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         This novel is dedicated to my children,
      

      who grew up with the good and

      bad of having a Marine combat

      veteran as a father.

   
      
         
         Shame and honor clash where the courage of a steadfast man is motley like the magpie. But such a man may yet make merry, for
         Heaven and Hell have equal part in him.
      

      Wolfram von Eschenbach

      “Parzival”

   
      
         
         A glossary explaining slang, military jargon, and technical terms has been provided at the back of the book.
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      CHAPTER
ONE

      
         Mellas stood beneath the gray monsoon clouds on the narrow strip of cleared ground between the edge of the jungle and the relative
         safety of the perimeter wire. He tried to focus on counting the other thirteen Marines of the patrol as they emerged single
         file from the jungle, but exhaustion made focusing difficult. He also tried, unsuccessfully, to shut out the smell of the
         shit, which sloshed in the water that half-filled the open latrine pits above him on the other side of the wire. Rain dropped
         from the lip of his helmet, fell past his eyes, and spattered onto the satiny olive cloth that held the armor plating of his
         cumbersome new flak jacket. The dark green T-shirt and boxer shorts that his mother had dyed for him just three weeks ago
         clung to his skin, heavy and clammy beneath his camouflage utility jacket and trousers. He knew there would be leeches clinging
         to his legs, arms, back, and chest beneath his wet clothes, even though he couldn’t feel them now. It was the way with leeches,
         he mused. They were so small and thin before they started sucking your blood that you rarely felt them unless they fell on
         you from a tree, and you never felt them piercing your skin. There was some sort of natural anesthetic in their saliva. You
         would discover them later, swollen with blood, sticking out from your skin like little pregnant bellies.
      

      When the last Marine entered the maze of switchbacks and crude gates in the barbed wire, Mellas nodded to Fisher, the squad
         leader, one of three who reported to him. “Eleven plus us three,” he said. Fisher nodded back, put his thumb up in agreement,
         and entered the wire. Mellas followed him, trailed by his radio operator, Hamilton.
      

      
         The patrol emerged from the wire, and the young Marines climbed slowly up the slope of the new fire support base, FSB Matterhorn,
         bent over with fatigue, picking their way around shattered stumps and dead trees that gave no shelter. The verdant underbrush
         had been hacked down with K-bar knives to clear fields of fire for the defensive lines, and the jungle floor, once veined
         with rivulets of water, was now only sucking clay.
      

      The thin, wet straps of Mellas’s two cotton ammunition bandoleers dug into the back of his neck, each with the weight of twenty
         fully loaded M-16 magazines. These straps had rubbed him raw. All he wanted to do now was get back to his hooch and take them
         off, along with his soaking boots and socks. He also wanted to go unconscious. That, however, wasn’t possible. He knew he
         would finally have to deal with the nagging problem that Bass, his platoon sergeant, had laid on him that morning and that
         he had avoided by using the excuse of leaving on patrol. A black kid—he couldn’t remember the name; a machine gunner in Third
         Squad—was upset with the company gunnery sergeant, whose name he couldn’t remember either. There were forty new names and
         faces in Mellas’s platoon alone, and almost 200 in the company, and black or white they all looked the same. It overwhelmed
         him. From the skipper right on down, they all wore the same filthy tattered camouflage, with no rank insignia, no way of distinguishing
         them. All of them were too thin, too young, and too exhausted. They all talked the same, too, saying fuck, or some adjective,
         noun, or adverb with fuck in it, every four words. Most of the intervening three words of their conversations dealt with unhappiness
         about food, mail, time in the bush, and girls they had left behind in high school. Mellas swore he’d succumb to none of it.
      

      This black kid wanted out of the bush to have his recurrent headaches examined, and some of the brothers were stirring things
         up in support. The gunnery sergeant thought the kid was malingering and should have his butt kicked. Then another black kid
         refused to have his hair cut and people were up in arms about that. Mellas was supposed to be fighting a war. No one at the Basic School had said he’d be dealing with junior Malcolm X’s and
         redneck Georgia crackers. Why couldn’t 
         the Navy corpsmen just decide shit like whether headaches were real or not? They were supposed to be the medical experts.
         Did the platoon commanders on Iwo Jima have to deal with crap like this?
      

      As Mellas plodded slowly up the hill, with Fisher next to him and Hamilton automatically following with the radio, he became
         embarrassed by the sound his boots made as they pulled free of the mud, fearing that it would draw attention to the fact that
         they were still shiny and black. He quickly covered for this by complaining to Fisher about the squad’s machine gunner, Hippy,
         making too much noise when Fisher had asked for the machine gun to come to the head of the small column because the point
         man thought he’d heard movement. Just speaking about the recent near-encounter with an enemy Mellas had not yet seen started
         his insides humming again, the vibration of fear that was like a strong electric potential with no place to discharge. Part
         of him was relieved that it had been a near miss but another part acted peeved that the noise might have cost them an opportunity
         for action, and this peevishness in turn irked Fisher.
      

      When they reached the squad’s usual position in the company lines, Mellas could see that Fisher could barely contain his own
         annoyance by the way he nearly threw to the ground the three staves he’d cut for himself and a couple of friends while out
         on the patrol. These staves were raw material for short-timer’s sticks, elaborately carved walking sticks, roughly an inch
         and a half in diameter and three to five feet long. Some were simple calendars, others works of folk art. Each stick was marked
         in a way that showed how many days its owner had survived on his thirteen-month tour of duty and how many days were left to
         go. Mellas had also been anxious about the sound Fisher had made cutting the three staves with a machete, but he had said
         nothing. He was still in a delicate position: nominally in charge of the patrol, because he was the platoon commander, but
         until he was successfully broken in he was also under the orders of Lieutenant Fitch, the company commander, to do everything
         Fisher said. Mellas had accepted the noise for two reasons, both political. Fitch had basically said Fisher was in charge,
         so why buck Fitch? Fitch was the guy who could promote Mellas to executive officer, second in command, when Second Lieutenant
         Hawke rotated out of the bush. That 
         would put him in line for company commander—unless Hawke wanted it. A second reason was that Mellas hadn’t been sure if the
         noise was dangerous, and he was far more worried about asking stupid questions than finding out. Too many stupid comments
         and dumb questions at this stage could make it more difficult to gain the respect of the platoon, and it was a lot harder
         to get ahead if the snuffs didn’t like you or thought you were incompetent. The fact that Hawke, his predecessor, had been
         nearly worshipped by the platoon did not help matters.
      

      Mellas and Hamilton left Fisher at Second Squad’s line of holes and slowly climbed up a slope so steep that when Mellas slipped
         backward in the mud he barely had to bend his knee to stop himself. Hamilton, bowed nearly double with the weight of the radio,
         kept poking its antenna into the slope in front of him. The fog that swirled around them obscured their goal: a sagging makeshift
         shelter they had made by snapping their rubberized canvas ponchos together and hanging the ponchos over a scrap of communication
         wire strung only four feet above the ground between two blasted bushes. This hooch, along with two others that stood just
         a few feet away from it, formed what was called, not without irony, the platoon command post.
      

      Mellas wanted to crawl inside his hooch and make the world disappear, but he knew this would be stupid and any rest would
         be short. It would be dark in a couple of hours, and the platoon had to set out trip flares in case any soldiers of the North
         Vietnamese Army—the NVA—approached. After that, the platoon had to rig the claymore mines, which were placed in front of their
         fighting holes and were command detonated by electric wire; they delivered 700 steel balls in a fan-shaped pattern at groin
         height. In addition, the uncompleted sections of the barbed wire had to be booby-trapped. If Mellas wanted to heat his C-rations
         he had to do so while it was still daylight, otherwise the flame would make a perfect aiming point. Then he had to inspect
         the forty Marines of his platoon for immersion foot and make sure everyone took the daily dose of dapsone for jungle rot and
         the weekly dose of chloroquine for malaria.
      

      
         He and Hamilton stopped just in front of Bass, the platoon sergeant, who was squatting outside the hooches in the rain making
         coffee in a number-ten can set over a piece of burning C-4 plastic explosive. The C-4 hissed and left an acrid smell in the
         air but was preferred to the eye-burning stink of the standard issue trioxane heat tabs. Bass was twenty-one and on his second
         tour. He emptied several small envelopes of powdered C-ration coffee into the boiling water and peered into the can. The sleeves
         of his utility jacket were neatly rolled into cuffs just below his elbows, revealing forearms that were large and muscular.
         Mellas, watching Bass stir, set the M-16 he had borrowed from Bass against a log. It had taken very little coaxing from Bass
         to convince Mellas that it was stupid to rely on the standard-issue .45 pistols the Marine Corps deemed sufficient for junior
         officers. He pulled off the wet cotton ammunition bandoleers and let them fall to the ground: twenty magazines, each filled
         with two interwoven rows of bullets. Then he shrugged out of his belt suspenders and dropped them to the mud, along with their
         attached .45 automatic, three quart-size plastic canteens, pistol ammunition, his K-bar, battlefield compresses to stop bleeding,
         two M-26 fragmentation hand grenades, three smoke grenades, and his compass. Breathing deeply with relief, he kept watching
         the coffee, its smell reminding him of the ever-present pot on his mother’s stove. He didn’t want to go check the platoon’s
         weapons or clean his own. He wanted something warm, and then he wanted to lie down and sleep. But with dark coming there was
         no time.
      

      He undid his steel-spring blousing garters, which held the ends of his trousers tightly against his boots as protection against
         leeches. Three leeches had still managed to get through on his left leg. Two were attached and there was a streak of dried
         blood where a third had engorged itself and dropped off. Mellas found it in his sock, shook it loose onto the ground, and
         stepped on it with his other foot, watching his own blood pop out of its body. He took out insect repellant and squeezed a
         stream onto the other two leeches still attached to his skin. They twisted in pain and dropped off, leaving a slow trickle
         of blood behind.
      

      Bass handed him some coffee in an empty C-ration fruit cocktail can and then poured another can for Hamilton, who had dumped
         his 
         radio in front of his and Mellas’s hooch and was sitting on it. Hamilton took the coffee, raised the can to Bass in a toast,
         and wrapped his fingers around the can to warm them.
      

      “Thanks, Sergeant Bass,” Mellas said, careful to use the title Bass had earned, knowing that Bass’s goodwill was crucial.
         He sat down on a wet, rotting log. Bass described what had happened while Mellas was out on patrol. FAC-man, the company’s
         enlisted forward air controller, had once again not been able to talk a resupply chopper down through the clouds, so this
         had been the fourth day without resupply. There was still no definitive word on the firefight the day before between Alpha
         Company and an NVA unit of unknown size in the valley below them, but the rumor that four Marines had been killed in action
         was now confirmed.
      

      Mellas tightened his lips and clenched his teeth to press back his fear. He couldn’t help looking down onto the cloud-covered
         ridges that stretched out below them into North Vietnam, just four kilometers away. Down there were the four KIAs, four dead
         kids. Somewhere in that gray-green obscurity, Alpha Company had just been in the shit. Bravo’s turn was coming.
      

      That meant his turn was coming, something that had been only a possibility when he had joined the Marines right out of high
         school. He had entered a special officer candidate program that allowed him to attend college while training in the summers
         and getting much-needed pay, and he had envisioned telling admiring people, and maybe someday voters, that he was an ex-Marine.
         He had never actually envisioned being in combat in a war that none of his friends thought was worth fighting. When the Marines
         landed at Da Nang during his freshman year, he had to get a map out to see where that was. He had wanted to go into the Marine
         Air Wing and be an air traffic controller, but each administrative turning point, his grades in college, his grades in Basic
         School, and the shortage of infantry officers had implacably moved him to where he was now, a real Marine officer leading
         a real Marine rifle platoon, and scared nearly witless. It occurred to him that because of his desire to look good coming
         home from a war, he might never come home at all.
      

      He fought back the fear that surged through him whenever he realized that he could die. But now the fear had started his mind
         churning 
         again. If he could get into Hawke’s position as executive officer, then he’d be safe inside the perimeter. There would be
         no more patrols; he’d handle admin and be next in line for company commander. For him to get Hawke’s position, the current
         company commander, Lieutenant Fitch, would have to rotate home and Hawke would have to take Fitch’s place. That was actually
         quite likely. Everyone loved Hawke, up the chain of command and down. Still, Fitch was new to the job. That meant a long wait,
         unless of course Fitch was killed or wounded. As soon as this idea went through his head, Mellas felt terrible. He didn’t
         want anything bad to happen to anyone. He tried to stop thinking, but he failed. Now it occurred to him that he’d have to
         wait for Hawke to rotate home, unless something happened to Hawke. Mellas was amazed and ashamed. He realized that part of
         him would wish anything, and maybe even do anything, if it meant getting ahead or saving his own skin. He fought that part
         down.
      

      “How’s the wire coming?” Mellas asked. He didn’t really care about the task of stringing the barbed wire in front of the holes,
         but he knew he should appear interested.
      

      “Not bad, sir,” Bass said. “Third Squad’s been working on it all day. We’re close to finished.”

      Mellas hesitated. Then he plunged into the problem he’d avoided that morning by going out on patrol. “That kid from Third
         Squad come to see you about going to the rear again?” He was still overwhelmed, trying to remember everyone’s name.
      

      “Name’s Mallory, sir.” Bass snorted. “Malingering fucking coward.”

      “He says he has headaches.”

      “And I’ve got a pain in the ass. There’s two hundred good Marines on this hill want to go to the rear, better ones than that
         piece of shit. He’s had a headache ever since he came out to the bush. And don’t give me any of that ‘Watch out ’cause he’s
         a brother’ shit, because there’s a lot of good splibs out here that don’t have headaches. He’s chickenshit.” Bass took a long
         drink and then exhaled steam into the cool damp air. “And, uh,” Bass added, a slight smile on his lips, “Doc Fredrickson has
         him up by his hooch. He’s been waiting for you to get back.”
      

      
         Mellas felt the hot sweet coffee move down his throat and settle into his stomach. He wriggled his water-wrinkled toes to
         keep from nodding off. The warmth of the coffee through the can felt good against his hands, which were beginning to run pus,
         the first symptoms of jungle rot. “Shit,” he said to no one in particular. He placed the cup against the back of his neck
         where the strap of the magazine bandoleer had rubbed it raw.
      

      “Drink it, Lieutenant,” said Bass. “Don’t make love to it.” Bass took out his pocketknife and began carving another elaborate
         notch on his short-timer’s stick. Mellas looked at it with envy. He had 390 days left to go on his own tour.
      

      “Do I have to deal with it now?” Mellas asked. He instantly regretted asking the question. He knew he was whining.

      “You’re the lieutenant, sir. RHIP.” Rank has its privileges.

      Mellas was trying to think of a witty comeback when he heard a scream from Second Squad’s area. “Jesus! Get the squid! Get
         Doc Fredrickson!” Bass immediately threw down his stick and ran toward the voice. Mellas sat there, so stupid with exhaustion
         he couldn’t will himself to move. He looked at Hamilton, who shrugged and finally took a sip of his coffee. He watched Jacobs,
         the fire team leader with the stutter from Second Squad, run up the hill and disappear inside Fredrickson’s hooch. Mellas
         sighed and started pulling his bloody socks and wet boots back on as Jacobs and Fredrickson, the Navy medical corpsman, went
         sliding and skidding back down the hill. Several minutes later, Bass came walking slowly up the hill, stonily impassive.
      

      “What is it, Sergeant Bass?” Mellas asked.

      “You’d better go have a look, Lieutenant. It’s the damnedest thing I ever saw. Fisher’s got a leech right smack up the hole
         in his cock.”
      

      “God,” Hamilton said. He looked up at the clouds and then back down at the steaming coffee in his hands. He raised the coffee.
         “Here’s to fucking leeches.”
      

      Mellas felt revulsion, but also relief. No one could hold him responsible for something like that. Without lacing the boots,
         he headed down the hill toward Second Squad’s position, slipping in the mud, 
         worrying about how he would replace a seasoned squad leader like Fisher when he knew hardly anyone in the platoon.
      

      An hour earlier, Ted Hawke had also been worrying about replacing an experienced leader. But Hawke was worrying about Mellas,
         who had replaced him as First Platoon commander when Hawke had been moved up to the company’s number two spot, executive officer.
         Hawke had been in-country long enough to be accustomed to being scared—that came with every operation—but he was not used
         to being worried, and that worried him.
      

