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			0811. Operation Toledo Blade Is Running

			Cranked, radiating poisoned karma and fear, I’m doing what every grunt hates. Humping the boonies. I can cut it however because I’m high on life. On line:

			White Laidlaw, a custom-made point man so long as he lives to tell about it. Smith, quiet little fucker. Washington, tough. El Tee, the Lieutenant. Doc, the corpsman. Harold, happy as a goddamn clam. Me and Jon D’Allesandro. All of us oblivious to the strings of our puppet master: Harold O. Grein, HOG. The only human, surely, for whom the Nam is a hobby.

			Jon, walking the point man’s slack, sums it up as he mutters, “This green mother is kicking my ass aw’ready.”

			And I say comfortingly, “We ain’t even begun yet….”
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			Prologue

			Some more or less enchanted evening. Hot, humid, seductive. Typically breezeless, and not particularly fragrant. The women look across the room without reacting. The Vietnamese woman happens to glance over again and their eyes meet for a half second. When it occurs again a few minutes later, both catch the flicker of recognition.

			Drawn as if by magnets they look up again, and this time they hold each other’s stare momentarily, a frank awareness implicit in their mutual gaze. The Vietnamese looks away and the other woman’s face registers a hint of amusement at this strange quirk of fate. And that’s the end of it. For now.

			Later their paths will cross again, these two badly scarred young women from two entirely different worlds. And they will come together like two matching shards from the same broken mirror. Two jigsaw pieces fitting together in the puzzling Year of the Tiger.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			“There is no gravity . . . Vietnam sucks.”

			It’s funny what you remember. Strange, the memory triggers that will zing you back, jar you to the bone with remembered realities from that bad never-never land, shake you with the shock waves of an arc-light strike at a certain smell or sudden noise or a blurry photograph of a kid holding his Zippo to a hootch — Marines from Bravo Company, 2/4, clear a small hamlet near the Chu Lai TAOR. The next picture from an op up north, kids from a different unit posed with a gag skull — Grateful Dead Enjoys Last Cigarette. Name. Serial Number. Rank. In my case none of them true. Nothing is what it seems.

			The colors are green and red. Green everywhere. Green of envy, of disease, of blooming plants and foliage gone insane, of berets, of ammo boxes that recede in waves of color to the misty horizon, green viewed through a haze of red dust, green to the ten millionth power, red bled dry, green amok. The colors of the mission are mal de mer pea-soup green and Type O Positive red. Kennedy green and Diem red. Red that sickens, and green so dappled and variegated that it loses its meaning. Rich green. Dead red.

			But the hellish green world of blood-red insanity begins in black, in deep and frightened sleep.

			Blade, the mission, is like Vietnam itself in that it is both simple and impossible to describe. At grunt level the mission begins at 0430 in the eye of an industrial-strength nightmare, inside a darkened, stifling hootch up in Quang Tri Province. It is the morning of Operation Toledo Blade. Blade will take us into a VC-dominated zone in Military Region One, what was then “Eye Corps,” focusing on a six-klick-wide strip of hardscrabble and bad news that fringes the Annamite Mountain Range as it drops to the South China Sea. The strip is called The Badlands in the best John Wayne tradition.

			In a land that is remorseless, unforgiving, a lifelong challenge of survival to its hardiest inhabitants, The Badlands holds a kind of perverse place of honor, a deserved notoriety for being particularly unlivable. This is outlaw country. It is here in the fierce, unyielding place they call The Badlands, or out beyond, where the outlaw is believed to hide. The outlaw is a radio station, and the op begins here for the men who will be inserted, on the way to The Badlands and deep inside a bad dream. Blade will take us deeper still, deep into one of Charlie’s strongholds.

			Gasping for oxygen, I wake up knowing that I sit up wide awake in a paroxysmal convulsion of REMs, a frightened scream escaping in nervous laughter as I fight my way out of a speed freak’s nightmare. I wake in a rush of insight and déjà vu and mock clarity that all disappears in a gasp of air and a stinging stream of piss as I stumble out of the hootch. From inside, where he is already awake in the darkness, D’Allesandro watches me as I inhale a shuddering plume of nightmare smoke, exhaling jungle and dead canvas snakes and black bamboo and skulls.

			“Say?” he says quietly.

			The man is right. You do pay for your thrills. I pay for mine with a dream that takes me right to the brink. As bad as Big Merle’s dream about the little boy down in the hidden cellar and the bad things that had been done to him, or as bad as Oreo’s dream about what they had done to the woman in the Central Highlands before he soaked her in gasoline and lit her with his Zippo. But my dream is mine and so it is much, much worse than these other bowel-loosening, soul-searing nightmares dreamed by my fellow sweating Americans.

			“Say?”

			“Palpable essence,” I reply through parched Dexi-dry lips. I want to say more. To tell him about my dream. About the horror of it that brought me almost to the edge again. But I cannot. I want to tell him that my chest is closer to my heart than the recommended factory tolerances, but somehow I cannot articulate the words.

			Instead I speak the words “palpable essence,” leftovers from the dream, words shouted into the brain wrinkles at nightmare’s edge. I’ve heard the phrase or perhaps seen it in print somewhere, and now it falls trippingly off my tongue as I shudder the first baptismal inundation of carcinogens into my lungs. The heat at 0430 is already as intense and overpowering as . . . something. A palpable essence, I think to myself.

			“Say what?”

			0449. We drag ass across the PSP to the pair of UH-1 Huey slicks. We’ll have full escort on Toledo Blade, each skinship flanked by a lethal gunny out of the armed chopper company at Quang Tri. The airstrip is already baking in the early morning heat.

			Dragon 39 is our Huey pilot. “Let’s crank it!” he says, and the starter whines, the rotors beginning to move as the turbine roars to life and he prepares to lift. I flash on my childhood dream, to be able to fly. Was this really what I had in mind?

			I used to lie on what my mom called the front-room sofa, on a crocheted afghan spread over threadbare upholstery, letting my mind fly. I was convinced I could levitate, and in my real fantasies I’d float up from the sofa, the ultimate escape, soaring like a bird, to land upside down and walk across the ceiling and sit down on the light fixture, which looked like a big mushroom.

			An uncle who had seen some action in World War II brought me back some of the instruments out of a Jap Zero. I had them lined up on my shelf with my old Whiz comic books and Sky King premiums, and in the darkness, at night, I’d watch them while I listened to the radio, mesmerized by the luminous glow of the dials. As I stared at my Jap turn-and-bank indicator, glowing next to my Captain Midnight Secret Squadron ring, I’d fantasize about the world of jets and helicopters and how someday I would fly those winged marvels and wingless whirlybirds.

			The heat and the noise are now at blast-furnace level. I know I will have to do some speed very soon. I am carrying six quarts of water, and I can already taste the first swallow and the heady rush of the speed. My body is on hold. I think of the military maxim, “Grab them by their huevos, and the hearts and minds will follow.” My heart and mind will follow as soon as I can pull my shit together.

			“Control.”

			A crackle of static. Rawwwwzzzarrr.

			“Dragon 39, Firestorm Control. Go.”

			More garble.

			“Thirty-nine up.”

			Bzzzzrrrrrraaaawwwrrr.

			“Lane two, 39. You’re clear.”

			“Rog. Thank you, Firestorm. Out.”

			The ship, which has mors ab alta stenciled across the nose, lifts in a steep and heart-stoppingly improbable motion, and we are airborne in a deafening whomp-whomp-whomp of blades and turbine scream.

