapon was recoiling into my shoulder. The ping as the empty clip ejected brought my mind back into focus. I don’t know if I even aimed those eight rounds. Get organized! The two words slammed through my mind. Get organized! I fumbled another clip out of the cloth bandoleer, cursing my clumsiness, jammed it into the M–1, letting the bolt slide forward. OK, now, Rowe, cool it, take it slow, aim, squeeze. The rifle jerked back. Through the peepsight I saw a black shirt and green cartridge belt stop and crumple over. It was replaced by another. Aim, squeeze the trigger, recoil. The black shirt jerked upright, then dropped. Another, then another. The second clip flew out of the weapon. I could hear the shouting, distorted faces hurling their bodies forward. “Tien len! Tien len!” the leaders screamed to their men, “Mau len, Dong Chi! Mau len!”—Attack! Rapidly, comrades! Attack!

I emptied one bandoleer, setting the clips down just below the lip of the hole, and pushed a new clip into the M–1. The tree growing to the right front of my position must have been catching hell; it was snowing bits of leaves and shattered bark. Geysers of water spouted from the canal, an arm’s length to my left.

The Vietcong found themselves in a crossfire, losing men rapidly, their dead and wounded sprawled along the bank. One of their leaders blew a shrill blast on a whistle and the VC began to withdraw, back along the way they had come, some of them continuing to fire while others could be seen dragging bodies of their fallen comrades by an arm or by the cartridge belt.

I fired another clip of ammunition at them as they withdrew, this time painfully conscious that each time I squeezed the trigger, a man fell. I found myself picking among the crouching figures. “You die! Piss on you! You die!” One firing at our strikers. Die! One with a small triangular red-and-blue flag. One struggling to drag a body away: Pass; you’ve got enough trouble.

They disappeared into the trees farther down the canal. Now I felt the perspiration dripping. My mouth was dry, sweat stung my eyes. I pulled off my cap and wiped the moisture from my face. Boy, I’m glad they’re gone. I slouched lower in the protective depth of the hole, finding it suddenly hard to catch my breath. I felt as if I had just finished a mile run. OK, I told myself, relax, there’s more to come and you’ve got no place to go, so cool it and enjoy the break. I checked my ammo. What the hell is this? I already had clips from the second bandoleer laid out. When did I do that? I had gone through all but one clip from the first bandoleer, and, at some point, had taken clips out of the second. Gotta hang loose on that stuff. I must have been pumping shots like a runaway striker.

“I wonder where …” Bullets tore the air just over my head, bark showered down from the tree trunk. Christ! Where did that come from? I hunched lower, at the same time tossing a quick glance to my left toward a clump of trees across the canal. Movement! I rolled to my left and brought my weapon up just in time to duck as another burst sprayed into the path in front of me. I saw the flashes from the weapon. He was moving to his left as he fired. Fire, move to his left, fire, and he should stop about right, there! I snapped off three quick rounds toward a shape in the trees next to a ditch. There was silence, then a long burst from the SMG. Water erupted in the ditch as a finger closed in a death grip on the trigger. A body sagged from behind a tree and toppled into the ditch.

I searched the trees for other movement. This was going to be a little tight if they were in those trees. Damn, why didn’t we have somebody over there. A body dropped in behind me! My spine turned to ice. I slashed backward with my elbow, nearly braining Lieutenant Tinh, who parried with his forearm. Relief flooded over me. His face was practically white, eyes enormous. “Damn, Ti Uy! Knock before you come in,” I exclaimed. His face was grim, a mixture of anger and surprise. Thinking my actions had prompted it, I continued, “I’m glad you’re quick. I didn’t mean to swing on you.”

He shook his head. His eyes dropped, his whole body sagging as we crouched in the cramped hole. An awful premonition made my stomach curl within itself.

“First Company has been ambushed. They are dead. They will not come to help us.” The words out, his face once again became a stoic mask.

I heard without my mind accepting. They have to come. This can’t be happening. I’ve been on patrols before and we’ve always made it back. Thoughts piled over one another in my mind, a kaleidoscopic tangle: Mom, Dad, their faces, home, my room. Then closer association: camp, the village. So damned close. The mess hall, that glass of iced tea. This can’t be happening.

Stop this crap! Everything dissolved and I was back in the situation. Tinh was looking at me, his eyes questioning. It’s odd you should ask me what to do, Lieutenant Tinh, I thought, chuckling sarcastically to myself, ’cause I don’t have the slightest idea right now. Why didn’t you ever ask me in a simple situation? I wondered. “What’s our status? Troops, ammo, do we have commo with anyone?”

“There are many wounded,” he replied quickly. “I do not know of the dead. There is enough ammunition for one more assault, perhaps a little more.”

“What about commo?” I prompted.

“We have lost contact.”