      He picked up a splintered stick and began to doodle absentmindedly in the mud, tracing the pattern of a five-pointed star
         over and over again, a habit from grade school days that he fell into when he was trying to think. The stick was one of thousands,
         all that remained of the huge trees that had once stood on this jungle hilltop, just three kilometers from Laos and two from
         the DMZ. The hill, one of many similar unnamed hills in the area, all of them over a mile high and shrouded by cold monsoon
         rain and clouds, had the misfortune of being just a little higher than the others. For this reason, a staff officer sitting
         fifty-five kilometers to the east at Fifth Marine Division headquarters in Dong Ha had picked it to be flattened and shorn
         of vegetation to accommodate an artillery battery of 105-millimeter howitzers. The same officer had also named it Matterhorn,
         in keeping with the present vogue of naming new fire support bases after Swiss mountains. The orders soon worked their way
         down through regiment to the First Battalion, whose commanding officer selected the 180 Marines of Bravo Company to carry
         them out. This decision dropped Bravo Company and its weary second in command, Lieutenant Theodore J. Hawke, into an isolated
         valley south of Matterhorn. From there it took a three-day slog through the jungle to reach the top of the hill. Over the
         course of the next week they turned it, with the help of nearly 400 pounds of C-4 plastic explosive, into a sterile wasteland
         of smashed trees, tangled logging slash, broken C-ration pallets, empty tin cans, soggy cardboard containers, 
         discarded Kool-Aid packages, torn candy bar wrappers—and mud. Now they were waiting, and Hawke was worrying.
      

      There were smaller worries than the competence of Lieutenant Mellas. One was that the hill was at the extreme range of the
         lone 105-millimeter howitzer battery at Fire Support Base Eiger, over ten kilometers to the east. This problem was somewhat
         related to the waiting, because before they could be dropped into the valley to the north of Matterhorn, they had to await
         the arrival of Golf Battery, the artillery unit that was supposed to occupy Matterhorn’s now bald hilltop in order to cover
         infantry patrols operating beyond the protective cover of the howitzers on Eiger. It was all very simple back at headquarters.
         Alpha and Charlie companies go into the valley first. When they get beyond the artillery cover from Eiger, Golf Battery moves
         to Matterhorn. Bravo and Delta companies replace Charlie and Alpha companies down in the valley, but they are now under the
         cover of artillery on Matterhorn. All of this allows the First Battalion to push farther north and west, continuing its mission
         of attacking the intricate web of roads, trails, supply dumps, and field hospitals that support the NVA’s 320th and 312th
         steel divisions.
      

      What wasn’t in the plan was the NVA unit that shot down, with the accurate fire of a .51-caliber machine gun, the first CH-46
         supply chopper that tried to reach Matterhorn. The chopper crashed in flames on an adjacent hill that the Marines in Bravo
         Company immediately named Helicopter Hill. The entire crew died.
      

      Since then the clouds had lifted only one other time, four days earlier, when another helicopter from Marine Air Group 39,
         struggling in the thin mountain air, worked its way up to Matterhorn’s landing zone from the valley to the south. It arrived
         with some food and replacements and departed with a number of new .51-caliber holes and a wounded crew chief. Soon afterward,
         word came down that MAG-39 wanted the gook machine gun eliminated before Golf Battery was brought in, particularly since the
         operation would entail dangling ponderous howitzers on cables beneath choppers already straining because of the altitude—choppers
         that would hardly be able to dodge bullets. This problem, along with another of Hawke’s worries—the monsoon rain and 
         clouds that had made air support impossible and resupply almost impossible—had thrown off the operation’s timetable by three
         full days and brought down the wrath of Lieutenant Colonel Simpson, radio call sign Big John Six, First Battalion’s commanding
         officer.
      

      Hawke stopped doodling and stared down the steep hillside. Wisps of fog obscured the gray wall of jungle just beyond the twisted
         rolls of barbed wire at the edge of the cleared ground. He was standing just behind the line of fighting holes that belonged
         to First Platoon, which he had just turned over to the main source of his worry, Second Lieutenant Waino Mellas, United States
         Marine Corps Reserve. One of the company’s outposts had radioed in that Mellas’s patrol had just passed it on the saddle between
         Matterhorn and Helicopter Hill and would be coming in shortly. Hawke was here to get some feel for Mellas when he was exhausted
         after the adrenaline-pumping tension of a patrol that hadn’t found anything. Hawke had learned long ago that what really mattered
         in combat was what people were like when they were exhausted.
      

      Hawke was twenty-two, with freckled skin and thick dark hair with an undertone of red that matched his large red mustache.
         He wore a green sweatshirt, turned inside out so the nap showed matted and dirty, like old fustian. It was stained with sweat
         and had dark smudges from his armored flak jacket. His trousers were caked with mud and had a hole in one knee. He wore a
         billed cap, eschewing the floppy camouflage bush hats as being pretentiously gunjy. He kept scanning the tree line, his eyes
         darting back and forth in the search pattern of the combat veteran. The hillside was steep enough that he could see over the
         trees to the top of a dark layer of cloud that hid a valley far below him. That valley was bounded by another ridge of high
         mountains to its north, just like the ridge to Matterhorn’s south. Somewhere in that valley to the north, Alpha Company had
         just taken four killed and eight wounded. It had been too far from Eiger for effective artillery support.
      

      Hawke sighed heavily. Tactically, the company was out on a limb. It was a long way from help and was about to go into combat
         with all three of its platoons being led by corn-fed rookies. Very quietly he said, “Fuck it,” whirled, and launched the splintered
         stick into the mass of 
         pushed-over trees and brush that separated the landing zone from the line of holes protecting it. Then the bluegrass tune
         that had been invading his mind all day came back again. He kept hearing the Country Gentlemen—high harmonies, Charlie Waller’s
         fast wrists flat-picking his guitar—singing about an entire expedition that had died in an early attempt to climb the Matterhorn
         in Switzerland. When Hawke put his hands to his ears to stop it, pus from an open jungle rot sore on his hand got smeared
         on his right ear. He wiped his hand on his filthy trouser leg, blending new pus with old pus, blood from squashed leeches,
         grease from a spilled can of spaghetti and meatballs, and the damp clay and greasy plant matter that coated the rotting cotton
         of his camouflage jungle utilities.
      

      The patrol emerged one by one from the jungle, the Marines bent over, drenched with sweat and rain. Hawke gave a silent snort
         of approval when he saw that Mellas was right behind Corporal Fisher, where he was supposed to be until Lieutenant Fitch,
         the CO, said that Mellas was ready to take the lead. Hawke didn’t know how to react to Mellas. He was someone you expected
         to be in the wrong place, but here he was in the right place. Top Seavers, the company first sergeant, had passed the word
         over the battalion radio net from Quang Tri that Mellas had gone to some fancy private college and graduated second in his
         class at the Basic School. The fancy college fit with the good grades from the Basic School, but it made Hawke worry that
         they might have inherited someone who thought that school smarts trumped experience and heart. More worrisome was Top Seavers’s
         comment that when Mellas had first shown up at division personnel on New Year’s Day, just six days ago, he had asked for a
         weapons platoon instead of a rifle platoon. Seavers had concluded that Mellas was trying to avoid going out on patrols, but
         Hawke wasn’t sure. He read Mellas not as a coward but possibly just as a politician. The commander of the weapons platoon,
         which traditionally had the three 60-millimeter mortars and the company’s nine machine guns, lived with the company command
         group. So he had constant contact with the company commander—unlike the rifle platoon commanders, who were isolated down on
         the lines. But there weren’t enough lieutenants to cover even the rifle platoons now, and with most of the 
         action involving only a platoon or a smaller unit the machine guns were permanently farmed out to the rifle platoons, one
         to a squad, leaving only the mortars, which could be handled by a corporal. But Mellas didn’t fit the stereotype of an ambitious
         officer. For starters, he didn’t look any older than the kids he was supposed to command. Also, he didn’t look particularly
         squared away, everything in its proper place, sails at perfect right angles to the wind, cultivating what an ambitious officer
         would call command presence. On the other hand, looking careless could just be privileged give-a-shit Ivy League attitude,
         like wearing duct tape on loafers and jeans with holes in them, knowing all along that they were headed straight to Wall Street
         or Washington and three-piece suits. Mellas was also handsome to the point of bearing what Hawke’s Irish uncle, Art, would
         have called the marks of God’s own handiwork, a plus in civilian life but almost a handicap in the Marine Corps. Moreover,
         he stood in marked contrast to the other new second lieutenant, Goodwin, a much easier read. Goodwin’s record at the Basic
         School was undistinguished, but Hawke knew he had a natural hunter on his hands. That judgment had been made during the first
         ten seconds he’d seen the two new lieutenants. The chopper that delivered them to the hill had taken machine-gun fire all
         the way into the zone. Both lieutenants had come barreling out of the back and dived for the nearest cover, but Goodwin had
         popped his head up to try to figure out where the NVA machine gun was firing from. Hawke’s problem with Goodwin, however,
         was that while good instincts were necessary, in modern war they weren’t sufficient. War had become too technical and too
         complex—and this one in particular had become too political.
      

      Doc Fredrickson had Fisher flat on his back with his trousers pulled down, in the mud in front of Fisher’s hooch. Those Marines
         from Second Squad who weren’t on hole watch were standing in a semicircle behind Fredrickson. Fisher was trying to joke but
         his grin was very tight. Doc Fredrickson turned to Jacobs, Fisher’s most senior fire team leader. “Go tell Hamilton to radio
         for the senior squid. Tell him we’ll probably need an emergency medevac.”
      

      
         “E-e-emergency,” Jacobs repeated, his stutter more pronounced than usual. He immediately started up the hill. Fredrickson
         turned to Mellas, his eyes serious and intent in his narrow face. “Fisher’s got a leech in his penis. It crawled up the urethra
         during the patrol and I don’t think I can get it out.”
      

      Fisher was lying back with his hands folded behind his head. Like most bush Marines he wore no underwear, in order to help
         stave off crotch rot. It had now been several hours since he had peed.
      

      Mellas looked up at the swirling fog and then down at Fisher’s wet smiling face. He forced a laugh. “You would have to find
         a perverted leech,” he said. He checked the time. Less than two hours until dark. A night medevac this high up and in this
         weather would be impossible.
      

      “You might as well put your trousers on, Fisher,” Fredrickson said. “Don’t drink any water. It’d be a bad place to have to
         amputate.”
      

      Jacobs came slipping back down the hill, breathing hard. He was stopped by Bass, just outside of the immediate circle of Fisher’s
         curious friends. “I p-passed the word, Sergeant Bass.”
      

      “OK,” Bass said. “Get Fisher’s gear packed up. Split up his ammo and C-rats. Give the lieutenant his rifle so he doesn’t have
         to keep borrowing mine. Did he have a listening post tonight or anything?”
      

      “N-no, we had the p-patrol today,” Jacobs said. His long but normally tranquil face now had a worried look and his broad shoulders
         had slumped forward. He’d been a fire team leader a few seconds before; now he had the squad.
      

      Mellas opened his mouth to say that the decision about who would temporarily take over the squad was up to him, but he could
         see that it had already been made by Bass. He shut his mouth. Mellas knew that if he pulled rank he’d lose what little authority
         he seemed to have.
      

      Fredrickson turned to Mellas. “I think we ought to move him up to the LZ. He’ll be starting to feel it pretty soon. No telling
         when the chopper’s going to make it in.” He looked up at the dark swirling mist. “If it don’t get here quick, I don’t know
         what’s going to happen. I guess something inside’s got to give and if it screws up the kidney or busts loose inside of him
         …” He shook his head and looked down at his hands. “I just don’t know that much about people’s insides. We never got it in
         Field Med.”
      

      
         “What about the senior squid?” Mellas asked, referring to Hospital Corpsman Second Class Sheller, the company-level corpsman,
         Fredrickson’s boss.
      

      “I don’t know. He’s an HM-2 but I think he worked in a lab the whole time. He’s only out here because he pissed someone off
         at the Fifth Med. He’s been out here a week longer than you.”
      

      “He’s worthless,” Bass spat.

      “Why do you say that?” Mellas asked.

      “He’s a fat fucker.”

      Mellas made no reply, wondering what it took to get on Bass’s good list. On the first day Mellas had arrived, desperately
         wanting everyone to like him, Bass hadn’t made it easy. Bass had been running the platoon for close to a month without any
         lieutenant, and he was quick to point out that he had been doing his first tour in Vietnam when Mellas was starting college.
      

      “That’s him there,” Fredrickson said. Sheller, who like all company corpsmen went by the nickname Senior Squid, came huffing
         down the hill, his new jungle boots still black like Mellas’s, his utilities not yet bleached pale by the constant rain and
         exposure. His face was round and he wore black-rimmed Navy-issue glasses and a new bush cover on his head. He looked conspicuously
         out of place among the thin, rangy Marines.
      

      “What’s the problem?” he asked cheerily.

      “It’s Fisher,” Fredrickson replied. “He’s got a leech inside his urethra.”

      Sheller pursed his lips. “Doesn’t sound good. No way of getting to it, I suppose. Can he urinate?”

      “No,” Fredrickson said. “That’s how we found out.”

      “If he could piss we wouldn’t need you,” Bass growled.

      Sheller looked briefly at Bass and then quickly shifted his eyes to the ground. “Where is he?” he asked Fredrickson.

      “He’s down there packing his gear.”

      Sheller headed toward where Fredrickson pointed. Fredrickson turned to Bass and Mellas and shrugged his shoulders as if to
         say “You tell me” and turned to follow him. Bass snorted in disgust. “Fat fucker.”
      

      
         Sheller had Fisher drop his trousers again. He asked how long it had been since he last urinated and then glanced up at the
         sky and down to his watch. He turned to Mellas. “He’ll have to be medevaced. Emergency. I’ll go see the skipper.”
      

      “Move it, Fisher,” Bass said. “You’re getting out of the bush. Get your ass up to the LZ.”

      Fisher grinned and started back toward his hooch, pulling on his trousers as he went. Bass turned toward the holes and shouted
         through his cupped hands. “Any of you people got mail to go out, give it to Fisher. He’s getting medevaced.” A general scurry
         took place immediately. Bodies disappeared into hooches and fighting holes, digging into the packs and plastic bags the men
         used to keep their letters dry.
      

      “Jacobs,” Bass shouted, “tell that goddamn Shortround, Pollini, to change shirts with Fisher. He looks like Joe Shit the ragpicker.
         And tell Kerwin in Third Squad to trade trousers.” Jacobs, grateful for something to do, moved off and began collecting the
         most worn-out clothing in the squad to replace it with Fisher’s less worn-out clothing.
      

      Sheller came back up to Bass and Mellas and dropped his voice. “He’s going to be in a lot of pain. I can dope him up, but
         I don’t know what will happen to his bladder or kidneys.”
      

      “Well, we don’t either,” Bass said, “but we ain’t been to no fancy Navy medical school.” Sheller looked at Bass and started
         to say something but changed his mind. Bass’s perpetual scowl, broad shoulders, and thick arms didn’t invite back talk.
      

      “Do what you can for him,” Mellas said quickly, trying to ease the tension between the two of them. Mellas turned to Bass.
         “You going to finally put that novel of yours in the mailbox?”
      

      Bass laughed. He had fallen in love with Fredrickson’s cousin, a high school senior, from a yearbook photograph. He had been
         writing a letter to her for several days and it was already fifteen pages long. The two of them headed back to Mellas’s hooch.
      

      “I can’t believe it,” Mellas said. “Almost Staff Sergeant Bass, hard-ass, falling in love by mail.”

      “Just ’cause you ain’t got nobody to write to except your mother,” Bass fired back.

      
         The dart hurt. Mellas remembered Anne, that last night when she turned her back on him in bed. He remembered a trip they took
         to Mexico, her crying on a village square, pushed beyond her limit by his drive to explore the next place. He had watched
         her in confusion, loving her, not knowing what to do.
      

      Mellas crawled into the hooch and rummaged for some stationery and a pen. He decided to try to write to her. The letter came
         out as a cheery “Here we are in a place called Matterhorn. I’m fine, etc.” He pasted together the gummed parts of the special
         envelope. In the jungle there was so much moisture that normal envelopes would stick together before anyone could use them,
         and in the summer water was so precious that people absolutely loathed licking anything.
      