			From the air the country is stunningly beautiful on this morning, as it so often is from this altitude. Crystal clear, the sky is already lightening into a mix of powder blue and slate that will soon be shimmering with heat mirages. The ground is a patchwork of green. Emerald, lime, jade, willow, O.D., sage, chartreuse, you name it. Every variation and permutation of green pigment is visible between the lush triple canopy and the horizon. Scrub, soil, tree line, mud, paddy, piedmont, dike, jungle, rubber tree, elephant grass: each is a different shade of color that dazzles the eye through the vast treetop carpet.

			Rrrraawwwrrr, the radio crackles.

			“Raider 36, off on our seven o’clock — see?” We’ve suddenly flown into fire. The pilot is shouting over the radio to his Cobra escort.

			“See that?”

			Another crackle.

			“Get that sonofabitch!”

			A voice emerges, garbled.

			“Your seven o’clock. Raider!”

			“Repeat, over?”

			“See him?”

			Crackle . . . “Thirty-nine?”

			“Your seven. Raider, see him?”

			“Where, Dragon?”

			“There, goddammit!”

			The garble of static and buzz as another transmission steps on the channel.

			“Discrete, go to Discrete! Over.”

			A loud frequency tone.

			“Rog. On Discrete. See him . . .” then garble.

			“Get that mother. Do something. Goddammit, 36, put it in there!”

			In the Huey we can hear the lethal Stream of the Cobra’s minigun as it pours down a torrent of 7.62s in a group of fast, high-rate bursts.

			My head feels like a sandlot softball in the bottom of the ninth.

			“Beautiful!”

			“Rzzzzzzz.”

			“Looking good there, Raider!”

			A sizzle of static.

			“That’s a big rog.”

			Crackle.

			“Gonna conserve some ammo!”

			Banking to overfly the landing zone, the Huey takes a sickening lurch and there is a noise that your brain files away to never forget.

			Wwwwhhhhhhannnkk!

			It is a noise that sounds like King Kong is out there pounding on the side of the helicopter with a gigantic sledgehammer.

			Wwwhhhhhaaannnnnkkk! We are about to jump out of our skins.

			A pair of flaming orange-colored, basketball-size comets streak by the bird.

			“Goddamm!”

			“Holy Jesus!”

			“Oh, shit!”

			Garble . . . “Thirty-nine, more rockets inbound, got more rockets inbound!”

			“Raider, give that sonofabuck some minigun!”

			“I see him!”

			“Rog.” Zzzzzzrrr.

			“Where are ya, Dragon 39?”

			“Comin’ around in a one-eighty — ” Rzzzz!

			Several different individuals are all over the RF, and the control chopper calls up the artillery to prep the landing zone.

			“Arizona Gangbusters, Arizona Gangbusters, we got a hot el zee. Need Quang Tri Arty push, over?”

			“Roger that, Quang Tri Arty, ready for fire coordinates — ”

			Bbbbaaaaaaaaaaaaaa.

			I keep wishing I were somewhere else. So far this looks like a big error in judgment.

			A loud warning tone beeps as the frequency changes to 245,000 megahertz. I feel a tic developing in the side of my face. One of my eyes wants to close as if I am suddenly getting Bell’s palsy. I wonder which other of my parts are drooping from the fear, heat, and noise.

			“I’m up on guard freq now and . . .” Rawzzzz . . . “need to get that 37 workin’ out over there. Walk that fire right in there on those folks, over!”

			Craaaaazzzzzz.

			“Say again?”

			Crackle — sssssrrraaawwwwwzzzzzzzzz.

			“Put it in there now!”

			The artillery barrage begins to blanket the area below as our team birds circle overhead just out of the target area, one hopes. I involuntarily think of about fourteen ways I could get taken off in the next five minutes.

			“Walk those 105s right in there on that fucker!”

			“Get some.”

			Garble . . . “you got five zero?”

			“Negative five zero cal, negative. That’s why we’re . . .” Rrrarrr “now. Put a couple more in on him.”

			Zzrrrrrrraawwwr. The air is filled with traffic now as the transmissions are stepping on one another with the increase in the intensity of the barrage down into the area where the enemy has been spotted firing rockets.

			“Whoa, shit!”

			“Goddamn! Look out!”

			The Huey slick drops in a stomach-churning, steep, banking descent down toward the triple canopy. It was flying beautifully a second or two ago, and now it has all the aerodynamic properties of a falling safe. There is no other feeling quite like it; you know you are going to die. The pilot, Dragon 39, turns and tells us calmly:

			“El zee’s hotter’n shit. Gonna hover and you best be hittin’ it quick or you gonna’ be riding back with us.” His mouth moves again, but I don’t hear the last part over the noise. We lock and load. Rock ’n’ roll. Dragon 39 keys his radio. “Dragonfhght leader, this is Dragon 39, over.”

			“Roger, 39, Dragonflight leader, over.”

			“Pop some smoke, over.”

			Crackle “— a rog. Popping smoke.” Seconds later a thin trail of purple wisps catch in the wind and dust.

			“Thirty-nine. I see goofy grape.”

			“Roger that goofy grape, over.”

			The rotors are taking on a vibrating, teeth-rattling freight train of a roar as the bird settles to hover for a few seconds. We go out the door in a blur of movement and noise.

			What looked like verdant carpet from a thousand feet is a tangle of twisted tree limbs and dusty terrain up close. Our door gunner shouts over his M-60 as I go over the side, but it is lost in the chopper storm of blowing dust and rocks as we drop from the bird into the hot el zee, running almost as we hit.

			Total concentration doesn’t even cover it. The adrenaline and the speed are working out. My brain is in overdrive. If I break an ankle jumping, I may never make it back alive. My brain reminds me how serious this is as my feet splash through the wet grass of hot LZ Spike Four, which is the official designation for this landing zone.

			My heart types a three-word message on blank paper as I run toward the cover across the field. My brain reads the message:

			“Danger! Run! Faster!” I thank my brain and tell my feet. I run, holding my weapon in one hand, the other arm warding off enemy rounds, rocks, twigs, dirt, and the rest of the wind-whipped debris from the hovering bird as it lifts.

			And then we are alone. And the spike team is together, moving, losing itself in the alien terrain as the last echoes of the black birds and the gunfire fade, and the only sounds are the sounds we make, and bird sounds, and assorted boonie rat noises. And we are very much alone. Just us. And Charlie. Even our friendly, faceless, nameless spook has boogied. He threw the smoke grenade and marked the el zee for our insertion, and we will know him only as a static-filled voice in a pilot’s headset, and he has wisely vanished, like the purple wisps of smoke in the unmarked skinships’ wind-whipped descent.

			And I’m reminded of the truism told me my first day in country: “Vietnam is so fucked up the wind doesn’t blow, it sucks!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Q: Do you ever think that other people are talking about you behind your back? Answer yes or no.

			A: No.

			Q: Do you have fairly regular bowel movements? Answer yes or no.

			A: Yes.

			Q: Have you ever been a member of any subversive organization whose goals, plans, or desires included the overthrow of the government of the United States of America? Answer yes or no.

			A: No.

			Q: Do you masturbate on average more than once a week? Answer yes or no.

			A: No.

			Q: Are you now or have you ever been a member of the Communist Party? Answer yes or no.

			A: No.

			Q: Do you believe in the possible existence of a spirit world? Answer yes or no.

			A: No.

			Q: Do you believe in reincarnation? Answer yes or no.

			A: No.

			Q: Have you taken any drugs or medication of any kind prior to this polygraph examination? Answer yes or no.

			A: No er uh — yes. (Well, shit, that’s five out of eight.)

			 — Questions from actual recruitment test

			The parent organization (no longer can I say “Company” lightly) who fathered the spike team concept, a unit of elite har-har-har killers, went the way of the featherless pterodactyl, a creaking, obsolescent, broken-winged anachronism long before any of us had heard the word “detente.” I was part of that team. The team. Shot out of the air (literally) by the bureaucratic commitment. Phased out, as in phaser, long before the search-and-destroy years, we were a fast-burning phoenix who never rose. Our ashes were hauled by the stinging red winds of war.