Well, Rowe, I thought, this is what you’re here for. Advise him!

“We cannot stay, sir, there is no help,” Tinh added.

“Do we have enough men to try to break the blocking force?” I was thinking that if we could get beyond them it would be possible to either withdraw as a unit or split up and exfiltrate in small groups. There would be no real chance to break contact and we’d be fighting all the way to the main canal. The first thing was to get out of this cul-de-sac.

“I will find out, sir.” Tinh slipped out of the hole and dashed to the hut, disappearing inside.

I looked around for Rocky and Dan. They were crouched behind one of the earthen firing positions the VC had built some time before, both of them continuing to fire as targets appeared in the trees. Dan had just fired the M–79 into the grove and was reloading. I called to them that we were going to make a break for the main canal.

Rocky yelled back, “Where’s First Company?”

“Ambushed. They’re not coming,” I called. They fired at the VC another time and, crouching, zigzagged back to two trees near me.

Rocky asked what the story was and I repeated the situation. Dan glanced in the direction of the blocking force, then turned back, shaking his head. “Doesn’t look too good,” he said. We all agreed on that, but there were few options open.

Lieutenant Tinh appeared in the doorway and came running over to us. We had enough men to try to break for the main canal and could begin to withdraw now, before another assault. Tinh had already passed the word. We decided that the three of us would stay in position here, covering the strikers as they pulled back from the perimeter. After they passed our position, they would set up and cover us as we withdrew. Tinh agreed to this, and we took up firing positions.

Shortly thereafter, the strikers appeared, walking backward at an angle, their weapons pointed toward the VC. Scattered shots at first followed them, increasing in volume as the VC discovered that the strikers were pulling back.

Rocky and I began to lay down covering fire, spreading our shots over as wide an area as possible. Dan held the M–79 ready, searching for any group of VC to show so he could clean them with the 40mm. The strikers reached us and, facing ahead, began to move out. None of them stopped. I snapped a glance at the disappearing strikers. It looked like we were alone. Glancing back toward the trees, I saw more figures coming toward us and thought immediately that they were the last of second platoon. The next thing was Dan yelling, “Nick! Get out of there! Those are VC!”

Kiss my ass! The VC assault squads were pouring through our freshly vacated perimeter. I snapped a couple of quick shots off at the nearest black-clad figures and scrambled out of the hole, diving back toward the trees with Dan and Rocky. Dan popped a round into the chest of one of the oncoming VC and the man’s upper body disintegrated, the explosion and flesh-tearing steel pellets stopping him cold and at the same time crumpling several of his comrades. This gave me a chance to reach the trees.

“Let’s go! Make it!” We turned and ran for the next thing that would give us cover.

I tried to jump over one of the ditches running perpendicularly from the canal to the huts where the families kept their low, flat-bottomed boats. My foot stuck at the edge, and I sprawled in the water. The ditch was deeper than I thought possible, and it took a great deal of effort to pull myself out. I rolled clear and ran for a nearby hut. As I walked across the porch I saw a line of tracers flash ahead of me in the space between this hut and the next. The staccato bark of an automatic weapon sounded from my left. As I peered around the corner of the hut, searching for the telltale muzzle blast in the patch of reeds where the weapon must be located, I heard footsteps behind me. I whirled, crouching, my M–1 leveled. A frightened striker dashed onto the porch, a grenadier, the rifle grenades bouncing and swinging from his waist as he ran. I grabbed his equipment harness as he came past me, intent on continuing his retreat. Forgetting the two grenades hanging from my own harness, I released him and snatched a rifle grenade, pulling the stabilizing fin free. As soon as I released him, he bolted into the open area. “No!” I yelled, but it was too late. Again I saw the line of tracers, heard the weapon. This time they terminated in the body of the speeding grenadier. He was slammed sideways by the impact and hit the ground, his legs still churning. I stepped around the corner, pulled the pin, and tossed the grenade into the reeds, where wisps of smoke had disclosed the weapon. Ducking behind a squat cement water crock, I waited. The explosion was close, the water crock shattered, and I was drenched. What a dumb ass; I could have killed myself! I started toward the next hut.

My legs were beginning to feel like lead and it was difficult to get my breath. How long has this been going on? I wondered. I looked at my watch. The crystal was shattered, the dial scarred. The hands were gone. Lord, I’m not going to make it if I have to go through any more of those ditches. I looked toward the canal bank and path. Screw it! I don’t give a rat’s ass, I decided as I headed for the path. It’s just as easy to get hit back here as it is out there. Leaving the line of houses, I walked rapidly to the path, too tired all of a sudden to even think about running.

As I walked down the canal bank I felt a curious detached sense of not really being a part of my body. I felt a little lightheaded, and my chest was burning as I sucked huge breaths in, trying to ease the muscle cramps setting in. Bullets snapped around me, but I was only partially aware of them.