      “Hey, Mr. Mellas.” Every so often Bass used the formal, traditional naval form of address, to emphasize that Mellas was still
         a boot lieutenant.
      

      Mellas could make no objection. Bass was perfectly correct. “Yes, Sergeant Bass.”

      “If the bird doesn’t make it in and Fisher can’t piss, then what happens? Does he just fill up and bust?”

      “I don’t know, Sergeant Bass. I suppose something like that.”

      “It’s a pisser,” Bass muttered. “I got to go see if Skosh is still awake.”

      Mellas didn’t smile at what he knew was an unconscious pun. He crawled after Bass into the dark interior of his hooch, where
         Bass’s eighteen-year-old radio operator, Skosh, was on radio watch. He was so slight that Mellas wondered how he managed to
         pack the heavy radio on patrols. Skosh had a dark green towel wrapped around his neck and was reading a pornographic book
         that looked as if it had passed through the hands of every radio operator in the battalion.
      

      “Find out what’s the word on the medevac,” Bass said. He moved to the back of the hooch. Mellas followed him, crawling over
         smelly quiltlike nylon poncho liners, his knees hitting hard ground as they sank into Bass’s rubber air mattress.
      

      Skosh didn’t answer but picked up the handset and started talking. “Bravo Bravo Bravo, Bravo One.”

      “This is the Big B,” the radio hissed out. “Speak.”

      
         “What’s the story on the medevac? Over.”
      

      “Wait one.” There was a brief pause. Mellas watched Skosh, who was reading his book again and listening to the faint hiss
         of the receiver. There was a burst of static as someone on the other end keyed the handset. A new voice came over the air.
         “Bravo One, this is Bravo Six Actual. Put on your actual.” Mellas knew that Six Actual was the skipper, Lieutenant Fitch,
         and he was asking to speak to Mellas personally—to First Platoon’s actual commander, not just anyone tending the radio.
      

      Mellas took the handset from Skosh and keyed it, a little nervous. “This is Bravo One Actual. Over.”

      “It looks dim for your bird. The valley’s souped in from Fire Support Base Sherpa on out. They had one bird try to get out
         and couldn’t find us. Since we’ve got a couple of hours before your character Foxtrot gets too bad, they’ll wait at Sherpa
         to see if it clears. Over.”
      

      “I thought it was an emergency medevac,” Mellas answered. “Over.”

      “We sent it in as a priority. It won’t be upgraded to an emergency until it gets so bad he’ll die unless they get him out.
         Over.”
      

      Mellas knew they didn’t want to risk the bird and the crew when they could hold on for a couple of hours and maybe get better
         weather. “Roger, Bravo Six. I got you. Wait one.” Bass had been signaling Mellas. Mellas released the transmit key on the
         handset.
      

      “Ask him if we got an order in for any class six,” Bass asked.

      “What’s class six?”

      “Just ask him.”

      Mellas rekeyed the handset. “Bravo Six, One Assist wants to know if we’re getting any class six in. Over.”

      When Fitch rekeyed the handset Mellas heard laughter dying out. “Tell One Assist we got it on order.”

      “Roger. Thanks for the info. Out.”

      Mellas turned to Bass. “What’s class six?”

      “Beer, sir.” Bass’s face was stonily innocent.

      Mellas felt foolish and unprofessional. His jaw muscles tightened in anger. He’d looked bad in front of the whole command
         post group.
      

      
         Bass simply looked at him and smiled. “You’ve got to keep reminding them, Lieutenant, otherwise they forget about you.”
      

      Hawke watched Corporal Connolly, leader of Mellas’s First Squad, struggling up the hill through the mud and blasted stumps
         on his short powerful legs. He guessed that Connolly would put out that much effort for only one thing: beer.
      

      Connolly stopped to catch his breath and then shouted, “Hey, Jayhawk. You just get to stand around now that they made you
         XO?”
      

      Hawke smiled at hearing his own Boston accent. He let out a deep-throated growl and raised his right hand, curling his fingers
         over like talons in what everyone in the company knew as the hawk power sign, a parody of the black power fist or the antiwar
         protesters’ peace sign, depending on which political movement Hawke wished to satirize at the time. He roared, “Conman, I
         can do anything I want. I’m a second lieutenant.” He started shadowboxing and then raised both fists above him like a winning
         prizefighter and shouted, “I’m Willy Pep. I’m in round thirteen of my famous comeback fight.” Then he went into a dance, arms
         above his head, first and second fingers still curved like talons.
      

      A few Marines on the lines down below him turned their heads. Once they saw it was Jayhawk doing the hawk dance they went
         back to staring over their rifle barrels at the wall of jungle, quite used to him.
      

      Hawke stopped his antics. His eyes went blank. The bluegrass tune came back to him: “Men have tried and men have died to climb
         the Matterhorn.” The five-string banjo would come on strong behind the wailing fiddle and the high-pitched Appalachian voices
         would rise in an east Tennessee lament, “Matterhorn. Matterhorn.” Hawke wanted out of the bush. He wanted to hold a girl who
         smelled nice and felt soft. He wanted to go home to his mom and dad. He knew, however, that he wouldn’t leave Fitch and the
         rest of Bravo Company with three boot butterbars until they were safely broken in or dead, the only two possibilities for
         new second lieutenants in combat.
      

      
         Connolly finally reached Hawke and, gasping for air, asked, “Hey, when we going to get in some class six?”
      

      “Conman, I knew it. Do I look like a fortune-teller to you?”

      “The chopper going to make it in?”

      “You must really think I do look like a fortune-teller,” Hawke answered. “And if your squad could do something besides litter
         the jungle with Kool-Aid packages and Trop bar wrappers, maybe we’d find that gook machine gun so the zoomies will fly us
         in some Foxtrot Bravo.”
      

      “I don’t want to find no gook machine gun.”

      “I could hardly have guessed.”

      “Hey, Jayhawk.”

      “What?” Hawke never minded being called by his nickname, as long as they were out in the bush.

      “Troops got to have mail.”

      “Thanks. You fucking Dear Abby or something?”

      “I wish I was fucking Dear Abby.”
      

      “She’s too old for you. Get back to your herd, Connolly.”

      “You get your ass promoted to XO and suddenly we’re cattle.”

      “Suck out.”

      “How come they didn’t make you skipper? You got more time in the bush than Fitch.”

      “Because I’m a second lieutenant and Fitch is a first lieutenant.”

      “That don’t cut no ice with me.”

      “Well, you’re not Big John Six, so no one cares what you think. And you won’t be Big John Bravo One-One Actual if you don’t
         quit pestering me.”
      

      “So relieve me of my command and send me home in disgrace.” Connolly turned away, heading downhill, hitching his too-large
         trousers up around his waist. The dragging cuffs were ragged and filthy from being stepped on.
      

      Hawke smiled affectionately at Connolly’s back. But then he thrust his hands into his pockets, and the smile turned to a wince
         as the pocket edges scraped the jungle rot. He watched Connolly heading back to the lines in the gloom, passing Mellas, who
         was climbing up toward him. He sighed and, methodically but very firmly, began to smash the stick 
         against a log until it broke. What he really wanted to do was crawl out of his wet, filthy clothes and curl up into a small
         unconscious ball. Then the song came back.
      

      Mellas knew Hawke had seen him coming up to talk, but Hawke had turned away to climb the short distance to the flattened landing
         zone, the LZ, without him. He felt a twinge of anger at the unfairness with which guys like Hawke and Bass treated him, just
         because they’d gotten here before he had. Everyone had to be new sometime. Feeling like a kid trying to catch up with his
         older brother, he continued to climb. He saw Hawke join the small group of Marines who had gathered around Fisher and someone
         he thought he recognized as the company gunny: Staff Sergeant … somebody. God, the names. He should be putting them in a notebook
         to memorize.
      

      When he reached the LZ, panting for breath, Mellas could see that Fisher was in severe pain. Fisher would sit on his pack,
         then lie on his side next to it, then stand up, then repeat the motions again. Hawke was telling a story and had everyone
         laughing except Fisher, though Fisher was smiling gamely. Mellas envied Hawke’s ease with people. He hesitated, not sure how
         to announce his presence. Hawke solved his problem by greeting him first. “Hey, Mellas. Just had to see how Fisher managed
         to get himself medevaced without getting a scratch on him, huh?” Fisher forced a smile. “I know you’ve met the gunny, Staff
         Sergeant Cassidy.” Hawke indicated a man who Mellas thought must be in his late twenties, given his hard-used face and rank.
         Cassidy had cut himself, and the infected cut was oozing watery pus. Putting together the pepperish red skin tone, the name,
         and the hillbilly accent, Mellas pegged him as redneck Scots-Irish.
      

      Cassidy simply nodded at Mellas and looked at him with narrow blue eyes, obviously appraising him.

      Hawke turned to the others. “For those of you not in First Herd, this is Lieutenant Mellas. He’s an oh-three.” When Mellas’s
         request to be an air traffic controller with the air wing had been turned down he’d been assigned his military occupational
         specialty, or MOS: 0301, infantry officer, 
         inexperienced. If he was still alive in six months he would be anointed 0302, infantry officer, experienced. All Marine infantry
         specialties were designated by zero-three followed by different pairs of numbers: 0311, rifleman; 0331, machine gunner. Zero-three,
         called “oh-three,” was dreaded by many Marines because it meant certain combat. Every other MOS was designed to support oh-three.
         It was the heart and soul of the Marine Corps. Few attained senior command who didn’t hold it.
      

      There were polite murmurs of “Sir” and “Hello, sir” and obvious relief that Mellas was an infantry officer and not another
         supply or motor transport officer. General Neitzel, the current commanding general, had decided that since every Marine was
         a trained rifleman, it followed logically that every Marine officer should have experience as a rifle platoon commander for
         at least ninety days. The flaw in the general’s logic was that after a non-infantry officer had made the inevitable mistakes
         of any new officer in combat, all of which were paid for by the troops under his command, he would be transferred back to
         his primary military occupation in the rear, subjecting the troops to breaking in yet another new officer and dying because
         of the new officer’s mistakes.
      

      Mellas knew that Hawke had done him a favor by telling the group that he was a grunt like them. Some of his earlier annoyance
         at Hawke dissipated. He was beginning to learn that this was a typical reaction to Hawke; people just couldn’t stay mad at
         him very long.
      

      Mellas joined Hawke and Cassidy, looking down at Fisher. Hawke went on talking quietly, but now only to Mellas and Cassidy,
         even though everyone, including Fisher, could hear him. “I just sent Fredrickson down to ask for an emergency medevac. If
         we don’t get him out in a couple of hours I don’t know what will happen.” Fisher was watching Hawke and Mellas intently.
      

      Mellas turned to Fisher. “Hang in there, Tiger.” Mellas was trying to be jolly but couldn’t repress a feeling of annoyance
         that he was losing an experienced squad leader.
      

      “I’m hanging, Lieutenant. I sure would like a piss, though. At least I’m finally getting Lindsey here out to Hong Kong.” Fisher
         was referring to a forlorn-looking Marine from Third Platoon, also clothed in rotting castoffs.
      

      
         Lindsey smiled at Fisher. He had been sitting on the landing zone for three days, waiting for a helicopter to take him on
         his R & R. “You’d have to have your insides shot out and a will made out to the pilot before one of them would come out to
         this cocksucking mountain.”
      

      “There it is,” Fisher replied. The phrase was much-used by stoic grunts everywhere. He’d bitten off the last word in a spasm
         and now he began to moan. Mellas turned away. Lindsey watched Fisher. It was clear he’d seen pain before.
      

      Hawke squatted down next to Fisher. “You’ll be OK, man. Hurts, doesn’t it? We just put you down for an emergency. They’ll
         get a bird out here now. You don’t think one of those zoomies would miss his movie back at the airfield in Quang Tri, do you?”
      

      Fisher smiled and then arched his back in an uncontrollable spasm, trying to take the pressure off.

      “Why the hell did they take so long calling in an emergency?” Mellas asked.

      Hawke looked at him, a slight smile on his face. “Whoa. Peevish this afternoon.” He softened. “You call in too many emergencies
         and you get a reputation for crying wolf. The dispatcher turns your emergencies into priorities and the priorities become
         routines. Then when you really do have an emergency, you don’t get any birds. If you think I’m kidding just stick around awhile.”
      

      “Do I have any choice?”

      “My boy, you’re green but you learn fast.” It came out as an imitation of W. C. Fields, which irritated Mellas, but clearly
         the kids liked it.
      

      “I always was quick.”

      Hawke turned to the Marine waiting for his R & R. “Hey, Lindsey, go down and get the senior squid.”

      Lindsey wearily got to his feet and looked down at Fisher. “What’ll I tell him?” he asked Hawke.

      “Tell him Fisher’s getting bad.” Hawke didn’t seem to mind explaining what Mellas considered to be fully apparent facts.

      Lindsey jogged off down the hill toward the command post.

      “How come Lindsey gettin’ out of the bush and not Mallory?” The Marine who asked the question was round-faced, black, with
         a droopy 
         Ho Chi Minh mustache and small light patches on his face from some skin problem. Everything got quiet. Mellas’s political
         antenna was fully extended.
      

      “You say ‘sir’ when you’re talking to an officer,” Cassidy said. His voice held the authority of a Marine drill instructor
         combined with plain dislike.
      

      The Marine swallowed, hesitated. Hawke cut in quickly, looking at him steadily. “China, this isn’t the time or place.”

      “That’s right. They’s never no time, no place for the black man.”

      “Sir,” Hawke said quietly, before Cassidy could say anything. Mellas could see that Cassidy was angry but keeping his mouth
         closed because Hawke had taken control.
      

      There was a moment of inner battle on China’s part. “Sir,” he finally answered.

      Hawke was silent. He simply looked at China. China stood his ground, obviously waiting for an answer to his question. Two
         of Fisher’s friends, who were black and stood nearby, unconsciously moved closer together.
      

      “Sir,” China said. “With all due respect, sir, the Marine is askin’ why Lance Corporal Mallory, who is sufferin’ from headaches and possible brain damage, isn’t being
         skyed out a here with Lance Corporal Lindsey, who is sufferin’ from lack of female companionship.”
      

      The question hung in the darkening gray air. Cassidy put his knuckles on his hips and leaned slightly forward, about to explode,
         when Hawke broke into a chuckle, shaking his head. Someone else tittered. “China, goddamn it, why are you breaking our balls
         up here in the fucking rain when you know full well that”—Hawke held up a finger—“first, none of us are sure if Mallory actually
         has headaches, including you, unless you got a medical degree recently and I missed it, and second”—he held up a second finger—“even
         if he did, he can still function fully in combat, or at least as fully as Mallory was ever able to function in combat, and
         three”—now his thumb was added—“as I was saying about calling in medevacs when they aren’t really needed, and four”—he folded
         his thumb back and switched to four fingers—“adding an extra hundred-sixty pounds plus his gear at this altitude with no idea
         what 
         the loading is on the bird already could mean risking that no one gets out of the bush.”
      

      “Lindsey weigh a hundred sixty pounds.”

      “Sir,” Hawke added. Hawke’s insistence on the “sir” had as little personal animosity in it as a mother’s insistence on “may
         I” in place of her child’s “can I.”
      

      “Sir,” China said.

      “He’s kind of got a point,” Mellas said. It couldn’t hurt to have the blacks know he wasn’t prejudiced.

      Hawke turned to look at Mellas, his mouth dropping open. China looked at Mellas, too, his own surprise evident but better
         concealed. Still, Mellas could see that he’d scored a point there. He could also see that he’d lost one with the gunny, Cassidy.
         Cassidy’s face had paled and his eyes looked like small blue stones.
      

      Hawke did not try to conceal his exasperation. He addressed both Mellas and China. “Lindsey’s been in the bush eleven months,
         Mallory three. Lindsey’s been waiting on the LZ for three days and if he doesn’t get out before we push off on the op, he’ll
         miss his R & R altogether. Lindsey’s never complained about shit and all we’ve heard from Mallory is nothing but complaints.
         If we let Mallory go, then anyone else can go to the rear anytime they tell us that they hurt someplace. Christ, we all hurt someplace. You know as well as I do why it ain’t gonna nevah hoppin.” Hawke’s
         last three words, a parody of a Vietnamese accent, were spoken slowly and directly to China.
      