			All that the casual observer would remember would prove to be untraceable. There were those who would retain ghostly images, and the odd, unattributable fantasy. (I Corps grunts recalled our unmarked black skinships, thinking them to be Viet Cong.)

			But no one who was a part of it and survived would forget. A nudge to the corner of the mind and it’s all back inside my head. Vivid. Painful. Even now, fighting the onslaught of senility and midlife memory lapses, the mission burns on, having carved itself in stone up there in the gray matter.

			Nobody would ever forget the team. Once you’ve met HOG, Harold O. Grein, he’s yours for keeps. Savage nightmare avengers like Merle stay with you. Icy mercs like Jon D., stoners like Shooter, terrier-tough El Tee with his teeth sunk into a dying career, Oreo, Doc, The Hooded Cobra — jeezus — they all stayed with me.

			Another survivor of the operation tagged Blade, the inimitable Shooter Price, and I had a brief reunion of sorts up in Canada some eleven years back, and for me it was as if no time had passed in the intervening decade. The indelible pictures were burnt into the brain plates.

			There is no forgetting the mission. Blade took a whole team of us straight into the teeth of something so completely unexpected and merciless that it could still educe night sweats, blurred vision, faulty judgment, and spastic reflexes. One of those kinds of ops. No slack.

			If you live through one or two of those, you’re on your way to winning a thousand-yard stare, which is awarded just like a heart. It’s delivered to you personally while you sleep, and the sandman takes it out of his velvet-lined presentation case and slides it down under the eyelids. Next time you open your peepers you’re nearing it. A well-earned thousand-yard stare will make an eighteen-year-old look forty-seven in the face. The trick is living long enough to get one.

			The passage of time has had the curious effect of allowing me to reconstruct Blade in my mind, from recruitment to termination, as a kind of doper’s warped dream. Without too much trouble I can manage to convince myself that my own minor but painful role was hallucinated, an unreal or surreal distortion of events shaped by time and changes and too much acid. Yet every detail retains a clear impression. It won’t go away.

			Time, reflection, history, and the luxury of twenty/twenty hindsight have let me look at the mission profile with a bit of objectivity. I still don’t see the overview, but at least I’ve come to grips with the fact that one existed. I can project myself back in time and look up, and imagine that here and there I’ll see the shadows of the strings pulled by the hidden puppeteers.

			For the truth is that the mission was in fact more than one mission. There was the one we knew about: a covert op with a fairly understandable goal, to silence a shadow-funded, outlaw radio station. But then there was a larger picture. A loftier overview where the puppeteers could see the parallel mission lines ribboning away into the distant jungle horizon, pointing north toward the DMZ. And the illusion was of the lines coming together in the distance, merging in the shape of a spike. And I would be one of the ones out there on that sharp chisel edge when the vectors finally crossed.

			That is the moment that remains the most vivid. I have only to let it touch the edge of my mind and the memories wash back over me in that last, unforgettable noise, the pounding of deadly force against cold steel, the air churning in the whipsong of high-tech combat, the terrorizing symphony of explosions and screaming still haunting my memory.

			And twenty years later I feel the heat and the vibrations of the black Huey slick descending down through the canopy like some noisy, metallic bat about to disgorge its load just as we hear the first ominous crump of distant artillery. But that is long ago and far away. And for every ending there must be a beginning. I’m not so sure about that part.

			I had survived the Fifties, a stereotypical product of my times and culture. Born, like androgynous Mr. Jagger, in a crossfire hurricane. Full of myself and rock ’n’ roll and cars and the exciting promise of dope without end. Sexually postpubescent and fighting innocence at every turn, my peers and I saw ourselves as antiheroes, raised on robbery and born to run. The year was but a hard-rockin’ theme, and life was a drive-in movie.

			Burning rubber as we peeled out on vintage slicks, double-clutching, we drag-raced straight-stick shorts down flatland blacktop to Chucklesberry and Elvis and Little Richard and Jerry Lee, outrageous icons blasting from distant Top Forty stations, as we hurried en masse toward oblivion. Our touchstones were the unhooked bra and the hook shot, the Chantelles and the Shirelles, fast girls and fast cars. Goodness gracious, great balls of fire. Young punks all, roaring through the American night down ten thousand identical white lines.

			Where previous generations saw greasers and preppies, we saw chrome and no chrome. Our perception of society’s established values were those reflected in the gleaming side spears of a 1949 Buick Riviera with its luxury-boat body and do-nothing–style portholes, and we coveted the chopped and channeled Merc coupes shaved of any vestiges of Detroit silver. When I boarded my first government contract flight, I left behind a ’59 Caddy El Dee with the most obscenely phallic pair of chrome tits that ever came off a GM assembly line. So much for self-image, sex, wheels, and Jersey duwop. The point is — times lie.

			A beginning point is 1961. Jack Kennedy’s Hyannis Camelot has ascended, Papa Joe watching from the wings, a line of heirs and assigns attendant. An unheard-of country, still French Indochina in some high school history books, emerges as a slice of singularly worthless real estate called Vietnam, split on paper by a 17th Parallel map grid and in theory by an ongoing North-South civil war.

			Who knew we’d already lost one war there, having subsidized the French in their abortive clash with the communist Viet Minh. Few of us had heard the name Southeast Asia, much less Vietnam, and fewer still had even a remote clue as to what was in store for us in that violent and unyielding land.

			The Republic of Vietnam. Visualize a populated landmass roughly the density of New Mexico, turned on end and squeezed into an S shape. Tell everyone in Albuquerque to shit in the street. Paint it green. Plant rice. Bomb the sucker until you run out of bombs or money, whichever comes first. Next, cover the whole thing with Viets and American teenagers. Give them all guns. Don’t tell the Americans where the tunnels are, and you get some rough idea.

			Our official country team had been in place for a decade when JFK’s top advisers convinced the new president of the inevitability of the falling-dominoes fantasy. We would answer the clarion call with a cornucopia of money, and materiel, and — assuredly — men. That was the scary part. Then there would be more money. And helicopters, refrigerators, Conex containers brimming with stateside gear to flood the new black market, air conditioners, generators, mobile homes, pizza parlors, the continuum of U.S. commodities from pretzels to warplanes, more money still, and many, many more warm bodies.

			Suddenly one’s Selective Service classification read like a death sentence.

			Like all young men my age, I had options. I’d become convinced the only way to go was enlist. Army. Navy. Marines? No fucking way. Maybe the Air Corps — the traditional refuge for a candy-assed 1A. My life had been a skate, even through a heavyweight poli-sci major. School, girls, drugs, rock, jobs — all a skate. I was the eternal skater. I would join the elite of the Air Force and skate through this Southeast Asian nonsense.

			But then I heard about a friend of mine who’d lucked onto something choice. Another fellow skater, looking for the groove around the soft edges of life. He’d gone and got himself recruited by one of the big intelligence agencies and, with promises of a cushy foreign-service job, had been ticketed for a quick whisk through basic and the chance to skate through the war in Europe. The job he’d described was nothing if not sexy.

			I was on the way in the radio business. From a dollars standpoint I was already “making my age” in yearly wages, and I was a hot young name in the disc jockey business, an unbelievably small world where you wear your latest ratings like a billboard. I was able to “get numbers,” supposedly, which will always be enough to keep a guy in beer and beans. I had a skate. The idea of giving that up for years of stupid Army life, years wasted in some do-nothing infantry shuck, marching around like an idiot for eighty, ninety bucks a month. I couldn’t believe it.