I crossed a short bridge and came to an abrupt halt. There on the bank, lying face upward, his chest pumping a bloody froth, was one of our Cambods. A sucking chest wound, one lung punctured, and death coming shortly. His pain-filled eyes fluttered, then opened as he saw me. His eyes seemed to glow for a moment, I don’t think I imagined it, as if he were saying, “Ah here’s one of the Americans. He’ll take care of me.” The strikers all had a type of faith in their American adviser friends, one we sought to develop and never betray. I knew I couldn’t help him and only hoped he died before Charlie got to him. I bent down, his eyes on me all the time, and loosened his equipment harness, then took his weapon and ammo so Charlie wouldn’t get them. The light died in his eyes. “May your God be merciful,” I prayed. The Cambod couldn’t understand me. Maybe Buddha heard me.

I rose to a crouch and moved out. I hadn’t taken ten steps when I heard this horrible gasping behind me. I turned and there, staggering, stumbling, was my Cambod, trying to follow me. As I stared, he looked straight at me, then took a full load from a K–50 in the back. He pitched forward as I raised my M–1 and gunned the VC. If he hadn’t been there those rounds would have been for me. After that incident I turned in toward the line of houses again, continuing to move away from the perimeter we had left.

The VC were getting closer now, their firing was sharp and steady. Ahead I could see some of the strikers grouped beside one of the houses. As I neared them I noticed heads showing above a depression in the ground. It was another, larger ditch and around it, in it, were the survivors of what had been proud Third Company, Tan Phu Strike Force.

Huddling in the reddish-brown water, seeking protection from the hail of bullets zipping overhead, along with dead and wounded, were Lieutenant Tinh and Dih Dah. Pee Hole stood knee-deep in the small ditch that drained from this into the adjacent rice paddy. He had discarded his distinctive camouflage uniform which marked him as a member of the elite LLDB, realizing what would happen if he fell into VC hands. He wore a pair of trousers taken from a dead striker and clutched a fragmentation grenade to his chest. He was no longer the brash, grinning Pee Hole I had known. He looked up as I approached and, seeing me, shook his head, then glanced at the mass of disorganized soldiers, “Het Trung-Uy,” he rasped, his breath coming in jerks. “Het roi”—Finished, Lieutenant, it’s all finished.

“Nick!” I heard Dan’s voice and looked to the end of the ditch. Unlike most of the Vietnamese, Dan and Rocky still had their weapons. Rocky had lost his glasses and couldn’t see to fire. They climbed up on the bank, and we surveyed the remnants of our force. Strikers not in the ditch were lying prone behind trees and sprawled out on the side of the hut. Wounded lay glassy-eyed, their blood flowing from unbandaged holes. The Vietnamese medic wasn’t with us. Only a few strikers held onto their weapons; most were demoralized and merely trying to avoid the death that was whistling all around us. This company would never fight again, even though they had extracted a horrible price from the attacking Vietcong in exchange.

The single possibility for escape was a large field of reeds growing at the edge of the rice paddy to our left front. If we could get into them, it would be possible to evade the enemy and at least some of the people could hide until dark and make it back to camp. Lieutenant Tinh had joined us as we hurriedly discussed the plan. I gave Tinh no options as I told him to get his people moving and get into the dense reeds. He immediately called to the men, and they began hesitantly to inch out of the ditch. He called again and the exodus was under way. Soon only the dead and a couple of terrified strikers remained in the bloodstained water. There wasn’t time to coax them. The VC were closing in and we’d all buy the farm if we didn’t clear out.

As the last of the troops stumbled toward the reeds, ten or fifteen meters away, across a U-shaped patch of clear water, Dan, Rocky, and I followed. A striker, partially hidden in high grass on the edge of the paddy, refusing to go, reached out and handed me his M–1 as I passed, his eyes on mine, frightened but intent. I took his weapon, slung it over my left shoulder, and pushed on after Dan and Rocky who were almost into the reeds.

Shouts came from my left and, whirling instinctively, I was confronted by a group of VC, not more than thirty meters away as they turned into this clear space from the other side of reeds separating us from the main paddy. The one in front wore a camouflaged bush hat, its floppy brim pulled down all the way around, and in his left hand carried a triangular red-and-blue flag, edges ruffled with gold cord. A squad leader! He carried a K–50 in his other hand.

I jerked the M–1 to my shoulder and fired two hasty rounds toward his stomach. Back at Bragg, someone had told me that there is a tendency to fire high in combat. This flashed through my racing mind as I saw the back of his head burst with the impact of the round.

I lined up the man next to him as he raised his carbine. I jerked the trigger and got a round off; then the awful ping as the empty clip ejected. I knelt quickly, raising the M–1 into a vertical position, cramming a fresh clip in. Zipping bullets passed by me and my M–1 was knocked out of my hands. I dove backward, following the weapon, grabbing in the muddied water. My chest and stomach tensed, expecting the next rounds to be hits.