      Mellas felt his face redden and wished it wouldn’t, making it redden even more. He saw China glance quickly at the two brothers,
         but he could see that they had gone neutral. Then China looked at him. Mellas kept his face expressionless, his lips pressed
         shut.
      

      After a moment’s hesitation, China gave in. “Just pointin’ out a inconsistency, Lieutenant Hawke,” China said.

      “Yeah, I heard.”

      Fisher began to moan and Hawke and China both turned to look at him, glad to use the moaning to pull back from the confrontation.
         Cassidy turned his back on the group and walked off the LZ.
      

      “Oh, goddamn it, Lieutenant Hawke, I have to piss bad. Oh, shit. 
         Why aren’t they here?” Fisher was barely short of crying. “Oh, fuck those bastards. Fuck those bastards.” He tried to rise,
         attempting to relieve the pressure, then gave a short fierce cry that he clamped off with his teeth. Hawke caught him before
         he fell over. Fisher grimaced and said, “Shit. I can’t stand up or lay down neither.”
      

      “Hang on, Fisher, they’ll have you out in no time,” Hawke said. He sat down on Fisher’s pack, putting his hands under Fisher’s
         armpits, supporting him halfway between lying and standing, taking most of Fisher’s weight.
      

      Mellas felt left out again—and stupid. He knew full well why he had stuck his foot in his mouth, but he hadn’t thought ahead
         that by putting in his two cents’ worth of racial equity he would invite Hawke’s rather solid rebuke in front of so many people.
         Still, he guessed that his comment would work its way around the company. He didn’t regret that he’d laid out his politics;
         he just regretted that he’d been so inept. Then he started to question whether it would look better to be up on the LZ with
         Fisher or back down on the lines with his platoon or doing something with the company commander, Lieutenant Fitch, to help
         the medevac. He decided that it would be best to keep quiet and not ask too many questions.
      

      Hawke looked anxiously at the lowering clouds, then down the hill toward the lines. “Got all your mail ready to go?” he asked
         without looking at Mellas.
      

      It took a moment for Mellas to realize that Hawke was talking to him. “Yeah,” he said. “You’re sitting on it. It’s all in
         Fisher’s pack.”
      

      A few minutes later Sheller, the senior squid, and Lieutenant Fitch, the skipper, came up on the LZ from the company command
         post. Fitch looked small, almost catlike, next to Sheller. When they reached Fisher, Fitch looked at him briefly and then
         turned to Mellas and Hawke. He was wearing his half-merry, half-mischievous look, accentuated by the dapper mustache he was
         cultivating. “Looks like Fisher’s gone and fucked himself up good, doesn’t it?” he said. He turned to Fisher. “How’d you manage
         to do this after what you brought back in your dick from 
         Taipei? I’ve heard of being a carrier, but you’re something else.” He turned back and waited with the others as Sheller timed
         Fisher’s pulse.
      

      When Sheller joined them, his face was troubled. “Skipper, if we don’t get him out in another hour it’s going to be dark and
         he’s going to come apart. His heart is already racing, even with the morphine. I don’t have anything to give him except more
         morphine and, well, too much of it … you know. So I’m holding off on a second syrette. In case.”
      

      “In case what?” Fitch asked.

      “In case I have to do something here.”

      No one said anything until Fitch broke the silence. “What do you do if the chopper doesn’t make it?” he asked.

      “The only thing I can think of is try and cut a hole so’s he can relieve the pressure. He isn’t going to like that.”

      “I don’t think in another hour he’ll care very much,” Hawke said.

      “What’s the story on the bird?” Mellas asked.

      “Same-same,” Fitch replied. “The only way they’ll get here is to flat-hat under the clouds right up the side of the mountain.
         Let’s hope they have enough room.” He paused. “And light,” he added softly.
      

      “I’m going to need a place to work on him that’s cleaner than the LZ, Skipper,” Sheller said. “I can’t do it in the mud.”
         He looked pale and was breathing shallowly. “Also, I’ll need lots of light, so it’ll have to be pretty lightproof.”
      

      “Use my hooch. Snik and I can rig something else if he has to stay the night,” Fitch said, referring to Relsnik, the battalion
         radio operator.
      

      “Oh, Jesus no, Skipper.” It was Fisher, who had been listening to them all along. “They got to get me out.”

      “Don’t worry,” Fitch said. “If we have to operate we’ll take a picture of it before we start. That way you’ll have some proof
         to back up your stories.” Fisher managed to grin. Mellas was fidgeting, moving his weight from foot to foot.
      

      Fitch turned to Mellas. “It’ll be dark pretty soon. We’d better have our actuals meeting in about zero five so we can at least
         see to write.”
      

      “OK, Skipper,” Mellas said, again feeling unsure whether he should stay with Fisher or go with Fitch. He took another look
         at Fisher. “You take it easy, Fisher,” he said. Fisher nodded. Mellas followed Fitch.
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         They slid sideways on their boots, skiing in the mud down the steep hill, and arrived in front of the company command post.
         The CP was a hooch like all the others, two ponchos draped over communication wire. This one, however, was distinguished from
         the rest by dirt piled up against its lower edges to stop wind and light leaks, and by a large twoniner-two radio antenna
         waving slightly in the monsoon air.
      

      Fitch was combing his hair before a steel shaving mirror wedged in a crack in a blasted tree stump. Rain started to fall with
         more intensity. Fitch put the comb in his back pocket and crawled into the entrance of the hooch, followed immediately by
         Hawke. Mellas hesitated, unsure if he was invited.
      

      “Jesus Christ, Mellas,” Hawke shouted. “Ain’t you got enough sense to come out of the fucking rain?”

      Mellas squeezed into the small shelter. Two radio operators were also inside, one manning the battalion radio net, the other
         the company net. A single candle cast flickering shadows on the sagging poncho roof. Three rubber air mattresses covered with
         camouflage poncho liners lay side by side. The edges of the hooch were filled with rifles, canteens, ammunition, and packs.
         A Seventeen magazine, a month-old Time, and a Louis L’Amour western lay scattered near the radios. Mellas didn’t know where to put his muddy boots. He eventually
         sat back against a pack with his feet sticking out of the hooch’s opening.
      

      Fitch introduced the two radiomen to Mellas, who immediately forgot their names, and asked one of them to call the platoon
         commanders for the actuals meeting. The subsequent radio exchange between the company headquarters and the three platoons,
         from Fitch’s request to its completion, took less than twenty seconds. Mellas, who had been feeling that the company radio
         operators needed more discipline, was impressed.
      

      Hawke turned to Fitch. “Conman just slipped me the word that China’s stirring up the brothers again and just now I had a little
         oneon-one with him up at the LZ.” He looked at Mellas. “Along with some help.” Mellas looked down at the mud.
      

      “Ahh, fuck,” Fitch said. “What now?”

      
         “Right now, R & R quotas. It’s all bullshit.” Hawke turned to Mellas. “Hey, Mellas, did Top Seavers say anything to you about
         Top Angell over at Charlie Company swapping two Taipeis for a Bangkok for Parker?”
      

      Mellas’s stomach gave a lurch. He vaguely remembered Seavers asking him to pass along something about R & R quotas to Hawke,
         but at the time it had been meaningless and he didn’t want to look foolish by asking to clear it up. “No, I don’t recall him
         saying anything about it,” he lied coolly. He also didn’t want to look foolish again in front of Hawke.
      

      “Huh. Well, maybe we can get through to him on Big John Relay tonight.”

      “Have you had racial problems here in the company?” Mellas asked, switching the subject.

      “Naw, not really,” Hawke answered. “Oh, a couple of numbnuts bitch a lot and keep things stirred up. Out here the splibs can’t
         bitch any more than the chucks. We’re all fucking niggers as far as I can tell.”
      

      “Who’s this China?”

      “He’s our local H. Rap Brown, our very own black radical,” Fitch said, smiling, “otherwise known as Lance Corporal Roland
         Speed. But he doesn’t like anyone to call him that. Cassidy hates him, but he’s a good machine gunner and he hasn’t caused
         any real trouble yet. We got our white bigots, too.” Fitch was looking at his two radio operators.
      

      The operator who talked to the battalion, Relsnik, looked at Fitch. “I can’t help it, sir. You didn’t grow up next to them
         like me and Pallack did back in Chicago. If you did, you’d hate ’em too. I mean most of the black guys out here are decent.
         I even like some of them. But they’re individuals. As a race, I hate ’em.”
      

      Fitch shrugged his shoulders and looked at Mellas. “You can’t beat the position for logic.”

      The two radiomen went back to their magazines.

      Down at the lines, Private First Class Tyrell Broyer, who had come in on the same chopper as Mellas and Goodwin, threw his
         small folding shovel into his fighting hole and gave it the finger. His hands and fingers, 
         still not hardened to the bush, were cut from stringing barbed wire, blistered from hacking with the machete, and crisscrossed
         with infected cuts made by sharp jungle grasses. He’d returned from stringing wire down below the line of fighting holes to
         find his own hole half filled with a small mudslide.
      

      He looked up at the darkening sky, readjusting his heavy plastic glasses on the bridge of his nose. Fear that he would be
         caught without protection in the dark quickly moved him back into the hole. He immediately felt ashamed of his fear. He could
         be lying up on the LZ like that poor guy from Second Squad. He resumed shoveling, trying to ignore the pain from a ripped
         fingernail, until he sensed that someone was squatting on the ground above his hole. He turned to find a pair of bleached-out
         jungle boots. His eyes moved upward to a dark-skinned knee showing through a small hole in faded utilities. His gaze stopped
         on the face of a stocky black Marine with a drooping Ho Chi Minh mustache. The visitor clenched his right fist and greeted
         him, and they went through the handshake dance that was the common greeting between all black Marines, an elaborate rhythmic
         touching of fists, both knuckles and tops and bottoms, that lasted several seconds.
      

      “Where you from, brother?” the visitor asked when they had finished.

      “Baltimore.” Broyer looked down at his very small hole, feeling pressure to get it dug before the light faded and he would
         be left exposed. His plastic glasses slipped down his nose again and he quickly pushed them back up.
      

      “Don’t worry about the fuckin’ hole, man. You dig enough of those motherfuckers in the next thirteen months to fill a lifetime.
         Got a cigarette?”
      

      “Yeah.” Broyer reached into his pocket and pulled out a small C-ration cigarette package. He offered it to the stranger, who
         was smiling at him as if enjoying some sort of joke. He noticed that the stranger was afflicted with vitiligo, which left
         pigmentless white patches on his face and arms.
      

      “M’ name’s China,” the stranger said. “Just thought I’d get around 
         seein’ some a the new brothers.” China lit the cigarette and took in a slow breath. “What’s you name, brother?”
      

      “Broyer.”

      “Shit, man. You real name, not you slave name.”

      “Tyrell,” Broyer said, wondering if that was a slave name, too. He was relieved when China said nothing. “You in First Platoon?”
         Broyer asked.
      

      “Naw. Second Herd. Gun Squad. I get around a lot, though. Sort of the welcome wagon, you know?” China laughed a wheezy giggle.
         “What you think of those two chuck lieutenants come in with you the other day?”
      

      “Don’t know them. They came into VCB on the chopper after we already got there on the convoy.”

      “Figures,” China said offhandedly. He waited for Broyer to go on.

      “They didn’t seem too bad. The one’s sort of a country dude, talking about hunting and stuff. The other one seems decent.
         Sort of has a stick up his rear though. Joe College dude.”
      

      “Uh-huh.” China looked out at the jungle, barely ten meters downhill from where they were talking. Broyer followed China’s
         gaze to the wall of foliage. It was being laboriously pushed back with K-bars and entrenching tools by other members of Broyer’s
         platoon. A few stood guard in their holes, rifles and magazines carefully laid out in front of them, scanning the dark tree
         line.
      

      “You think we’ll get hit here?” Broyer asked.

      “Shit, man. You think the gooks crazy ’nough to want this motherfuckin’ place? They got better things to do with they time.
         Shit, man.” China smiled at him.
      

      Broyer laughed softly, looking down at his entrenching tool.

      “Look brother,” China said. “Don’chew worry. I got one more new brother to see ’fore the actuals meeting is over and I gotta
         get back to my poz, but I see you later, OK? You settle down soon. We all scared, but you get used to bein’ scared. You need
         to talk with a brother, you come on over.” They went through the handshake dance. Broyer was glad he’d asked a friend at boot
         camp to teach it to him one night when they were both on fire watch and everyone else was asleep.
      

      [image: art]

      
         The actuals assembled in the twilight outside First Lieutenant Fitch’s hooch. A light mist obscured the distinction between
         their shadowy silhouettes, further intensifying Mellas’s discomfort in not being able to remember their names.
      

      Mellas had barely spoken to the Third Platoon commander, Second Lieutenant Kendall, recently of the Fifteenth Motor Transportation
         Battalion. This was not by any choice of his own: there simply had been no time to talk. Kendall had sandy curly hair and
         wore yellow-tinted wraparound glasses that he kept touching as he talked. Mellas noted that he wore a simple gold wedding
         band.
      

      Second Lieutenant Goodwin, who had been with Mellas at the Basic School and had come in with him on the chopper, was jostling
         up against his platoon sergeant, Staff Sergeant Ridlow, muffling a guffaw about something. Goodwin was wearing a bush cover
         on his head. Mellas felt a small pang of envy. The first day Mellas and Goodwin had drawn their gear in Quang Tri, Goodwin
         had exchanged his stateside billed cap for the floppy camouflage bush cover and looked as if he’d worn it all his life. Mellas
         had put one on, too, stared at himself in the mirror, and, feeling he looked foolish, stuffed it in a seabag to take home
         as a souvenir if he made it back. Several days later, just moments after they had arrived at Matterhorn, Mellas again confronted
         his envy of Goodwin. It happened when the skipper, Lieutenant Fitch, crisply announced that Mellas would go with Sergeant
         Bass. Fitch added that Bass had done a hell of a job running the platoon in the interim between Hawke’s moving up to executive
         officer and Mellas’s arrival. Fitch then assigned Goodwin to Second Platoon with Staff Sergeant Ridlow, whom he described
         as competent but a little lax. Mellas knew instantly that Fitch thought Goodwin was the better officer because he’d given
         Goodwin the tougher assignment. Fitch hadn’t even asked about their Basic School records, where they went to college, or anything
         else. It seemed unfair.
      

      Mellas was brought back to the present when he noticed a pale ash-colored German shepherd with odd reddish ears that was lying
         in the mud panting, head up, and staring at him. The dog’s handler, a lean Marine with a large drooping mustache like that
         of an ancient Celtic 
         warrior, was asleep next to the dog, a camouflage bush cover pulled over his eyes. Others in the CP group—the enlisted forward
         air controller, always called FAC-man; the senior squid, Sheller; and the enlisted artillery forward observer, Daniels—were
         sitting in a small group, eating C-rations, just close enough to hear what was going on in the actuals meeting but far enough
         away to not be part of it.
      

      “All right, let’s get going,” Hawke said. “The weather forecast is more of the same shit.” Hawke paused. “Again.” People laughed.
         “We still don’t know what the fuck Alpha and Charlie companies are doing in the bush, or when Delta and us are supposed to
         flip-flop with them. You’ve all probably got the word that Alpha did take four Coors.” Coors was radio code for dead. “Don’t
         know any names yet. Word is they got hit strung out in a river.” Hawke hurried on, paging through a pocketsize hard-covered
         green notebook. “No word on R & R quotas yet. Who’s got palace guard tomorrow? I nearly got drowned in the trash when the
         wind picked up this afternoon.”
      

      Kendall raised his hand.

      “OK, Kendall. Police it up. We’ll have rats if we don’t.” Hawke looked up at the sky, squinting against the drizzle. “Correction.
         More rats. It’s already Rat Alley up here.” He looked down at his notebook, sheltering it close against his damp sweatshirt.
         “I hear battalion wants to set up here once we get the cannon cockers in, so get everyone shaved and looking decent before
         they show up and start screaming.”
      