			The only thing that stopped me from running to Canada was I loved my country. Where else but America, bastion of the free-enterprise system, could a skater like me glide through life so pleasantly? No. I was, in my own self-aggrandizing, chickenshit way, something of a modest patriot. I believed that if your country called you, you should serve. But not in some mindless, chump job. I was too good for that shit. I would “get into intelligence,” I decided. (Sigh.)

			Within the week I was lodged in a nearby motel in suburban D.C., with an appointment to talk with “Mitchell Stevens” of agency recruitment. I was relaxed. Assured. For the first time in weeks I had some realistic goal that I could live with. Intelligence.

			The heady rush of that first visit to the huge intelligence monolith. A secretary coming up and — I remember it as if it was yesterday — pinning a laminated Visitor’s ID to my new olive-green summer suit. Being shown into the sanctum sanctorum of my first contact inside the Agency. The Man from U.N.C.L.E. and all those fantasies.

			Mitchell Stevens was occupied elsewhere. I drew a steely-eyed no-nonsense type wearing a tweed jacket and an old school tie, who introduced himself as Mr. Thomas and began asking me what seemed like thousands of questions about myself. Since I love to talk about myself, and with my condescending attitude about offering my unique gifts to the agency, I replied with smooth confidence. He didn’t seem to be that impressed.

			Mr. Thomas kept hammering on why — why I was suddenly so interested in joining the ranks of the intelligence elite. I wisely opted for a scenario close to the truth. I was sure to be drafted “any day now” and I’d been putting off a permanent career choice until now. But I no longer had the option of time. I wanted the coming years of service to count for something, rather than be wasted in a “lesser” situation. He kept on it.

			He wanted to know all about where I stood with respect to my military service, my philosophy on the war. All kinds of irrelevant stuff like a deep discussion of my years in high school R.O.T.C. An introduction to the military that was at best undistinguished — I’d been a squad leader. Then something in my records caught his eye and the interview took an upturn.

			My senior speech teacher, my favorite high school teacher whom I also had a crush on, had convinced me to enter the national contest sponsored by the American Legion, in which high school students gave extemporaneous speeches on any aspect of the Constitution of the United States. It is a difficult contest, because you must create and memorize speeches that relate to dozens of possible subjects. As always I found it to be a skate and won easily. Mr. Thomas asked me all about my participation in that event as if it had happened last week. His eyes took on a strange glow as we discussed the beautiful complexity of the Constitution.

			When I saw my opening, I played to it. I explained that I was not one of those who found the agency’s image a romantic one (a lie) or that I saw it as easy money (the truth), and was already working in the so-called glamour industries of ancillary show biz for more dough than the GS — whatever starting salary would pay me — but that I believed in national service. And I skated through a plausible and semitruthful account of the whys and the wherefores. He finally had heard and seen enough of me, and I was told they’d be in touch soon.

			I was very nervous by the time I finally called them again, almost five weeks later, telling Mr. Thomas I just couldn’t wait any longer. I wanted to know if I had a shot. He told me to return to D.C. My security clearance would be the next step. If my background check came through OK, I’d be admitted to the Junior Officer Training Program. Congratulations, he said. (What if I’d never called, I always wondered.)

			Then I was back in suburbia in another motel. Still on my nickel, by the way. Still waiting. Calling Mr. Thomas daily. Calling Mr. Stevens. The only call that came in to me was from my aunt back in my hometown to tell me that some men had been around to see her, asking questions about me. She told them good things and they went away. I had already started bragging to a couple of buddies how I was “in” the agency. I was partying, hanging out with people I knew around D.C. Shuttling back and forth to Baltimore to see a couple of girls I knew. Spending money like there was no tomorrow. One day I came back to the motel and was given a phone message. Call Mr. Thomas at this number.

			I called. He was gone for the day. A sleepless night. I called at early morning’s light. Not in. I called back. Sorry, Mr. Thomas is in a meeting. I left the number and fell asleep for thirty minutes, snoring like a chainsaw. The phone rang.

			“Hello.”

			“Sorry I missed you. Personnel needs to see you ASAP. Can you be down here by 1300 hours?” It was Mr. Thomas. My brain was in neutral. I was still asleep.

			“Sure,” I told him, having no fucking idea in the world what 1300 hours was.

			“OK. Report to Personnel,” he said, giving me a building name and an office number. “ID’ll be waiting for you at the gate.” I thanked him and went immediately back to sleep.

			Suddenly I sat up, heart pounding, wide awake, looking at the clock. It said 12:15. Was that noon 12:15? What the hell was 1300? Was that one o’clock? I had forty-five minutes to shave, shower, shit, and drive to the agency, which was forty-five minutes away in moderate traffic, find a certain building. What was it called? What was that office number? Kee-rist. I hadn’t written anything down.

			I was at the Personnel office building fifty-five minutes later, face bleeding nice little red dots onto my shirt collar, shaking from the wild D.C. traffic, and sweating like a pig. I was told to sit and wait. I sat. I waited nineteen minutes. A man came out and introduced himself.

			“Hi. Sorry to keep you waiting. I’m Al Charles. We’re going to fill out a few forms,” he told me. A few forms. This was about one-thirty in the afternoon. At four-thirty he told me we’d just about finished. I couldn’t believe the paperwork. I was making up stuff right and left. Trying to remember the name of a family doctor who treated me for scarlatina when I was nine. What was the name of the business where my scoutmaster worked? Who is buried in the tomb of the Unknown Soldier? That sort of thing.

			I was to report next to the medical officer, given another building name and office number in the maze of offices, and my badge was taken away from me again. (They’ve given you a number, and taken away your badge.) Anyway, the next blur of days was spent in constant testing. Personality and vocational assessment. General evaluation. Physical history and condition. Emotional stability. Mental fitness or lack of it. Metabolism. Career direction. You name it, they checked it and tested it.

			Now a week at the Junior Officer Training Headquarters at Quarters Eye, and exhaustive testing and interviews without end. The Office of the Program Director, to remind me of my radio career. The effect of all the testing was as if you were asked to fill out an application for a job a hundred different times in a hundred different ways. How many people were going to ask me why I had chosen a career in foreign affairs? How many times were they going to ask me if I had ever belonged to any subversive organizations? I soon got the answer. Many, many more times. I was summoned back to the monolith, and a very anonymous-looking building where, secret fears realized, I would begin the series of “Pollys” that are the threads that hold your track record together.

			Everyone from director down gets Pollied, not just initially but forever — quite understandably — as long as you remain in the classified arms of the agency. But if I thought the JOT program testing had been rigorous, I had another think coming. The Polly was something else. It is employed primarily as a tool of investigation and analysis by the Office of Security: investigation of possible agency penetration efforts, and analysis of potential security risks. And despite the fact that it has proven to be all but worthless in both categories, it remains in use, the high-tech corollary of the Peter Principle.

			When an individual attempts to deceive, the theory goes, their circulatory and respiratory systems show marked physiological change. Electrodermally, the psychogalvanic reflexes and the galvanic skin responses induced by sweat-gland changes can also be measured. Blood pressure, pulse, respiratory, and electrodermal readings are monitored.

			The Polly employs a standard blood-pressure cuff, a pneumograph tube which crosses the chest (especially beloved by female applicants), and your basic Dr. Frankenstein electrodes. The applicant or subject, having been appropriately prepped by the examiner, control norms and lie patterns obtained, is seated in a windowless, featureless, colorless room and hooked up to the dreaded machine. Concealed microphones and cameras and a one-way observation mirror are hidden touches one hears about from his peers.