My groping fingers closed on the stock. Pulling the weapon out of the water and scrambling to my feet, I made a headlong dive for the reeds. Rocky grabbed me as I crashed into the thick growth. He sprayed the VC, depending more on sound and vague shadow than clear sight. I looked at the weapon. Rounds had struck the gas piston and upper handguard, making it impossible to open the bolt. I heaved the useless M–1 into the brush and unslung the striker’s rifle, rejoicing that I had taken it.

Dan was ahead of us. There was a narrow path of broken and bent reeds where the Vietnamese had preceded us. We walked rapidly along, trying to move as quietly as possible yet sacrificing no speed. Tinh was suddenly in front of me. He pointed to a bloody mess on the side of his head where a bullet had grazed him. I patted him on the shoulder as I glanced at his wound. It was not of any real importance to me at that moment. The objective now was to put as much distance as possible between us and the pursuing VC. I motioned for him to continue, telling him to keep his people moving until they could hide and escape.

He disappeared into the reeds and Rocky stepped ahead of me, taking the lead for our tiny group of Americans. He hadn’t gone more than five or ten meters when an automatic weapon fired from our right, and Rocky sagged, then dropped with a low moan. Oh shit, no! Not now! I started toward Rocky’s crumpled shape and started to kneel. A muffled whump to my front, a spray of stinging hot water, and a huge fist slamming me backward. I sat there, up to my waist in water, the smell of burned black powder in my nostrils, my eyes refusing to focus. Everything was a multicolored haze. Sounds were coming from the end of a long, long tunnel, everything was so far away. I’m dead. The thought stood out in the gray fog that was my mind. I’m dead.

Slowly the haze began to clear, things roared into focus as I squinted, then slid back into a confusing mass when I relaxed. I’m not dead. This thought was as positive as my first evaluation. I began to think again as my vision became clearer. I could see Rocky now. He hadn’t moved. Check yourself out, I ordered mentally. “Yes, sir,” I replied.

No gaping holes in the tiger-suit jacket, no particular pain. I sat up and got to my knees. The world did a quick 360-degree rotation and I sat down again briefly, then tried again. This time I could examine my thighs and upper knees. When did this happen? I wondered, looking at a graze wound on my right leg. Small-arms round, not deep, easy Purple Heart, but who the hell wants a Purple Heart?

Now get to Rocky. I crawled on hands and knees to where Rocky lay, one leg out of the water, his knee drooling bright scarlet blood.

“Nick, I’m hit,” Rocky gasped.

“Yeah, I know.” This was all part of an awful replay of a drama I remembered from somewhere. Somewhere, before.

“Take it easy, Rock. I’m going to drag you off the path and then get that bleeding stopped. Hang with me for a second.” I looked around for Dan. I was afraid to call out. I couldn’t see him. Rocky helped me as I dragged him off the path and into a thick clump of reeds, after which we broke reeds over the entrance to camouflage our position.

“How many rounds have you got left?” he asked as I tore open a compress bandage. I checked my bandoleers.

“Three clips,” I answered reading the instructions on the compress for which side toward the wound. I had, without thinking, picked up my acquired M–1 when I got up and had it with me.

“We can take on some of them if they get to us. We’re not through yet!” Rocky declared, wincing with pain as I tied the first bandage around the most serious of the three wounds. I paused to put a clip in the rifle, thinking, Rocky, you better not count on this “not through yet” stuff until I get that bleeding stopped. What was this? I pushed back on the bolt handle, forcing, then slamming it with the heel of my palm. It was jammed! That damned striker, that son of a bitch! Rocky watched as I struggled with the bolt.

“It’s jammed. Ditch it,” he said. I pushed the muzzle into the soft mud to my rear and pushed until the butt plate disappeared below the surface of the water.

“I’ve got about eight rounds left,” Rocky whispered as voices, calling in Vietnamese, came from the edge of the reeds. I nodded and began to bandage the other wounds: two small holes neatly drilled so that one compress adequately covered both. My head was beginning to throb. I wondered if I’d be around to ever drink another glass of iced tea.

“Nick, are you Catholic?”

“No, Rock. I’m Episcopalian.”

I was making the final turn with the bandage. The reeds rustled behind me.

“Do tay len!” came the sharp command.

I tied the bandage and slowly turned my head. There was the muzzle of an American carbine and behind it, the Vietcong. I stood up, the two VC pulled my equipment harness from my shoulders, grabbed my arms, and quickly tied them behind me, once at the elbows, once at the wrists.

“God bless you, Nick.”

“God bless you, too, Rocky.”

“Di!” They threw me down the path.
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