      Goodwin’s platoon sergeant, Ridlow, exploded. “If they’d fly in some fucking water maybe we’d be more likely to clean up.”
         His gravelly voice faded off into a mutter about how fucked up it was to always be short of water in a fucking monsoon, and
         how fucking fucked up the fucking country was. He spat at the ground and wiped a week’s growth of beard with the back of one
         large hand. His other hand rested on his hip next to his Smith & Wesson .44 Magnum revolver. The first thing Goodwin had done
         when they’d been introduced was ask to see it; they’d hit it off immediately.
      

      Hawke was looking at the sky, letting Ridlow get it out of his system. “Well,” he said, “since there’s no pertinent comments, I guess that’s about all I’ve got. Oh, yeah, get your needs lists in to Gunny Cassidy so 
         when the birds do start bringing in the arty battery we can get some supplies. Gunny Cassidy?”
      

      “Nothing, sir,” Cassidy said. “Just you people give me your head count before you leave.”

      “Senior Squid?” Hawke asked.

      “Uh, no, sir. Just make sure the platoon corpsmen get their medical supply needs down on your lists so I can get the battalion
         aid station to put them on the chopper.”
      

      Bass snorted. “They do that automatically.”

      Sheller looked at Bass and pressed his lips together tightly. In the moment of hesitation Hawke cut in. “OK, any bitches,
         gripes, grievances, needs, or solicitations before the skipper goes?”
      

      “Mallory wants to request mast again,” Bass said. “Says he’s got a headache that won’t go away and the squids are fucking
         with him by keeping him in the bush.”
      

      “If the puke didn’t play that goddamned jungle music so loud he wouldn’t have a sore head,” Cassidy muttered.

      “That’s Jackson with the music,” Bass said. “From my herd. He’s a good Marine.” Cassidy looked steadily at Bass, and Bass
         looked steadily back at Cassidy. Cassidy said nothing more but gave an almost imperceptible nod that said, If you say it’s
         so, Sergeant Bass, then it’s so. Mellas, his antennae up, knew instantly that these two men were cut from the same green cloth.
      

      “Maybe we ought to just do Mallory a favor and break his head all the way for him,” Ridlow muttered. He looked quickly at
         his platoon commander, Goodwin, and then broke into a cackle. The other sergeants and Goodwin did as well. Mellas smiled,
         although he didn’t like the overtones.
      

      Fitch sighed, realizing he’d have to deal with it. “I’ll talk to Mallory,” he said. “But you warn him, Mellas, that he’d better
         have a good story.”
      

      “Mallory’s already up for the Pulitzer Prize for fiction with his last story,” Hawke said. Hawke looked around. “Anything
         else?” No one said anything. He turned to Goodwin. “Try and keep your machine gunner, China, busy. OK? The less visiting time
         he has the better.”
      

      
         Cassidy snorted. “They want to see black power? Tell them to look down the black barrel of my fucking Smith & Wesson Model
         29.” Ridlow cackled again.
      

      Hawke looked wearily at Cassidy and Ridlow. “China may be a dumb kid, but I’d take him seriously.” Ridlow glanced sideways
         at Goodwin, then over to Cassidy. No one said anything. “It’s all yours, Skipper,” Hawke said.
      

      “Right.” Fitch’s head came up. He’d been sitting on a log, dangling his feet. His small, handsome face looked tired. “Big
         John Six went bugfuck over the radio again about the gook machine gun.” Big John Six was Lieutenant Colonel Simpson, the battalion
         commander and Fitch’s boss. He’d promised his own boss, Colonel Mulvaney, the regimental commander, that Mulvaney could move
         a howitzer battery to a secure zone. Losing the supply chopper after he said the zone was safe was embarrassing enough, but
         he’d then promised he’d fix the problem pronto and it was now two full days after the promised date and the zone was still
         not secure.
      

      “What’s he going to do?” Ridlow boomed out. “Cut your hair off and send you to Vietnam?”

      Fitch laughed politely at the standard retort, looking down at his swinging feet. “I suppose he could banish me to Okinawa.”
         Okinawa was universally known as the worst possible place to get for R & R. Relations with the Japanese had gotten so tense
         that the brass had forbidden nearly every activity for which anyone went on R & R. When the laughter died down, Fitch pointed
         into the fog that swirled over the trees to the southwest and said, referring to the enemy, “I think Nagoolian is going to
         head over to that ridgeline tomorrow. He used it on the first day, and he’s never used the northwest one, so he probably figures
         we’ll be looking on the northwest one for him. Bass, you were down there. What’s that southwest finger look like?”
      

      “It’s like the rest of the fucking place. Took us three hours to make eight hundred meters. Had to use machetes to get through.
         Pretty goddamn hard to sneak up on someone like that.”
      

      “That’s why he’ll be there. Mellas, send a baseball team over the top of the ridge and look around. If you don’t find them,
         at least it’ll move them out away from the main approach path.”
      

      
         “Aye, aye, Skipper.” Mellas was jotting down notes in his own green notebook and mentally reviewing the current company radio
         code, which was often used for direct conversation. A baseball team was a squad of twelve men, a basketball team was a fire
         team of four men, a football team a platoon of forty-three men. “Can I get some maps for my squad leaders?”
      

      Everyone burst into laughter. Mellas reddened.

      “Mellas,” Hawke said, “it’d be easier for you to date Brigitte Bardot than to get any more maps than we’ve got. You don’t
         want to know what I had to trade for the one you’ve got, and I don’t want to have to say it in front of the skipper.”
      

      “It’s true,” Fitch added. “Maps are in short supply. Sorry. Just another inch of the green dildo.” He quickly went on. “Goodwin?”

      “Yeah, Jack?” Mellas winced at Goodwin’s casualness in addressing the company commander as Jack, especially since that wasn’t
         his name. If Fitch noticed, he didn’t let on.
      

      “I want one of your baseball teams out on the south finger, then work up the draw between there and the east ridge. I want
         you to check out the crashed bird on Helicopter Hill on the way back. See if Nagoolian’s been nosing around. You other two
         platoon commanders send your red dogs out wherever you want,” he said, using the radio brevity code for any squad-size patrol.
      

      Fredrickson broke in on the circle, breathing hard. “He’s starting to scream. Lindsey’s got a shirt stuffed in his mouth.
         It’ll be too loud to keep down in a few minutes. We’re going to have to cut.”
      

      Mellas looked at Fitch and then over at Sheller, whose throat was working underneath his double chin. Sheller rubbed his hands
         together as if to warm them. Fitch was looking at him, hard, his lower lip over his upper.
      

      “It’s got to be done, Jim,” Hawke said quietly.

      Fitch nodded, still looking at the senior squid. “How do you feel, Sheller?” Mellas was surprised to hear the senior squid
         called by his name.
      

      “I don’t have a catheter, Skipper, and trying to ram something up the urethra to clean out the leech would just make a mess
         of it. The only 
         thing I can think to do is cut into the penis from the bottom side. Two cuts. You can see where his urethra’s swollen right
         up to the leech. Cut one is just up from there on the bladder side to relieve the pressure. I’d try to keep it small. Stick
         in a piece of IV tubing to keep the cut open and keep him drained until we get him out of here.” Sheller fished into his pockets
         and brought out a freshly cut piece of tubing. “I’ll need to sterilize it and have some floor space to work on, sir. I can
         grease it with bacitracin to help it slide into the cut.”
      

      “That’s only one cut,” Fitch said.

      “Yeah. OK.” Sheller swallowed. “Cut two. I’d cut into the leech to bleed it and kill it. We don’t want it moving upstream.”
         He looked at the silent group, realizing it was all on him. “I’ll use Fredrickson. It’ll make Fisher feel better if it’s a
         squid he’s used to.”
      

      Hawke looked grimly satisfied. Bass kept looking at Sheller and then back to the skipper with no emotion on his face.

      “OK, Squid. Go ahead on it.” Fitch spoke crisply with no hint of doubt. He turned to Hawke. “Ted, go up and tell those guys
         to move Fisher down here.”
      

      Sheller moved off and crawled into the CP hooch without saying anything. He started to clear it out. The others, except Mellas,
         Hawke, Fitch, and Cassidy, returned to their positions.
      

      The entire hill was quiet, on the 100 percent alert that happened every dusk and dawn. Mellas watched Fredrickson and Lindsey
         talking to Fisher as they began to move him off the landing zone on a stretcher made by wrapping a poncho between two tree
         limbs. Fisher suddenly cried out and Lindsey cursed quietly. Hawke, who was walking alongside the stretcher, quickly stifled
         Fisher’s cry by placing his hand over his mouth. Mellas walked beside them, figuring it was better to say nothing.
      

      When they reached the CP they pulled Fisher inside the small hooch. Sheller was laying out his kit and lighting candles. Fredrickson
         removed Fisher’s filthy trousers and folded them carefully. Outside the hooch the two radio operators huddled next to their
         equipment while 
         Fitch tried to make the entrance lightproof. Hawke and Cassidy sat on the ground, quietly talking.
      

      Inside, Doc Fredrickson looked at Sheller, whose chin was trembling slightly underneath the fat. Fisher was writhing in pain
         and trying not to scream. Fredrickson crawled behind Fisher, putting his knees on each side of Fisher’s head. He then leaned
         over and put his hands and full weight on Fisher’s shoulders. The candles flickered in the draft, casting shadows across the
         draped ponchos.
      

      “It’s going to be OK, Fisher,” Fredrickson whispered, bending close to Fisher’s face. “It’s going to be OK.”

      “Oh, fuck, Doc, stop it. Stop it from hurting.”

      “It’s going to be OK.”

      Fredrickson was looking intensely at Sheller, willing him to do it. The senior squid finished lubricating the IV tube, switched
         it to his left hand, and looked back at Fredrickson across Fisher’s body. He picked up a small knife in his right hand and,
         using his elbows, he spread Fisher’s legs and crawled between them. He looked up at Fredrickson again. With anguish on his
         face he silently mouthed, “I don’t know if I’m right.”
      

      Fredrickson nodded his head in encouragement. “Do it,” he mouthed silently. “Do it.”

      Fisher started moaning again, arching his back, trying to get his bladder and kidneys off the floor. The senior squid put
         the knife in the candle flame. Then he poured alcohol on it. There was a slight hiss and the alcohol smell filled the hooch.
         He lifted Fisher’s penis back, pushing it firmly against his stomach. Even that pressure made Fisher scream.
      

      Fredrickson leaned his whole body over Fisher’s face, muzzling him, pressing down on his shoulders and upper arms.

      Sheller pushed the blade into Fisher’s penis. Fisher screamed and Fredrickson put all of his weight on him to keep him from
         rolling. Blood and urine streamed over the knife blade, the initial burst spraying Sheller’s hands and chest. Then Sheller
         pushed the makeshift catheter up the smooth side of the knife into the incision and quickly slipped the blade out. Urine coursed
         out of the catheter, flowing over Fisher’s hips and crotch, filling the tent with its hot smell, running onto the mud, soaking
         the nylon poncho liners under Fisher’s body.
      

      
         “Goddamn. Goddamn. Oh, goddamn,” Fisher cried, but each “goddamn” lessened in intensity with the lessening force of the coursing
         urine, until all that could be heard was Fisher’s ragged panting and the deep breathing of Fredrickson and Sheller.
      

      Fisher broke the silence. “What would I say if this was a movie?”

      Fredrickson shook his head back and forth and snorted a laugh. “Shit, Fisher,” he said. Sheller, still breathing hard, merely
         nodded at Fisher.
      

      Fisher winced and took in a shaky breath. He held it, then let it out all at once and turned his head to the side, looking
         at the floor of the hooch. “Kind of a mess.”
      

      Sheller nodded. “Yeah. Kind of a mess,” he said. He was covered in blood and urine. He flicked a glance at Fredrickson, who
         nodded very slightly. Then Fredrickson suddenly bore down on Fisher with his full weight. Senior Squid took Fisher by surprise
         and quickly punctured his penis again, this time to pierce the leech and kill it.
      

      Fisher bucked his hips upward, screaming. “Jesus Christ, Squid. What the fuck?” Fredrickson kept his full body weight on him,
         trying to keep him still.
      

      “Sorry,” Sheller said. Blood from the swollen leech was running along the flat of the knife. He pulled it out and took a deep
         breath. Dark blood oozed from the second cut, mixing with the redder blood and urine from the first.
      

      Sheller sat back on his haunches, his knees under him.

      “You fucking done?” Fisher asked.

      Sheller nodded yes.

      The small hooch, filled with the three young men, the light from the candles, and the warm smell of urine, was quiet.

      From outside they could hear FAC-man, the forward air controller, shouting. “Get him up to the LZ. The bird’s coming in.”

      “Now what?” Fisher asked.

      “I don’t know,” Sheller answered. “They get you to Charlie Med. The usual repair work. Infection’s the main problem around
         here. We don’t know what got carried in by the leech or on the knife for that matter.”
      

      “No, I mean …” Fisher hesitated. “You know, later. Back home.”

      
         FAC-man poked his head through the ponchos. “I’ve got the fucking chopper. Get him up on the LZ. What the fuck you waiting
         for?” He ran off into the dark with his radio on his back, talking to the pilot.
      

      Sheller rolled out of the way as Fitch and Hawke came through the opening of the hooch and grabbed the stretcher. He didn’t
         answer Fisher, using the interruption as an excuse. What would scar tissue do? Infection? Had he cut tubes he didn’t even
         know about? He honestly didn’t know what would happen and was fully aware he might have doomed Fisher to be not only childless,
         but impotent.
      

      Mellas watched the shadows moving back up the hill. The familiar washboard thumping could be heard in the valley below them
         as the chopper fought for altitude, skimming over the tops of trees beneath the low cloud cover. Then the NVA .51 opened up.
         It was followed almost immediately by the chopper’s two .50-caliber machine guns, firing blindly into the dark jungle to try
         to suppress the fire. The chopper loomed out of the darkness and slammed into the zone; its crew chief immediately jumped
         out and yelled at the Marines to get the stretcher on board.
      

      Cassidy, Hawke, Fitch, and FAC-man ran across the LZ with the stretcher and up the ramp of the chopper, the sound of the NVA
         .51’s bullets cracking through the air. Mellas crouched to the ground, thankful he was just below the lip of the LZ, defiladed
         from the fire. The chopper was moving before the four stretcher bearers were even out of it. It was already airborne as the
         last dark figure jumped for the ground and ran for the lip of the LZ.
      

      The shadowy bulk of the chopper merged into darkness, the faint glow of its instrument panel disappearing with it into the
         night. The firing stopped. Mellas rose to a half crouch and glanced back inside the CP hooch. The senior squid was still kneeling
         over the now deserted space, the front of his utility shirt soaked with urine and blood, his knife in his hand. He was crying
         and praying at the same time.
      

   
      CHAPTER
TWO

      
         The light died. Voices were silenced. Darkness and fear replaced light and reason. The whisper of a leaf scraping on bark would
         make heads turn involuntarily and hearts gallop. The surrounding blackness and the unseen wall of dripping growth left no
         place to run. In that black wet nothingness the perimeter became just a memory. Only imagination gave it form.
      

      Mellas shivered in his hooch and listened to the whispers of the company communications network. Through the mud he could
         feel Hamilton shaking but couldn’t see him, curled up in a greasy nylon poncho liner. Mellas’s own wet undershirt clung to
         him. At home, he’d snapped at his mother for dyeing it too pale a color. “I’ll be spotted a mile away.” She had bit her lip
         to hold back the tears. Mellas had wanted to hug her but didn’t.
      

      He had hole-check at 2300 and 0300 to make sure those on watch were awake. Meanwhile, he sat like someone who needs to urinate
         but doesn’t want to leave a warm bed. A rat crept through the vegetation, and Mellas could hear it rustling through discarded
         C-ration containers. He imagined it dragging its wet belly on the ground. He watched the minute hand on his watch creep its
         luminous route toward eleven. At exactly eleven, far to the east, he heard what he surmised was an Arc Light mission, B-52s
         from Guam, flying far to the east and so high they couldn’t be seen, dropping hundreds of 500- and 1,000-pound bombs. The
         bombing could make a small area of suspected enemy troop concentration a furnace of pain and death, but to Mellas it seemed
         like only 
         sterile thunder without rain. He watched the minute hand creep past eleven. The inner voice of duty won. He strapped on his
         pistol, put on his helmet, and crawled outside.
      