			Polly and I did not get along. I hated the dirty bitch’s filthy, malevolent, prying, shit-eating guts. I did not do well with Polly. But miraculously, after days had passed, I was notified to report to the JOT program office at Quarters Eye. Notification arrived in a plain white envelope sans stamp or postage-meter application, agency-franked, rubber-stamped privileged medical information for some bizarre reason. I reported.

			I had originally expressed some interest in Europe. I spoke French, not fluently, but I knew I could skate through that part. But it was suggested that I reconsider. My talents could best be put to use by the Plans people. I had made the terrible mistake of showing a willingness to do secret work. I envisioned skulking around the Saint Germain and taking notes on dissident students, or seducing some ambassador’s wife in Paris — those kinds of spy fantasies. They requested me to volunteer for DDP(CS)P, Paramilitary Staff, an operational arm of the Clandestine Services organization of the Plans Division. It was the vocational equivalent of the dean asking you to change your major on registration day.

			Within the week the Training people had me out at the Farm in Virginia (cryptonym: isolation), and my meticulously camouflaged romance with the image of intelligence officer quickly went a-flushing down the old tubes. I was a JOT for all of two weeks. I was first in my class. First, that is, to wash out. An unmitigated, embarrassingly inept, hopeless disaster of an abject failure. Flunked, as they say, flung, and fucked.

			I can’t get over my naiveté at the way they made contact. Had I put two and two together I could have easily seen that the man I’d met under the most casual of circumstances could have been part of a carefully contrived situation. But it is only training and experience that teaches you to face each situation with professional paranoia, and unfortunately I had neither. At the time, I remember I was out of work, humiliated, afraid, confused, the draft staring me in the face, broke, and grateful when I was offered a way out.

			An obscure outfit working under the intelligence umbrella was recruiting a few good men for “highly sensitive” work. The pay was good. I was very interested. I was hired without further preamble. We were told our employer was the first of the secret sanction groups and the most clandestine in origin, evolving in the pages of a National Security Action Memorandum classified in the murky shadows beyond Ultra Top Secret Literally Your Eyes Only. Naive, grateful, and feeling lucky, I didn’t stop to reflect on the irony of a supposedly elite group of pros plucked as it were from every imaginable career rubbish heap. The specialty of the house was to be counterinsurgency warfare.

			It was the beginning of many signings — secrecy oaths, pacts not to talk, pacts not to sue, pacts not to violate other pacts. Signatures on dotted lines. Witnesseth. Signed, sealed, and delivered. One warm body coming up. Sign here. The big hook was the time of service. Thirteen months and my entire military service would be fulfilled, I recall the man telling me, “responsibility-wise.” For a certified, lifelong, dedicated skater, thirteen months sounded beautiful. When you’re that age, you think you could do thirteen months in hell.

			We would be neither military nor paramilitary. Our unique conglomerate of civilian and service personnel would operate within a sphere of freelance contractual “consultants,” liaisoning under and with the military but only as cover. Deniability was our raison d’être. We existed to perform “sensitive” work. This work would take place in (sigh) Southeast Asia.

			In the quaint jargon of the day, our prime mission was “covert elimination of infrastructure targeted for termination upon access with extreme prejudice.” This syntactical contortion simply meant we were a secret unit. Primary function: assassination. I asked myself, as I would many times before it was all over, what in the hell am I doing here? What the hell does a hit squad need with an intelligence officer? Hey, I told myself, can’t you take a joke?

			Officially, we had no name. Unofficially, we were referred to as a spike team. The covert spike team was to small-unit warfare what the disposable, single-shot 66-mm LAW was to the military arsenal — an effective and cost-effective throwaway. Like the LAWs, loaches, and largesse, all of which funneled down through the burgeoning black market, we were considered eminently expendable in a war where sudden death was imminently obtainable.

			We observed neither convention nor accords. We wore no flashes or insignia. Followed no proscribed rules of engagement. Studied no carefully drafted and stylized memoranda from MACV. We carried only one piece of identification, and even that was fictitious. A small card with our picture and blood group proclaimed that we were not to be detained, that we were authorized to wear, carry, or transport civilian clothing, “unusual personal weapons and prohibited items,” that we could pass into restricted areas and requisition any damned thing in sight. The ID was unlaminated and edible for security purposes. (They’ve given you a number and made you eat your name.)

			A few of us survived the tour. Only the good die young.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“For there is nothing hid, which shall not be manifested.”

			 — Mark 4:22

			The shock of Vietnam was sudden and hammering. One day you were back in the world and the next day you might be deplaning at Tan Son Nhut with the rest of the raw meat from stateside. The shock waves would hit you like the Vietnamese heat, drenching you in fear sweat, rolling over you in suffocating waves of impending doom and crushing hopelessness. For the first time it was easy to understand how so few Nazis could make so many Jews board those cattle cars. The herd in shock will follow almost any leader.

			We arrived not as a team but as bits and pieces, assembled in secret and field-tested. While you were still cherry, an FNG (fucking new guy), life was a series of disasters and dangerous mistakes. If you survived them in the field, you were a warrior. It was about a yearlong job, to learn how to wage war effectively. And so, of course, the moment you became good at your job, you were shipped out. Lewis Carroll could not have written Vietnam.

			We did many things badly. We had little or no rapport with the Vietnamese, although there were wonderful exceptions. In an ancient cultural melting pot of Viets, Tais, Montagnards, Tays, Nung, and Muong, many of us steadfastly refused to learn more than one or two words of “slope.” In a family culture where three-quarters of the labor force works harvesting such crops as rice and sugar cane, or fishing and cutting wood, the land holds a sacred place of honor in the scheme of things. Our battle attitude was “fuck your land, gook!”

			Roughly half the spike team had arrived in-country around the same time. The other half apparently came from regimental military already in place — vets, cherries, elitist spear carriers, skaters, heads, straights. All stirred together for “plausible deniability.” It took a firefight to start putting some serious sweat to those fatigues. It took some boonie humping to bleach those boots. But from the git-go we knew there was an implicit death warrant attached to a high fuck-up score on this deal. Nobody knows you when you’re down and out.

			We were still riding high. And I do mean high. Talk about your cross-sections of society: D’Allesandro a Noo Yawk street kid, self-educated and slickly confident. Me — nobody from nowhere.

			“We got to sort these cherries out,” he said.

			“Uh-huh. That’s a definite rog.”

			“See who smokes. Shit like that.” He winked. D’Allesandro looked as un-Italian as you can get. None of the old Goombah Pete, rancid olive-oil shine. None of the full, handsome, strongly delineated features that always engender the phrase “beat-up looking” in Italian women after they round thirty.

			He has a long, somewhat satanic-looking face. High cheekbones and a sharp, aquiline nose centered in a cadaverous head. A killer’s eyes stare into his.

			“Whatcha think about it, Laidlaw?” he says to the killer, who looks like he could be fourteen, fifteen tops.

			The kid, a southern boy, scrunches up his face and says with considerable seriousness and concern, “Sure a lotta niggers.”

			The spike team was like the whole war machine in microcosm. Leadership seriously flawed. (For every sharp enlisted man, every great kid out there in the bush, somewhere at a desk a lifer was plotting another costly, ill-conceived, life-threatening misadventure.) A handful of lives (or fifty thousand) to hurl into the teeth of the monsoon season. Rock ’n’ rollers getting weaned on genius Jimi, tuned-out Doors, Procol Harum, Frank Zappa’s Mothers, clairvoyant Beatles, the simplest lyrics becoming ironic epitaphs.

			We gotta get outta this place. Too many niggers. Too many honkies. Too many slopes. Too many dinks. Too many gooks. Too many zipper heads.