      Invisible rain struck his cheeks. The warmth from his poncho liner drifted away like a thin cry over stormy water. He headed
         downhill, slipping in the mud. Then, after groping his way for what seemed far too long a time, he grew frightened that he
         would overshoot the lines and be killed by his own men. He tripped face forward over a root, grunting, hurting his wrist as
         he broke his fall. Cold water from the mud worked through his clothing. Blinded, he crept forward on hands and knees, hoping
         to find the machine-gun position directly downhill from his own hooch. He tried to imagine its occupant, Hippy, who had questionably
         regulation hair and wore, hanging from his neck, a silver peace medallion that looked curiously like a passenger jet.
      

      A voice, barely audible, floated through the darkness: “Who’s that?”

      “It’s me,” Mellas whispered. “Character Mike.” He was afraid that if he said “lieutenant” a North Vietnamese soldier lurking
         just outside the lines would fire on him.
      

      “Who the fuck’s character Mike?” the voice whispered back.

      “The new lieutenant,” Mellas responded, frustrated and realizing that he’d probably made enough noise to be shot anyway. Mellas
         crawled toward the voice. Suddenly his hand encountered freshly turned clay. He must be near a fighting hole. He felt, rather
         than saw, a shadowy shape inside his small circle of awareness, barely a foot from his eyes.
      

      “How’s everything?” Mellas whispered.

      “I keep hearing something down the finger.”

      “How far?”

      “Can’t tell.”

      “If it gets close and you want to throw a Mike-26, make sure you tell me or Jake.” Jacobs had replaced Fisher as leader of
         Mellas’s Second Squad.
      

      “I’m in Third Squad.”

      Mellas was suddenly confused. He peered intently in the direction of the man’s face but couldn’t make out who it was.

      
         “Who’ve I got here?” Mellas finally whispered.
      

      “Parker, sir.”

      Mellas was aghast. He’d crawled in a totally different direction from what he had intended. He tried to visualize Parker and
         then he remembered that Parker was the one who felt he’d been passed over for his R & R in Bangkok. Sullen.
      

      Then both of them were silent, trying to see in the dark. The spattering rain precluded any hope of hearing somebody moving
         in the jungle. Mellas felt it plastering his shirt to his back and began to shiver. The noise of his shivering made hearing
         even harder. Parker shifted his weight impatiently.
      

      Mellas tried to think of something to say to make a connection. “Where you from, Parker?” he whispered.

      Parker didn’t answer.

      Mellas hesitated. He didn’t know if Parker was being defiant or was simply afraid to make any more noise. He made a choice,
         though.
      

      “Parker, I asked you a question.”

      Parker waited a full three seconds before answering. “Compton.”

      Mellas didn’t know where that was. “Oh,” he said. “Is it nice there?”

      “I wouldn’t call it that.”

      “Sir,” Mellas appended.

      “I wouldn’t call it that, sir.”
      

      Mellas didn’t know how to answer. He felt the chance to make a connection with Parker slipping away. He gave it a last shot.
         “I’m from Oregon, a little logging town on the coast called Neawanna.”
      

      “Neawanna?” There was a hesitation. “Sir.”

      “Yeah. Funny name, huh? Indian name.”

      Silence.

      “I’ve got to move on,” Mellas whispered, sensing Parker’s discomfort. “Who’s in the next hole to your right?”

      Parker did not respond immediately, and Mellas wondered if he too was having a problem keeping all the names straight. Finally
         Parker whispered, “Chadwick.”
      

      “Thanks, Parker.” Mellas crawled off toward the next hole. That hadn’t gone well, he thought. He felt awkward and incompetent.

      
         The rain, propelled by a sudden gust of wind, blew into his face briefly and then subsided into a slow, steady patter on his
         helmet. He was crawling through mud on his hands and knees in total darkness, knowing that he had missed his first and second
         squads completely and would have to double back to pick them up. He sensed another mass. “Chadwick?” he whispered, hoping
         that Parker had told him the right name. No answer. “Chadwick, it’s me, Lieutenant Mellas.” His whisper floated across the
         silence.
      

      It was greeted with a clearly audible sigh of relief. “Jesus fuck, sir, I thought I’d die. I was about to blow your ass away.”

      It took two hours to cover his platoon’s 140 meters of the perimeter. He came back exhausted, his clothing soaked and clotted
         with mud, leeches clinging to his arms and legs. Twice a night, 389 nights to go.
      

      Several hours later the leader of Mellas’s Third Squad, Corporal Jancowitz, watched gray gradually infiltrate the blackness.
         He was not happy to see morning, because he knew he had to go out on patrol. But he wasn’t unhappy, either, because it meant
         one less day until his R & R in Bangkok, where he’d see Susi again. It also meant that the predawn 100 percent alert was over
         and he could fix breakfast. He told the squad to stand down and stationed his third fire team on watch.
      

      He took out a can of chopped eggs, added some chocolate from a Hershey Trop bar—a high-melting-point chocolate developed for
         the jungle—and mixed in some Tabasco and A1 sauce, both of which he’d carefully hoarded from his last R & R. Then he added
         apricot juice, throwing the apricots and the can into the jungle. He ripped off a small piece of C-4 plastic explosive, placed
         it on the ground, set the can on top, and lit the explosive. A white hissing flame enveloped the can. Thirty seconds later
         Jancowitz was spooning the contents into his mouth and thinking about Susi, the Thai bar girl for whom he had extended his
         tour another six months. The extension had earned him thirty days’ leave in Bangkok. They were the best thirty days of his
         life. Now he’d been back in Nam long enough to earn another week of R & R with 
         Susi, just days away. When he got back he’d up for his second six-month extension. That would get him thirty more days with
         Susi. Six months after that and he’d be done, really done, out of the Crotch—the corps—and married, with more than two years’
         savings to start them out.
      

      Here he was, nineteen, a corporal, and a squad leader. He was up for meritorious promotion to sergeant for the Wind River
         op. The Jayhawk said he’d try and get his ass sent back to the rear to serve out his second extension, and that looked a lot
         better than going home to the assholes waving signs and shouting at him. Besides, there wasn’t going to be anybody waiting
         for him. Three months stateside to muster out, then back to Bangkok with nearly three years of pay. Things could be worse.
         Bass had even said he was counting on Jancowitz to help break in the new lieutenant, now that Fisher was gone.
      

      The new lieutenant was breaking in his new .45 by working the action back and forth. His radio operator, Hamilton, was eating
         breakfast: ham and lima beans mixed with grape jelly. Mellas wasn’t hungry.
      

      “Don’t worry, sir, it’ll work,” Hamilton said, his mouth full.

      Mellas looked at the weapon, then put it back in his holster.

      “Besides,” Hamilton went on, pointing at it with a white plastic spoon, “it ain’t worth a fart in a shit fight. I’d have a
         sawed-off twelve-gauge if I could get one.”
      

      Mellas didn’t know how to answer. The standard table of equipment, the document that authorized which weapons went to which
         military occupation specialty, allocated only pistols to officers, on the theory that officers were supposed to be thinking,
         not shooting. He looked down at his pistol and then over at Fisher’s carefully oiled M-16 and bandoleers of magazines, each
         with eighteen bullets. A magazine was supposed to hold twenty, but kids had died learning that the springs came from the factory
         too weak to properly feed into the rifle the twenty that were specified. The standard table of equipment was beginning to
         look impractical. Mellas took Fisher’s rifle and started working the mechanism.
      

      
         “Don’t worry, sir, it’ll work too,” Hamilton said.
      

      Mellas flipped him the bird.

      Hamilton ignored this. He chewed contemplatively for a moment and then reached into his pack for the highly treasured Pickapeppa
         sauce that had been mailed to him from home. He carefully added two drops to the cold ham, grape jelly, and lima beans, stirred
         them in, and retasted. The new lieutenant still wasn’t hungry.
      

      By the time Jancowitz came trudging up the slope to Mellas’s hooch, Mellas had his gear on: three canteens, two filled with
         Rootin’ Tootin’ Raspberry and one with Lefty Lemon; five hand grenades; two smoke grenades; a compass; a map coated with plastic
         shelving paper from home; bandages, battle dressing, and halazone; water purification tablets; his pistol; two bandoleers
         of M-16 magazines; and food cans stuffed into extra socks that were in turn stuffed into the large pockets on the sides of
         his utility trousers. Some people just hung the socks filled with cans on their backpacks.
      

      He carefully bloused his trousers against his boots with the steel springs to keep the leeches out and stuck a plastic bottle
         of insect repellent into the wide rubber band circling his new green camouflage helmet cover. He looked at his watch as the
         tail end of Goodwin’s patrol disappeared into the jungle below. He’d never convince Fitch that he was any good if his patrol
         didn’t leave on time.
      

      Jancowitz grinned at Mellas. “Sir, I’d, uh …” He hesitated and then tapped the side of his soft camouflage bush cover.

      Mellas looked at Hamilton. “The insect repellent,” Hamilton said. “The white stands out in the bush. Makes a great target.”

      “Then what’s the rubber band for?” Mellas asked, shoving the bottle into his pocket.

      “Beats me, sir,” Hamilton answered. “Holds the fucking helmet together, I guess.”

      “You could put things in it like branches for camouflage,” Jancowitz said carefully.

      Hamilton giggled, and Mellas smiled tightly. It wasn’t fair. He’d seen Marines on television with squeeze bottles of repellent
         strapped to their helmets. He’d carefully noted the details. Suddenly it dawned on him that the television shots were all
         around villages, where the 
         people with cameras were more likely to be, and there was no wall of dark green jungle on all sides.
      

      “We’re all set, sir,” Jancowitz said. “Just waiting for Daniels.” Lance Corporal Daniels was the enlisted FO, the artillery
         battery’s forward observer. Fitch assigned him to the patrols that he felt might need what little support they could get from
         Andrew Golf, the distant battery at fire support base Eiger.
      

      As Jancowitz led the way down to Third Squad’s sector, the sound of Marvin Gaye singing “I Heard It Through the Grapevine”
         broke the morning stillness. Mellas could see the Marines of Third Squad standing around, some nervously fiddling with their
         gear, all apparently ready before Jancowitz had gone to get Mellas. A group of black Marines were huddled together smoking
         cigarettes. At their center was a well-built, serious-looking young man who was squatting over a portable 45-rpm record player.
      

      “OK, Jackson, cut the sounds,” Jancowitz said briskly.

      Without looking up, Jackson raised his hand, palm toward Jancowitz. “Hey, man, cool off. The a.m. show ain’t over yet.”

      Several of the group laughed softly, including Jancowitz, who quickly glanced at Mellas to see if Mellas objected.

      Mellas didn’t know whether he should object or not. He looked back at Jancowitz and Hamilton for a cue.

      Bass broke the momentary impasse by walking up behind them. “Why don’t you play real music, like Tammy Wynette, instead of
         that fucking jungle music?”
      

      “Beats washtubs and broomsticks,” Jackson said, waiting for the laughter that followed. Mellas joined in awkwardly. Jackson
         looked up, hearing an unfamiliar voice. Recognizing Mellas, he immediately turned off the record player and stood up. The
         small group got serious, attentive, all business, crushing cigarettes in the mud.
      

      “Sorry, sir,” Jackson said. “I didn’t know you were there.”

      What struck Mellas about Jackson was that he clearly wasn’t sorry. He was just being polite. He looked at Mellas with an openness
         that declared he was quite capable of defending himself, without being defensive. Mellas smiled. “That’s OK. Hate to stop
         the show.”
      

      
         Bass, satisfied that Mellas was in good hands with Jancowitz, grunted and moved off to join Second Squad to bird-dog Jacobs
         on his first day leading a patrol.
      

      “Where’s Shortround?” Jancowitz asked, looking around.

      Jackson sighed and pointed toward a pair of ponchos that covered a hole dug into the side of the hill. “He had listening post
         last night. I guess he’s still eating.”
      

      “Shortround!” Jancowitz shouted. “Goddamn it. Get your ass down here.”

      There was a grunt. A head, still unseen, poked clumsily into the low-hung poncho. Two short legs, covered by large dirty trousers,
         backed out of the hooch. A short kid with curly brown hair and an oversize nose grinned at Jancowitz. Spaghetti sauce was
         smeared on his face. He wiped it off with large hands stained dark brown with ingrained dirt.
      

      “Hi, Janc,” Shortround said brightly, grinning.

      Jancowitz turned to Mellas. “Sir, this is Pollini, only we call him Shortround. And it ain’t because he’s small and fat.”
         A short round was an artillery shell that fell short by mistake, often killing its own men.
      

      Pollini quickly stuffed several Trop bars into his pockets, grabbed his rifle, and joined the group just as Daniels came down
         the hill from the CP, carrying his radio on his back. Jancowitz introduced him to Mellas, then took the handset from Hamilton’s
         radio and called the CP. “Bravo, this is Bravo One Three. We’re moving.”
      

      The squad wound its way into the jungle in one long snake—Jancowitz three from the front; Mellas behind him, watching Jancowitz’s
         every move; Daniels behind Mellas. No one spoke. Mellas was thinking that Jancowitz had been in the bush nearly nineteen months.
         He probably knew more about staying alive than anyone else in the company.
      

      Once the kids were under the trees, the leeches started dropping on them. They tried to knock each leech off before it dug
         in and drew blood but were usually too late because they were focusing more attention on the jungle, straining to hear, see,
         or smell the clue that would give them, and not the North Vietnamese, the first shot.
      

      The leeches made full use of their victims. Mellas watched some fall onto the kids’ necks and slide under their shirts like
         raindrops. Other 
         leeches would wriggle on the damp humus of the jungle floor, attach to a boot, then go up a trouser leg, turning from small
         wormlike objects to bloated blood-filled bags. Occasionally someone would spray insect repellent on a leech and it would fall
         squirming to the ground, leaving blood trickling down the kid’s arm, leg, or neck. During the patrol, Mellas began to take
         great pleasure in killing the little bastards and watching his own blood spurt out of their bodies.
      

      The fourteen-man snake moved in spasms. The point man would suddenly crouch, eyes and ears straining, and those behind him
         would bunch up, crouch, and wait to move again. They would get tired, let down their guard. Then, frightened by a strange
         sound, they would become alert once again. Their eyes flickered rapidly back and forth as they tried to look in all directions
         at once. They carried Kool-Aid packages, Tang—anything to kill the chemical taste of the water in their plastic canteens.
         Soon the smears of purple and orange Kool-Aid on their lips combined with the fear in their eyes to make them look like children
         returning from a birthday party at which the hostess had shown horror films.
      

      They stopped for lunch, setting up a small defensive perimeter. Jancowitz, Mellas, and Hamilton lay flat on the ground next
         to the radio, eating C-rations. They littered the jungle with the empty cans. Flies and mosquitoes materialized from the heavy
         air. Mellas doused himself again with repellent. It stung fiercely as it got into his cuts and bites. He found two leeches
         on his right leg. He burned them alive with paper matches while he ate canned peaches.
      

      Already tired from lack of sleep, Mellas now struggled with physical fatigue from fighting his way through nearly impenetrable
         brush, slipping up muddy slopes to gain a ridgeline, searching for tracks, searching for clues. He was wet from both sweat
         and rain. Effort. Weight. Flies. Cuts. Vegetation.
      

      He no longer cared where they were or why. He was glad he was new and Jancowitz was still more or less in charge, though he
         was ashamed of feeling that way. Three hundred eighty-nine days and a wake-up to go.
      

      At one point they hit a wall of bamboo they couldn’t avoid. It lay between them and a checkpoint, a ridgeline where the NVA
         machine 
         gun might be. They had to hack through it. All security was lost as the kid on point took out a machete and smashed a hole
         in the bamboo. Soon they were in a bamboo tunnel. The ground sloped upward. It got steeper. They began to slip. The kid with
         the machete tired and another took his place. They needed an hour to go about 200 meters.
      

      Suddenly, Williams, the point man, went rigid, then slowly sank to one knee, rifle at his shoulder. Steam rose from his back.
         Everyone froze in position, ears straining, trying to stop the noise of their own breathing. Jancowitz quietly moved forward
         to find out what was happening. Hamilton, a good radioman, moved up too, as if he were part of Jancowitz’s body. Mellas followed.
      

      “You hear that, Janc?” Williams whispered. He was trembling and his forehead was tight with tension. They had stopped on the
         side of a ridge. A rivulet trickled through thick brush and plants with broad leaves. Mellas strained to hear over the sound
         of his breath and his pounding heart. Soon he could distinguish soft snorts, muffled coughlike noises, and a cracking and
         tearing of branches.
      

      “What is it?” Mellas whispered.

      “Gook trucks, sir,” Daniels said softly. He had slipped up behind Mellas, so quietly that this whisper frightened him. Mellas
         saw that Daniels was grinning and his mouth was smeared red with Choo Choo Cherry, which heightened the flush of his cheeks.
      

      “Gook trucks?” Mellas asked. “What are you talking about?” He turned to Jancowitz, who was watching him with mild amusement.

      “Elephants, sir,” Jancowitz said.

      “The gooks use them to carry shit,” Daniels said.

      By this time everyone had relaxed, and the squad was already in the inboard-outboard defense position, every two men alternating
         the direction of sight. Jancowitz pointed at Pollini and Delgado, a gentle-eyed Chicano kid whom everyone called Amarillo,
         because it was his hometown. These two reluctantly heaved themselves to their feet and crept out, one on each side of the
         squad, to act as outposts.
      

      “So?” Mellas asked. He was uncomfortably aware that trouble was coming his way.

      “Don’t you think we ought to call in a mission, sir?” Daniels asked.

      
         “A fire mission? On some elephants?”
      

      “They’re gook transportation, sir.”

      Mellas looked at Jancowitz. He remembered a major at the Basic School telling him to trust sergeants and squad leaders—they’d
         been there. The major hadn’t mentioned that the sergeants were nineteen-year-old lance corporals.
      

      “He’s right, sir,” Jancowitz said. “They do use them for hauling shit.”

      “But they’re wild,” Mellas said.

      “How do you know, sir?”

      At this point Daniels chimed in. “We shoot them all the time, sir. You deny the gooners their transportation system.”

      “But we’re at extreme range.”

      “It’s an area target, sir,” Daniels answered. An area target was one that covered a general location, such as troops in the
         field, so accuracy was less of an issue than for a single-point target, like a bunker.
      

      Mellas looked at Hamilton and at Tilghman, who carried the M-79 grenade launcher. They both just stared back. Mellas didn’t
         want to look sentimental or foolish in front of the squad. It was war, after all. Nor did he want to buck a standard operating
         procedure when he wasn’t really sure of his ground. He’d been told to trust his squad leaders. “Well,” he began slowly, “if
         you really do shoot them …”
      

      Daniels grinned. He already had his map out, and now he reached for the handset of his radio.

      “Andrew Golf, this is Big John Bravo. Fire mission. Over.”

      In his imagination, Mellas saw the battery scrambling into action as the call for a fire mission came crackling in to its
         fire control center.
      

      Moments after Daniels relayed the map coordinates and compass bearings, the first shell came through the jungle, sounding
         like a train speeding through a tunnel. There was a dull thud transmitted through the ground, then a louder shattering crash
         through the air. Then there was the sound of brush cracking and the movement of heavy frightened bodies. Daniels made a quick
         adjustment, and a second shell roared. Again the earth moved and the air shattered. After that, the muffled sounds could be
         heard no more.
      

      
         Daniels called off the mission. “They’ll be to fuck and gone by now,” he said, smiling with satisfaction.
      

      Jancowitz didn’t want to bother checking for results, since it meant going all the way down in the ravine. To climb back out
         again would take hours. Mellas agreed.
      

      When they finally struggled back inside the company perimeter, the squad immediately began cleaning weapons and fixing dinner,
         getting ready for the evening alert and the long night of watch. Jackson started his record player and Wilson Pickett’s voice
         floated across the tiny manmade clearing in the jungle. “Hey, Jude, don’t make it bad …”
      

      Mellas could barely drag himself up to the CP to report to Fitch. He simply wanted to collapse and sleep. Bass was already
         in with nothing to report—as was Goodwin, except for some tiger tracks. Ridlow, Goodwin’s platoon sergeant, however, had discovered
         some footprints near a stream. It was impossible to tell how many people had left them. He figured they couldn’t be more than
         two days old; otherwise, the rain would have washed them away.
      

      Mellas listened while Fitch relayed the negative reports to battalion. An entire day of patrols, and all they had proved was
         that someone was in the jungle, as if a downed helicopter and a bunch of dead crewmen hadn’t already proved that. He also
         listened while Fitch turned in the coordinates of the footprints to the artillery battery for harassment and interdiction—H
         & I.
      

      When Fitch got off the hook, Mellas asked, “What happens if it’s a montagnard?” referring to the indigenous people who had
         been pushed into the mountains centuries earlier by the invading Vietnamese.
      

      Fitch pursed his lips. “If it is,” Fitch said carefully, “then he’s got to be working for the NVA. Otherwise, he’d have cleared
         out or come in to the position.”
      

      “I don’t know. Maybe,” Mellas said.

      Hawke was listening while he poured powdered coffee and sugar into a battered cup that he had fashioned from a C-ration pear
         can by leaving the lid attached and folding it back to make a handle. He poured 
         water from his canteen into the can and placed it on a small wad of C-4 plastic explosive. The cup’s lower half had turned
         steel blue from many heatings.
      

      “There’s leaflets all over the fucking place telling people it’s a free-fire zone,” Fitch said.

      “You know they can’t read,” Mellas said petulantly.

      “Shit, Mellas,” Hawke cut in. “He knows it. You going to call off your H & I because it might fuck up some lost mountain man?”

      “I don’t know. I’m the new guy around here,” Mellas snapped. He was so tired that he was beginning to regret he’d even brought
         the subject up.
      

      Hawke lit the C-4 and a brilliant white flame engulfed the can, turning it cherry red and bringing the water to a rapid boil
         almost instantly. The action stopped the conversation until the flame died. Hawke gingerly touched the makeshift cup, now
         filled with boiling coffee. “Well, I’ll tell you, then,” Hawke said. “You don’t. Jim’s fucked either way. If we get attacked,
         and he didn’t call in H & I, he’s shit-canned. If he does call them in and kills a montagnard, he’s shit-canned too. Things
         have changed since Truman left. The buck’s sent out here now.”
      

      Fitch smiled, thankful for Hawke’s support.

      Mellas looked at the ground, sorry he’d lost his temper. “You never did say why,” he said.

      “So you don’t get your fucking ass blown away, that’s why,” Hawke said, softening when he saw Mellas look at the ground. He
         dabbed at the handle of the cup again and, feeling that it was safe, picked it up with his thumb and forefinger.
      

      “You call off H & I,” Fitch said, “and the gooks have access to this mountain like a freeway ramp. It’s my fucking troops
         over any lost mountain man, and it’ll stay that way. I decided that a long time ago.” Fitch looked quickly up at the darkening
         sky, seemingly embarrassed over his sudden speech.
      

      Hawke held the steaming coffee up toward Mellas. “Here. Take it.”

      “No, it’s yours,” Mellas said.

      “I make the fastest cup of coffee in I Corps. This little cup’s been with me ever since I got here. It’s the ever-flowing
         source of all that’s 
         good and the cure of all ills.” He smiled and gestured again for Mellas to take it. “It even cures hot tempers.”
      

      Mellas had to smile. He took the cup. The coffee was sweet and good.

      Later that night, outside the perimeter in the blackness, Private First Class Tyrell Broyer of Baltimore, Maryland, on his
         first listening post, lay shivering, flat on his stomach, the rain seeping through his poncho. Jancowitz had paired him with
         Williams, from Cortell’s fire team, a steady kid who’d been raised on a ranch in Idaho. Williams’s muddy boots were next to
         Broyer’s face and vice versa, so they protected each other’s backs. “What’s that noise?” Broyer whispered.
      

      “The wind. Shut up.”

      Broyer was tempted to start keying the radio’s handset frantically, just so someone would talk to them. He didn’t care if
         he made one of the lieutenants mad at him for getting scared. He shivered again. There was a whirring noise. Instantly the
         two of them stiffened, their rifles pushing out slowly.
      

      “What is that noise?” Broyer whispered. “High in the air.”
      

      “Don’t know. Bats? Shut up, goddamn it.”

      Williams shifted and his boot hit Broyer’s face. Broyer stifled a curse and pushed his glasses back on his nose, aware of
         an irony—he couldn’t see a thing anyway. He slowly pushed Williams’s boot away. He put his forehead on his fists to keep his
         glasses clear of the ground and smelled the damp earth, feeling the cold edge of his helmet against his neck. He grabbed a
         handful of clay and squeezed it as hard as he could. He wanted to squeeze his fear into the clay so he could throw it away.
         A gust of wind hit his wet utility shirt, sending a cold shiver along his back. He started praying, asking God to stop the
         wind and the rain so he could just hear something. It was then that Williams reached out a hand in the dark and gently patted
         him on the back.
      

      That night, God didn’t stop the wind or the rain. The next day, however, the rain did stop for two hours, and six choppers
         made it in without 
         incident, dumping Marines who were returning from sick leave and R & R, replacements, water, food, and ammunition. Along with
         that came a large amount of C-4 explosive to help prepare the top of the hill for the arrival of Golf Battery, which was why
         Bravo Company was on Matterhorn in the first place.
      

      Mellas grew accustomed to the tense monotony of patrolling. Days slid by, mercifully without enemy contact. Eventually the
         artillery battery came in, blasting out gun pits from the clay, digging in bunkers for their fire control center. Matterhorn
         was barren, shorn of trees. Nothing green was left in what was slowly turning into a wasteland of soggy discarded cardboard
         C-ration boxes, cat-hole latrines, buried garbage, burned garbage, trench latrines, discarded magazines from home, smashed
         ammunition pallets, and frayed plastic sandbags. Whole stretches of what had formerly been thick jungle were now exposed,
         the shattered limbs and withered stumps turning ashen like bones of dead animals under the overcast sky above. A small bulldozer
         made the top of the hill perfectly flat. Then came the howitzers, which were flown in dangling from helicopters like fishing
         weights. Within hours of their arrival the big guns were firing, their harsh explosions hurting ears, thudding through bodies,
         and, at night, shattering precious sleep.
      

      An intense salvo of the entire battery firing a single time-on-target jerked Mellas awake. It had been just over an hour since
         he had crawled into his hooch after the last hole-check of the night. Adrenaline pumped through his body. He tried to slow
         it down, taking deep slow breaths. Rain fell in heavy sheets in the total darkness, and the comm-wire moorings of the hooches
         snapped with each gust of wind. Mellas pulled his soggy nylon poncho liner tighter around him, rolled over on one side, and
         tucked his knees up against his chest, trying to keep what remained of the warm dampness from disappearing into the dark.
      

      No patrol today. It was like a reprieve.

      The arrival of the battery had considerably increased the payoff for an attack by the NVA, so Fitch had increased the patrolling
         radius to cover more territory. This forced the patrols to leave at dawn and 
         left them almost no daylight when they returned. The combination of tension from the possibility of making contact and the
         stultifying fatigue left everyone drained and irritable by nightfall. Kids were falling asleep on watch. To fight the boredom,
         Mellas found himself making up patrol routes just to see various features of the terrain. He paid less and less attention
         to where an NVA sniper or observation team might be hiding. In fact, he was torn: he didn’t know whether to plan his patrols
         to avoid finding anyone or to find the NVA machine gun and bring himself to the notice of the colonel. He shifted to his other
         side, still not wanting to leave the poncho liner. He saw himself taking an NVA machine-gun team by surprise while they were
         eating their rice, surrounding them silently, and capturing the entire group. Then he was marching them back, finding out
         a great deal of information, and afterward being commended in front of the colonel and his staff. Perhaps there would be a
         newspaper story at home about the exploit—name recognition was important—and a medal. He wanted a medal as much as he wanted
         the company.
      

      Another salvo ripped sound through the ground and air, breaking off his daydream. He stared into the blackness, now totally
         awake, his mind focused on the problem of replacing Jancowitz, who was about to go on R & R. He had map classes to teach,
         jungle to clear, and more barbed wire to lay, but no patrol. No patrol today.
      

      He threw aside the thin nylon liner and sat up, his head touching the ponchos strung above him. The greasy camouflage liner
         smelled like urine. He did, too. Mellas smiled. He untied his soggy bootlaces in the dark and pulled at a wet boot. It came
         loose, leaving a damp sock, parts of it stiff with decaying blood from old leech wounds. He pulled the sock off carefully—especially
         in places where the wool, skin, and blood had clotted together over the leech bites and jungle rot. He imagined, from the
         feel of his foot, that it must look like the underside of a mushroom. A sudden gust of wind spattered more rain against the
         hooch. He began rubbing his feet, trying to stave off immersion foot. He’d seen pictures of it during training. When the foot
         was constantly in cold water, blood deserted it. Then it died, still attached to the leg, and rotted until either it was amputated
         or gangrene killed the rest of the body. He felt guilty suddenly for not having 
         checked the platoon’s feet. It would look bad on his fitness report if he had a lot of cases of immersion foot.
      

      Two hours later Mellas was leading a map-reading class for Third Squad, feeling good about being in his own element.

      “All right,” he said, “who knows the contour interval?” A couple of hands shot up. Mellas was pleased; the kids seemed to
         enjoy the class. “OK, Jackson.”
      

      Jackson looked around shyly at his friends. “Uh, it’s twenty meters, sir.”

      “Right. If you went across three contour lines, then how far would you have walked?”

      Parker, not to be outdone by Jackson, raised his hand. “That’d be sixty meters.” He smiled, pleased with himself.

      Jackson snickered. “You got no brain whatsoever. Sixty meters, shit. Man, you are a stupid individual.”

      “What is it then, smart-ass?” Parker shot back.

      “No way you can tell. Contours go up and down. You maybe went up sixty or maybe down sixty, but you maybe walked to fucking
         Hanoi before you did.” The rest of the squad was laughing, and Parker finally joined in.
      

      Mellas envied Jackson’s natural ability to blunt the harshness of his words simply by the way he delivered them. How could
         you get mad at someone who neither needed to attack nor was at all worried about being able to defend? It was like getting
         mad at Switzerland. Mellas watched Jackson throughout the rest of the class, seeing that the blacks gravitated toward him
         for more than his portable record player.
      

      Later that afternoon, Mellas crawled into Bass’s hooch. Skosh was reading Seventeen magazine by candlelight and wearing an Incredible Hulk sweatshirt. Bass was lying on top of his air mattress, generally called
         a rubber lady, writing another long letter to Fredrickson’s cousin.
      

      “Heavy stuff, Skosh,” Mellas said.

      “Hey, Lieutenant, look at her,” Skosh said quietly, showing Mellas a teenage girl modeling winter fashions, her face glowing
         beneath tossed-back satin hair. “You think if I wrote the magazine they’d tell me who she was?”
      

      
         “Are you shitting me, Skosh? Every horny bastard in the United States would be writing to those girls if magazines did that.”
      

      Skosh withdrew the magazine and continued to look at the girl. “Maybe if they knew we was over here in Vietnam and couldn’t
         do no harm or nothing …”
      

      “Skosh, they don’t give a shit where you are,” Mellas said softly. He thought about Anne.

      “I suppose not. Before I quit high school last year there was this girl looked just like her. Of course she was a senior,
         and me a junior, so I couldn’t ever really, you know,” his voice trailed off, “get to know her or anything.”
      

      “Hang in there, Skosh,” Mellas said, “You’ll be home—”

      “In a hundred eighty-three fucking days and a wake-up,” Skosh said quietly.

      Mellas settled himself cross-legged on the end of Bass’s rubber lady. The luxury of having one of the rare air mattresses
         was reserved for those with more rank or time in-country. Everyone else slept on the ground. “Class went pretty well today,”
         he started off. “They seemed interested.”
      

      “Even fucking grunts get tired of digging holes.”

      Mellas nodded, smiling. “Hey, I’m thinking of Jackson for squad leader when Janc goes on R & R.” He felt he might as well
         come to the point right away.
      

      “I don’t like it, Lieutenant. I don’t want him and his fucking buddies all buddy-buddying each other around their jungle music
         all the time. He’s too buddy-buddy, sir.”
      

      “You mean he’s a brother.” Mellas looked at Bass closely to see how he would react. There wasn’t a flicker on Bass’s face.

      “Yes, sir, but not like you think. There ain’t one color in the Marine Corps but green, and I believe that. I don’t think
         Jackson does. I mean, I think he’d favor the splibs.”
      