			The military structure is totally inappropriate for the kind of rabba-zabba that should be waged, but rather than adapt to it we decide to fight a hoo-hah that matches the structure, and we lose at nearly every turn. So we write sit-reps that make the losses look like numerical victories. (Abie, the customer wants a green suit. So, nu? Turn on the green light.) Except for the few victories. Those we wrote up as losses. Even the journalists and the highest levels of the administration misperceived Tet as a loss. We did it all that way, upside down. The official Vietnam War historian should have been Professor Backwards.

			I am summoned before the throne. Alone in the lair of the snake, staring into the orbs of our intrepid head honcho. They are bluer than your average eyeball. Movie-star blue. And they have a pronounced distention, almost a frog-eyed look. But more serpentine than amphibian. The blue-eyed cobra, I call him, so I can deal with it.

			He stares. I stare. It is a game. He stares. I stare back, but unfocused, seeing two channels that tube around his head, fixed on flags and maps behind him. As a mental exercise I count my blessings. One . . . two . . . three . . . 

			You’re my edge, he says. Really.

			“You’re my razor blade.”

			“Sir,” I respond. This is good that we can communicate like this.

			“Sharp. Deadly.” He gives me more doublespeak apparently spun from the metaphorical operation code name. There is lots more but I tune out, hung up on the razor business, wondering if he realizes that a double-edged blade cuts both ways.

			The briefing limps to a close and I follow the cobra and his bodyguard across the compound to a Quonset hootch. I take a seat. The hooded cobra with the blues addresses this group. He gives us the general mission profile. Cryptonym: Toledo Blade. A rough-looking Marine master sergeant is working a pointer over some DMZ and Northern I Corps real estate that covers the back wall of the hootch in a color-coded topographical display

			The crusty E-8 stands at ease with his pointer behind him, and the snake reads aloud in a voice that could freeze its own ice cubes should the need arise, “Number two-seven-three makes clear the resolve of the president as commander-in-chief to ensure victory over the externally directed and supported communist insurgency. In order to achieve such a victory, ComUSMACV and the JCS are of the considered opinion that the United States must be prepared to put aside many of the self-imposed restrictions which now limit our efforts and” — he looks up with those cold blue snake eyes to emphasize his words — “to undertake bolder actions which may embody greater risks, unquote. That is our authorization from the top, chapter and verse from Memorandum 46-64, NON-SKID JACKS.”

			I parlez the wondrous spook jargon and know that National Security Council Director-related Joint Chiefs of Staff memos are NSCDJCS, which one pronounces NON-SKID JACKS, in the best spirit of M*A*S*H, CINCPAC, COMSEC. NINCOMPOOP.

			Vietnam is a country of very thin people. The natives are diminutive, and often one could say emaciated. The only fat people in country are our cooks and clerks and newbies and assorted REMF pogues. A two-hundred-pounder is a rarity. There are no fat warriors. Nobody in combat who is grossly heavy. But skinny is one thing. In the back of the room there is a shadow. A rail. It moves and a bone that is the anorexia death remnant of a human arm stabs upward.

			“We go take some fuckin’ ears?” he says pleasantly. The hooded cobra smiles thinly as I sit blasted out of my skull, watching his blue snake eyes as he examines this human thermometer. A smothered giggle or two, but nobody laughs out loud. We’ve all been told about Harold. Nobody will ever laugh at weird Harold. Not to his face. Because long, tall, lean, mean Harold Grein is one deadly piece of work.

			We are an assassination unit of the combined military-intelligence powers. A supposedly elite sanction group whose mandate is to perform sensitive wee work will, of course, recruit assassins among its personnel. D’Allesandro, for example, is not a stranger to the job. A couple of the others — the kid from Texas, Bobby Price, the burly biker-type — they come with track records. But we have been told about Harold. HOG, named for his proclivities, is more than just a killer. Harold O. Grein is an ice-cold murderer and if you rile him, he will, in one-syllable words, put hair on the walls.

			There are mercs among us who have joined for the action. Contact. But with this pole-thin man it is not quite the same. Harold has agreed to participate because he has a hobby that has become an obsession. The obsession is bloodshed. He loves to spill blood. And the one thing you must never do, brothers — we are told — you must never, ever fuck around with Harold.

			Price and the biker, these boys were connected to wiseguy deals. So we hear and believe. D’Allesandro and some of the others have the mercenary mind. The child assassin Laidlaw, these are clearly trigger-pullers. But Harold O. Grein comes with a frightening pedigree. He has done awful things, it is rumored, and this human string bean has been captured, negotiated with, brought here among us to be turned loose. And his taste for it goes beyond the job’s profile. HOG! Just one more thing to have to worry about — a fucking psychotic human taxidermist.

			As we leave the briefing hootch I overhear two of the monster-size brothers rapping.

			“Hey, mo-fuck, lemme ax you sumpin, man,” one says.

			“Say what?” But he doesn’t ax him a thing. They just look at each other and some ancient and inexplicable communication system clicks on and they laugh. I can see I’m right at home with the rest of these stoned brain surgeons.

			Aretha rocks into the soggy air from a transplanted ghetto blaster. Are we gonna take some fuckin’ ears, I think. Was Ike a Republican? Is fat meat greasy?

			As if he read my mind, the biggest, blackest one says, “We gonna be down with this chilly shit.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			“Then began the deadly conflict,
Hand to hand among the mountains.”

			 — Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

			Inside the production room the voice prepares to speak the word. Pursed lips now draw back from white teeth and a hissing ess sound begins the word, the tongue almost flat against the floor of the mouth. If there is a roof, then there must be a floor and that is where the tongue is when the voice speaks the word:

			“Serai,” the voice hisses, sibilant and resonant and professional, the brain seeing the word groups:

			“Se-rī / n. (Turkish) 1: caravansary, 2: seraglio,” pronouncing the long ī as it intones the syllable just so, the sound liquid, golden. The voice of the outlaw.

			“Donna offers special services to those clients who require the finest in a beautiful and stern young dominatrix. You can rely on Donna’s total discretion. Leave your name and phone number with Donna’s answering service at the Far West Bar in Cholon. Remember, you can’t beat Donna’s service, but she can beat you! You heard it right here on KILL, and keep listening for our new phone-in number coming up soon.”

			The right index finger keys a cough switch simultaneously pressing the intercom down and whispering —

			“What bullshit,” continuing in the same breath as a bald engineer across the thick, double-paned glass smiles in cynical appreciation, the voice never missing a beat as it continues.

			“News agency desires an experienced photojournalist to be based in the Mekong Delta. We want a real quote boonie-rat unquote. Write PC-two, that’s Papa Charlie Two, Monte Carlo. Or phone us at Zero-zero-three-three-niner-zero . . . and you’ve got KILL with a new number on the half hour!”

			Master control auditing, clocking, taping, calibrating, measuring, filtering, changing this distinctive voice. The tone rich and improbably perfect, the voice so smooth and liquid, cryptic and camouflaged.

			The tape timed by automatic hot clock, second-specific, handed then to courier and transported to secret signal base, mysterious megamulch of enigmatic emanations from transcendent transmitters; bypass bop that slithers impossibly down the lines, Pre-ACD VRUs touch-toning in the baffled harmonics, text-to-speech synthesizers programming interactive voice response boards, triggering block-boxed superplexers that twist, augment, conceal, reinvent and launch each deliciously clandestine word out into the ultra-mazed overflow doodah, doodah.

			Hand-cupped back of the ear, OTR-style, the vox of the outlaw populi plays to a bald, bored audience of one.

			“Operators, why wear a headset ever again? Move up to PermaEar, the state-of-the-art from Implantronics,” and the man changing the tape smiles a lopsided grin of acknowledgment as he absentmindedly threads leader past warm Ampex heads. The announcer and engineer both chuckle to themselves, but the laughs are quick and shallow here, inside the dark and secret heart of the target.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			“And the Lord said to Satan, ‘Whence have you come?’”

			 — Job 2:2

			Training. On-the-job training. Training is a long, twisted umbilical that can be traced back through Bragg, Camp Peary, a secret site in New Mexico, Fort George Meade, Paris Island — depending on who is doing the tracing. Each of us has our own fucked-up story to tell. The southern boy Laidlaw made an immediate impression. Willie Lee Laidlaw says he’s eighteen, he looks fifteen until you scope in on the eyes, which sting with that bold quality defensive coaches like to euphemistically call “desire.”

			D’Allesandro hears his name and says, “Willie Lee. Shit. I thought they were talking about one of the shvatzas.”

			“Nah,” the E-7 says, “he’s a white boy.”

			Later on we’ll find out just how white the boy really is, and that will be what we call him, but for a less obvious reason. We’ll call him White from then on. White Laidlaw. This boy will go down any trail and he will insist that he goes first. Always.

			White is a young redneck peckerwood cracker from some tiny turd-in-the-road Ole Miss pit stop. White is what we call him because it is the abbreviation for white phosphorous WP rounds, as in the saying “Don’t get ’em on ya, or Willie Peter (WP) he’ll make ya a believer!” When he freezes you can believe that, too, and you’d best work behind it. He had already “hunted out all the woods” by the time he was ten. He is a born hunter, and if he sniffs a sign you’d best lay chilly till the evil goes away.

			White and Bobby Price are flip sides of the same coin: our child killers. White is a poor boy, rural, disinclined to make conversation. Bobby Price, our other kid assassin, is nineteen, but he’s another one who could be in junior high. No death-squad fervor glows in his eves. Price is urban, slick, a rich Texas boy who — we are led to believe — has killed for money. He is our sniper. He is un-fucking-believable with a weapon. We call him Shooter.

			A medical officer joins the team. This brings us to fourteen men. El Tee at the top. He has a typical asshole named Ewell for a right arm.

			D’Allesandro dismisses the E-7 after a few seconds of overheard conversation with a whispered, “Another fuckin’ lifer.”

			El Tee and Ewell will run this top-heavy squad as if it was at platoon strength. We’ve got five fucking machine gunners — Laidlaw, D’Allesandro, The Dutchman, Hedgepath, and our drag man, weird Harold. Each one deadlier than the last.

			Shooter Price. Washington. Smith. Nice guys. No personalities emerge yet. Warren. Funny how fast assholes assert themselves. Warren, a cocky poseur of a gangbanger, speaks about three words and everybody clocks him for an idiot. All these mothers with demo and special weapons capabilities. Doc. Me. And all of us, with the exception of Spangler and his RTO, a dude named Brown, all of us are carrying extra ammo.

			It is approaching blade zero. All systems are go, with the possible exception of my central nervous system. We are in Saigon and waiting to lock and load. Wound tight as steel spring. Coiled. Cocked. Sanitized. Expendable. Waiting to be aimed and fired in the direction of the bad guys.

			I go in for another pep talk from the colonel. My thoughts are far from cobras and this venomous world. I’m thinking about a Vietnamese girl I’ve met. I force her image out of my mind and enter.

			He stares at me. I stare back. The cobra has the art of silence. He fixes on me with those reptilian, impassive eyes on lock and load. He has a look of unyielding competency. Obdurate. Hard. He stares with the eyes of someone who believes he can see beyond surface facade. I’m semi-wasted and yield quickly. Apparently satisfied with what he saw or what he didn’t see, he asks, “Do you believe the end justifies the means?”

			I start to answer that I didn’t know the questions were going to be so tough, but I edit myself and convincingly stammer, “Uh — I’m not sure, sir.” The colonel smiles his hooded cobra smile. He reaches into his desk drawer and withdraws a bottle in a purple cloth sack. He pours a couple of ounces of warm Crown Royal into two cut-glass tumblers and slides one across the desk, nodding for me to help myself and lifting his glass. He swirls the amber liquid and raises his baby blues in my direction. I keep thinking of blue-eyed poisonous snakes.

			“Cheers.” He downs it neat. I take a cautious sip of the whisky. It is warm, but it is Crown Royal.

			“Mind if I ask a question, sir?”

			“Shoot.”

			“I can understand the mission OK, the importance of it. But an op like this — you got civilians, you got this, you got that. I mean, who the hell are we really working for anyway? CIA? DIA? Or — ”

			The cobra leans forward on his desk and swirls the dregs of his booze. He focuses on me, and in the chilly silence the hooded snake smiles his thin smile.

			He dismisses me shortly thereafter and we leave each other as we found one another. Stunned. The jeep is still there when I go outside, miraculously. That’s something, anyway. I pat myself down to see if the colonel has picked my pocket too.

			No, everything is intact. All he has taken is my self-esteem, manhood, ethics, and any shot I ever had at collecting any Social Security money. I can just kiss all that shit good-bye right now. Oh well, fuck it. If you can’t take a joke, you shouldn’t hang around rank. I kick the jeep back to life and drive out of the wire-enclosed compound past the double guard posts. It is measurably easier getting out than it was getting in. I’d like to just keep on going till I hit water.

			Don’t get me wrong. I believe in the colonel and in the mission and in the American flag and to the republic for which. I am definitely a believer. I believe in miracles, for instance. I believe there is a right side and a wrong side, and that if we don’t stop the threat of communism on the Plain of Reeds, we will see our grandchildren reading Marx. Wait a damn minute — the little bastards are reading Marx now. So what the fuck does it all mean? I ask myself as I roar through the warm Saigon night scattering old men and street thieves, pointed in the general direction of Saigon’s Chinese section, and thinking my anti-grenade thoughts.

			Cynicism is the easy reflex of the unthinking. The Dutchman, Frank Vandervoort, so straight he makes the colonel look like a raving pinko, says I shouldn’t be so cynical. The Dutchman carries an old Ace paperback in his ruck that he’s humped all over Africa, Asia, carrying it everywhere like a kind of Bible. Spine’s loose, pages spilling out, cover looks like heinie wipe. Men at War. He digs the stuff where ole Papa says he who dies this day is quit for mañana. Who’s to say he’s wrong?

			“Everybody dies,” as my dear aunt Ruth so eloquently used to put it. “Everybody dies,” she’d say. It’s just the when and how of it that differs. So what’s the big deal whether you die at eighty-five ravaged by cancer, or at nineteen from an acute case of AK-47 lead poisoning. You only live once, that we know, but if you do it right, maybe once is enough.

			Since I’d washed out in my two-week vacation at “the farm,” I’d been down one or two funky roads, but this one was a killer right here. A long, bumpy road, aimed due north by the look of it. Traveling in some strange company: a dirty work force with ostensible connections to the big Intel shops and a couple of MACV’s less publicized subsidiaries. What does it matter who it is anyway? Nothing is ever quite what it appears to be. All you can do is pray you’re on the right side of it when the lights go out. In the dark it all smells like tuna fish — right?

			You picture a spook a certain way in your mind. It’s from the book and movie images, of course. Total bullshit. In reality a young spook is a smiling, unsullied preppy. Old spooks tend to look like nondescript, wimpy homos. It’s a look a lot of them wear like an old school tie. Of the few known exceptions, the colonel is appreciated as he restores one’s faith in stereotypes. You sign up with a dude like that, you can figure to spend some time out on the cutting edge.

			Just as there were number-ten AOs, the worst areas of responsibility, for grunts, like the la Drang and A Shau, there were stone-number-one spook centers dotted across the Nam. Places like Danang and Hue, where a cool fool could lay down a monster power base and scarf up those perks and bennies for miles. With two covert airlines among the perquisites and benefits, and the old national-security gambit at your fingertips, the marketplace took on a kind of Alice-in-Wonderland glow.