      “Yeah, but he’s smart. People like him. Chucks and splibs both.”

      “You don’t want a squad leader people like,” Bass said emphatically.

      “Bullshit, Sergeant Bass. You get a squad leader they don’t like and you’ve got a shitty squad.”

      
         “People didn’t like me too much when I became a platoon sergeant.”
      

      “You’re different.”

      “He’s a fucking lifer,” Skosh put in.

      Mellas laughed.

      “You stick to your fucking radio or I’ll volunteer your ass for CAG,” Bass retorted. “You’ll wish you had some fucking lifers
         around when the fucking gooks desert you.”
      

      Skosh hunched his shoulders and went back to his magazine. “I should be so lucky,” he mumbled. Radio operators had it easier
         in set positions, mainly because they were able to stand their night watches inside whatever shelter they managed to build.
         The longer they were in a set position, the better their shelters. On the patrols and operations, however, they more than
         made up for that comfort. Not only did they have to pack the heavy radios in addition to the ammunition and equipment that
         everyone else packed, but they were primary targets because they were the communication links and walked next to the leaders,
         the other primary targets.
      

      “What’s CAG?” Mellas asked.

      “Some harebrained cluster fuck thought up by some asshole civilian in an air-conditioned office in Washington.”

      Mellas waited. Skosh wasn’t listening.

      “It means combined action group, sir,” Bass continued. “Good fucking Marines are supposed to fight with South Gook militia
         and defend the villages. Only what happens is good Marines end up fighting all by themselves when the South Gooks dee-dee
         on them.”
      

      “I heard that tagging Marines alongside the villagers was working. Or had been, anyway,” Mellas said. He suddenly felt very
         far away from his government; he had a gnawing suspicion that he, too, could be out in the jungle, abandoned like those Marines.
      

      He forced the qualm down and assumed a “let’s get back to business” tone of voice. “Anyhow, what do you think about Jackson,
         Sergeant Bass?” He rushed on without letting Bass reply. “I don’t think he’d be too buddy-buddy. You can talk to him about
         it. Besides, who else have we got? With Fisher gone I’ve got to use Jake to fill in for him at 
         Second Squad. Vancouver won’t do anything but walk point, you know that.” Bass nodded. Everyone knew that Vancouver, a big
         kid who’d actually left Canada to volunteer for the Marines, was probably the best fighter in the company. He just always
         refused leadership roles, preferring to be the first man in the column, the most dangerous job in any rifle company. Everyone
         else reluctantly took point only when it was their turn. Mellas made one more effort. “Jackson already knows everyone.” He
         stopped. He could see that Bass wasn’t really listening. He was just politely waiting for Mellas to finish.
      

      “Lieutenant, I think a lot of guys are going to think you put him there because he’s a brother.”

      “What do you think?” Mellas asked.

      “I think it entered your mind.” Bass looked at him, waiting for Mellas’s reply.

      “All right, it did. I don’t want China having any footholds,” he said, almost mumbling the last words.

      Bass looked at him a moment. “I don’t like this fooling around with people because of their color. We could get in deep shit
         over it.” He looked down at the half-finished letter and sighed, as if wishing himself home. “But maybe you’re right. It ain’t
         like it used to be, that’s for damned sure. When I signed on in ’sixty-four it was protecting American citizens and property.
         This shit …” He suddenly became aware of Skosh and broke off. “Skosh, get on the hook and see if any Class Six is coming in.”
      

      “I asked them this morning, Sergeant Bass.”

      “Ask—them—again,” Bass said, enunciating each word very clearly.

      Skosh began raising the CP and Mellas looked at Bass. “You agree on Jackson, then?”

      “Yeah, I agree. But no fucking buddy-buddy.”

      Mellas laughed, more out of relief than humor. “OK. No buddy-buddy.”

      Mellas slipped back outside into the drizzle. The faint sounds of James Brown doing “Say It Loud” floated from the lines.
         He saw Hawke coming down the hill with a cigar in his mouth. Hawke’s red 
         mustache looked incongruous beneath his wet black hair. Mellas waited for him.
      

      “Whatever you were about to do,” Hawke said, “don’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Now that the arty battery’s here, the battalion CP group won’t be far behind. Fitch wants your lines cleaned up.”

      Mellas flared. “My lines are cleaner than anybody else’s. What am I supposed to do, put out a goddamned red carpet so the
         colonel can promenade on it?”
      

      “Hey, cool it down.” Hawke looked sideways at Mellas. “You really do have a temper, don’t you?”

      “I’m just tired. I usually don’t.”

      “You mean you don’t usually show it. All Fitch wants is the fucking gumball wrappers and Kool-Aid packages put in one spot
         so it doesn’t look like a garbage dump down here. And nobody said anything about you being better or worse than anyone else.”
         Hawke took a long pull on his cigar. “In fact, if you must know, your lines are probably cleaner than the other platoons’.”
         Mellas smiled. “But then you’ve got Sergeant Bass.”
      

      Mellas laughed. “Get back, Hawke. Is that what you came to tell me?”

      “Well, not all of it.” Hawke closed one eye and looked sideways at Mellas, tasting the tobacco on his lips. “I thought you
         might want to hear how Fisher came out. Or have you been too busy?”
      

      “How is he?” Mellas said enthusiastically, but he felt his face reddening. He hadn’t thought about Fisher in any way except
         as leaving a hole to fill.
      

      “They sent him to Japan for more surgery.”

      “What’s the prognosis?”

      “Don’t know. Worst case, I guess, is he’ll never get it up again.”

      “It’s the shits,” Mellas said. He looked away from Hawke down toward Second Squad’s fighting holes. “I still have to replace
         him.” He said it to himself as much as to Hawke.
      

      Hawke surveyed Mellas coolly. “If you don’t relax, Mellas, you’ll never learn to love it out here.”

      The joke broke Mellas’s mood, and he laughed.

      
         “Who you got in mind?” Hawke asked, blowing a careful cloud of smoke.
      

      “Jackson.” Mellas looked for reaction. None came. “He’s got some brains.”

      “Might be all right, and then again it might not be.”

      “Why not?”

      “He’s a brother. He’s fucking black, Mellas.”
      

      “So.”

      “All the brothers in Third Squad look up to him, right?” Hawke said.

      “Yeah, that’s why I picked him.”

      “So he sells out to the man and what do all his brothers think of him then?”

      “Shit.” Mellas said flatly. “Shit.” He felt hemmed in by a force like a magnetic field. He couldn’t see it, but he could feel
         it tightening.
      

      A voice shouted down from the CP. “Hey, Five, we got a bird coming up the valley.”

      Hawke ran up the hill, leaving Mellas alone.

      When Vancouver heard the chopper coming up the valley, he stuck the machete in the earth and left it quivering as he ran up
         the hill.
      

      “Vancouver, where the fuck you going?” Conman yelled. He was pulling on the end of a roll of razor wire.

      “My fucking gook sword’s come in,” Vancouver shouted, still running. “I know it has.”

      “What the fuck good is it to be a squad leader with someone like that around?” Conman muttered under his breath. He couldn’t
         follow Vancouver, because he was supplying the tension for Mole—a black machine gunner from Conman’s squad—to stake in the
         razor wire. “Hurry the fuck up, Mole, goddamn it. I got better things to do than get the fuck cut out of me by this shit.”
         The wire had indeed cut through several of the scabs that formed over the jungle rot on Conman’s hands, and the blood and
         pus were slowly oozing over the wire, making it difficult to hold.
      

      
         Mole gave Conman the finger and continued staking in the wire as methodically as he cleaned his machine gun. “I ain’t gonna
         fuck up this wire job ’cause you want to go read you fucking mail.” Mole looked up the hill at the chopper that was now settling
         down on the LZ, the roar of its turbines nearly drowning out his last words. The chopper touched earth, bouncing slightly
         on its big wheels. A few new kids ran out carrying the red mailbags.
      

      Vancouver reached the LZ just as the chopper began to shudder and whine for its takeoff. He towered over a new kid and reached
         for the bag the kid carried. “This First Platoon’s mail?” he shouted. The sound was lost in the chopper’s takeoff and the
         mad whirl of air. The kid clutched at the bag. He’d been told in no uncertain terms its value and what would happen to him
         if he failed to deliver it.
      

      “Give me that fucking thing,” Vancouver shouted. He grabbed the bag and started opening its drawstrings.

      “Vancouver, what the fuck are you doing?”

      Vancouver looked over his shoulder and saw Staff Sergeant Cassidy’s red face. He stood up and looked down at him. “Oh, hi,
         Gunny. I’m looking for my gook sword. I ordered the fucking thing two months ago.” The new kid slowly took back the mailbag,
         his glance vacillating between Vancouver and Cassidy.
      

      “Vancouver,” Cassidy said in mock weariness, “go back down to the lines and let me take care of the mail, OK? Because if you
         don’t, and if I ever see that fucking sword of yours, I’ll break it over your fucking head. Is that clear?”
      

      “You wouldn’t really do that, would you, Gunny?” Vancouver asked.

      “Try me.”

      Vancouver turned and headed down the hill.

      Cassidy watched him go with obvious affection. He had intercepted the sword with its ornate scabbard and complicated straps
         three weeks earlier and hidden it in Bravo Company’s supply tent in order to keep Vancouver from getting killed trying to
         use it. He turned to face the five new kids who had come in on the chopper. “What the fuck you staring at?” Cassidy asked,
         his smile suddenly gone. “Do I look pretty to you?”
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         While most of the platoon was reading the mail for the third time, Mellas was preparing supper. He told himself it would be
         a while before his mail caught up with him. He was adding Tabasco sauce, grape jam, and powdered lemon tea to his can of spaghetti
         and meatballs when he became aware of Doc Fredrickson watching him.
      

      “Can I talk to you a minute, Lieutenant?” Fredrickson asked.

      “Sure. Beats eating.”

      “It’s about Mallory, sir.”

      “Ahh, fuck. I thought you and Bass took care of that.”

      “He’s still complaining about headaches,” Fredrickson said. “I give him all the Darvon he can handle and he keeps coming back
         for more.”
      

      “Is that shit addictive?” Mellas asked.

      “I don’t know, sir. It’s just what they give us. I think it’s fucking useless.” Fredrickson leaned over and looked into the
         can of spaghetti. “Maybe you ought to put some of that fake coffee cream stuff in it. It’d smooth it out.”
      

      “You stick to medicine.”

      “Anyway, I ain’t sure Mallory even has headaches. But I’ve been watching him close, and on patrol yesterday he looked like
         he was hurting.”
      

      “Him and everyone else. I’ve got headaches too.”

      “Maybe you ought to talk to him. I talked to the senior squid, and he says sometimes people get psychosomatic stuff and it
         really does hurt them even if it’s all in their heads anyway. It’s also possible that there’s really something wrong with
         him.”
      

      “What—you want me to decide?”

      “You’re the platoon commander. If you think he’s telling the truth, maybe we ought to send him back to VCB to see a doctor.
         Just in case something really is wrong with him.”
      

      “OK.”

      “He’s over in my hooch now.”

      Mellas looked at Fredrickson out of the corner of his eye. “All right.”

      
         Fredrickson left and returned with Mallory, a small-boned kid with narrow hips, a thin graceful neck, and a rather large head.
      

      “Hi, Mallory,” Mellas said, trying to be friendly. “Doc says you’re still having trouble with headaches.”

      “My fucking head hurts,” Mallory said. “I eat all that Darvon and it don’t do shit.”

      “How long you had the headaches?”

      “Ever since they humped us without water on the DMZ operation. I think I got heat-stoked or something.” Mallory looked quickly
         over at Fredrickson to see how the corpsman was reacting. Fredrickson had his poker face on.
      

      Mellas took a spoonful of spaghetti and chewed it while he thought. “Well, shit, Mallory, I don’t know what it is. Doc’s stumped.
         You have them all the time?”
      

      “I tell you my fucking head hurts,” Mallory whined.

      “I believe you, Mallory. It’s just that there’s not much we can do about it. I suppose we could send you back to VCB for a
         checkup.” Mellas watched for a reaction, but Mallory only bent his head over his knees, holding it in his hands.
      

      “My fucking head hurts.”

      Mellas looked at Fredrickson, who shrugged his shoulders. “Tell you what, Mallory,” Mellas said. “I’ll see if we can’t get
         you back to VCB for a couple of days to see the doctor. Right now you’ll just have to bear with it for a while, OK?”
      

      Mallory moaned. “I can’t stand it. It fucking hurts all the time.”

      Mellas hesitated, then sighed. “I’ll go up and talk with the senior squid,” he said.

      “I already seen him. He didn’t do nothing.”

      “Well, maybe we can get you out. Just hang in there for a while.”

      “OK, sir.” Mallory stood up and dragged himself down the hill toward the lines.

      Fredrickson asked, “What do you think, sir?”

      “I don’t know. I think he probably has headaches. The question is, how bad.” Mellas poked at the remains of the spaghetti.
         “I’d hate to have 
         it be some sort of brain problem and not get it checked out. We could get in deep shit.”
      

      Up at Sheller’s hooch, Mellas met with some resistance—not from Sheller, but from Hawke and Cassidy, who were playing pinochle
         with him.
      

      “He’s a fucking malingerer,” Cassidy growled.

      “How do you know that?” Mellas asked.

      “I can smell ’em. Half the Marines on this hill have headaches and gut aches and all sorts of fucking aches, but they don’t
         keep asking to go back to VCB.”
      

      “Suppose he has a tumor or something. You want to risk that?”

      “All he needs is a kick in the ass.”

      “I think Cassidy’s right,” Hawke said. “Mallory tried to get out of the DMZ op, but we never let him. He was fine after that.
         No complaints until now. Everyone knows we got to go down into the valley as soon as Charlie and Alpha Company are pulled
         out. So all of a sudden, up come the headaches.”
      

      “Maybe it’s psychosomatic,” Mellas said. “I mean, maybe it’s true he’s scared. Maybe that’s what gives him headaches.”

      Cassidy folded his cards in his hands. “What the fuck’s psychosomatic except another fancy word for someone who doesn’t want
         to do something that’s hard and scary? Nerves don’t break down—they give up. I’ve got a psychosomatic pain in the ass with
         all these fucking yardbirds. Go watch the sick bay the day before we shove off on an operation. Every nigger in the battalion’s
         waiting in line. Mallory ain’t no different.”
      

      Mellas’s jaw set at the remark, but he said nothing.

      “They don’t all go, Gunny,” Hawke said. “In fact, hardly any of them. But I’ll grant you that Mallory probably would.”

      Cassidy sighed. “It’s your fucking platoon, Lieutenant,” he said to Mellas.

      “And I’ll send him to VCB.”

      
         “Fine, sir. I’ll let you know when the next bird comes in. Get his ass up to the LZ. Don’t be too surprised if he doesn’t
         come back until after we go into the valley.”
      

      A chopper bringing in water for the artillery battery came in the next morning, and Mallory flew to Vandegrift Combat Base,
         VCB. He returned three days later, along with a note to the senior squid from the battalion’s navy surgeon, Lieutenant Selby.
         “I see nothing wrong with this Marine that would keep him from performing his normal duties.” Sheller walked it down to Mellas
         and Fredrickson, and Mellas called Mallory up and handed it to him.
      

      “Sheeit,” Mallory said after reading it. “Sheeit. I tell you my fucking head aches.” He avoided looking at Mellas.

      Mellas wanted to ask why one visit to the battalion aid station had taken three days. But he let it go, since Jancowitz had
         already dressed Mallory down in front of the whole squad and put him on listening post two nights to make up for the two days
         he’d probably fucked off back in the rear smoking dope. “You’ll just have to live with it, Mallory,” Mellas replied. “It’s
         probably psychosomatic. We all get afraid of things and sometimes the body tries to keep us from doing them. You’ll just have
         to get over it.”
      

      “You’re saying it’s in my fucking head?” Mallory whined. His tone of voice was an accusation that lumped Mellas with all the
         others who wouldn’t help. “I tell you it’s real, man. It fucking hurts me so I can’t hardly think.”
      

      “Mallory, it’s psychosomatic. You’ll just have to get used to it. We can’t do anything for you. We tried.”

      “Sheeit.” Mallory turned away, still holding the doctor’s note in his thin hand.
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