			It became a mad feast of temptations for some, ranging from black market to dope market to money market to arms market to the biggest market of all — people! Any swag from boocoo loads of Thai weed to stagger the most jaded DEA narc, dusted with anything from angel to opium, to viper-fast money scams in any conceivable aspect of the international currency exchange.

			There were spooks out there who could help you succumb to the temptations for a price. Get you a little Chinese boy or ship your souvenir SKS home for you (a couple of generals even had trouble with that one), or make some fast money magic so remarkably complex that the sophistication of the math and the labyrinthine pathways of the paper laundry would leave you blinkin’ and winkin’ and counting your fingers.

			Everybody had heard the wild stories about the dude up in Can Tho who had taken his first month’s cut out of some Black Luigi–grade action and paid cash for a Lear back home. It had reputedly filled two Samsonite suitcases with big bills. Part of his world-class action bought him a ticket into the Euro-Asian dope-deals-on-wheels club. X-dollars, or for that matter any kind of Monopoly money from MPC to piasters, could buy you the keys to a new Mercedes loaded with all the options including power steering, fancy wheels, luxury interior, and about fifty kilos of unstepped-on pharmacy flake tucked away under the spot welds.

			The Mercedes was delivered dockside, FOB New York or the Coast, and the keys and the car they started were yours to keep. The other keys, the kilos of flake — that was the vigorish on the import duty. Lots of dudes bought a new Mercedes overseas just that way — never doubt it.

			D’Allesandro was right at home in all this shit. He probably had a new car loaded with fifteen years worth of girl stashed in some Big Apple parking lot. He was a street-smart, Queens-born mercenary who looked like anything but what he was — a New York wop.

			Who can explain what makes you tight in such situations? We had buddied up from the first day, laughing together in a flurry of rubber-tipped insults and we’d become instantly close. Trust was a given, the way it sometimes is in such friendships. We realized we now had somebody who would watch our back like it was his own. That’s a rare and comforting thing. Over there it was everything.

			He had a certain grace, almost an elegance of movement, an organic poise that made everything work for him. D. gave off this aura of self-confidence too. The whole thing came together to make his physical presence seem more than what it was. He had a careless, somehow theatrical way of implying status and privilege, and it could lead the unwary observer into fatally underestimating his limitless capacity for violence.

			Just about the time you had him figured — whoops! — another surprise.

			I had seen D’Allesandro in the boonies, where he could draw Viet kids like a magnet. I’d watched when he was so tired he wanted to drop bone-beat, but he’d take time to talk to the children and give them goodies out of his ruck. I’d seen this happen in a certain hamlet once and watched him shoot an old mama-san not five minutes later. We had gone in searching for Charlie and the usual signs of caches of weapons, food, medical supplies. Tunnels, all the rest. A withered old crone who looked about a hundred comes out of this one hootch and he goes, “Where VC?”

			“No.”

			“Where VC?”

			“No VC.”

			“Where VC? Talk!”

			“No!” She shakes her wrinkled puss. “No VC!”

			“Where VC, goddammit!”

			“No VC!”

			“YOU VC!”

			“NO VC!”

			“You goddamn VC bitch!”

			“No VC! VC numma ten!” They were always number ten and we were number one.

			“V-goddamn-C motherfuckin’ lyin’ bitch!”

			“No VC! NO VC! VC nummah ten! VC nummah ten!”

			“Yeah, you ole bitch,” he says, gritting his teeth, the eyes going flat and icy, “an’ tonight VC will be nummah-fuckin’-one and we’ll be nummah ten. Now where the fuck are the VC goddamn you to hell!” He’s locked and loaded.

			“NO VC! NO VC! NO VC! NO VC!”

			She screams, and he just lights her right up. She drops in a wet bundle of dirty rags. Somebody’s grandmother. Wow, man. Sin loi, granny. Payback is a motherfucker.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			“Over here you learn to live with death.”

			 — in-country wisdom

			I wheel the jeep through a miniature version of Soul Alley, what Chi and I call Seoul Alley in Little Chinatown, scattering bicycles and b-girls, dodging axle-busting chunks of blacktopped road and tire-eating potholes, wheeling the battered four-wheel drive through the cycles and the street shit. Tu Do it ain’t.

			Ramshackle hootches, shanties, and corrugated tin roofs begin to thin out. I hang a hard right into a nearly invisible and improbably narrow side street that ends abruptly in a dark cul-de-sac between a pair of vendor’s sleaze-stalls and a bar called, not without wit, Crazy Horse.

			I abandon my jeep again with a Hail Mary and hit the bar. Nodding to a couple of the regulars and bar girls, I cut through the interior and go straight out the back door. Crossing a small courtyard about the size of three trashcans, I enter a plain, unmarked wooden door and climb the first flight of stairs, going up real loud and doing it so everybody knows I know they know. I have some real nervous neighbors here and there.

			One of the brothers is always singing this song about how his papa is a Mau Mau, and I sing this lovely lyric as I hit the stairs, singing at the top of my voice so no one will suspect I am out of breath.

			I open the door, and when I see her it happens as it always happens. My world just changes, brightens, then softens. Whatever load I’m carrying I leave back on those steps. It all lifts off me the moment I look at her.

			Chi is about as far from the Western sex goddess image as you can get, though I always think of her as lovely. Tiny-boned and reed-slim, she has a body almost without curve. Even in her work clothes, slit cheongsams and miniskirts, tottering on three-inch high heels, her legs are just too thin to be spectacular.

			Her ass is just a small rear end, functional but nothing too decorative. Walking away from you, she evokes few lustful thoughts. Even by Asian standards, her thin body is so flat-chested that at first glance the nipples appear to be nearly as large as the breasts themselves. Taken by itself, Chi has the body of a small, well-developed but relatively unattractive child.

			Nor is her face particularly beautiful or even striking. The skin is pliant, almost rubbery to the touch, smooth and resilient over her whole body. From the physical aspect, her most noteworthy attributes are her gorgeous eyes and sleek, long hair that falls to her ass in a straight, shiny cascade of black silkiness. I love to feel that mane of hair, to cup my hand behind her neck and hold that sweet head in my hand.

			She had learned early on to compensate for any physical endowments that she might have lacked. It was in her attitude that she dazzled and charmed. She had a personality so feminine that just her presence in a room could open me up like a tropical flower. I wasn’t alone. Within a few minutes she’d have most men falling all over themselves trying to please her. And since her job was to please me, she was very, very popular.

			“Hi, baby,” she said in that soft, hoarse whisper that I loved, coming to me and arching up on her tiptoes as I bent down to kiss her. God, it was so good to be home. We barely had to speak.

			“Hello, love.”

			“Ummmmm.”

			“So tired.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Can you stay tonight?”

			“Oh, yeah.” We kissed again and she went to get me a beer. Even a year ago, had someone told me that this would be happening to me, the notion would have been so alien that I would have been unable to respond.

			“ — and you’re going to fall in love with an Oriental prostitute . . .” (Say what?) Steeped as I was in the usual machismo, heritage, and social custom, the prideful baggage of vanity and ego that most American males lift as soon as they can reason, I would have been an unlikely candidate for Chi.

			But as I learned more about who she was, who she really was, the things that had once seemed so important lost their relevance over here. And what had begun as pay sex had evolved into something quite dear. I’d learned to see traits, values, and skills once overlooked as inconsequential as coveted, rare gifts. I treasured her sweetness, wisdom, serenity, and the sweet-sour soulfulness of her tough vulnerability. I valued Chi’s attentiveness, for example, the way I’d once valued big tits in a low-cut dress.

			I was still enough of an asshole that I wanted the big tits just as much as ever. And the girls downstairs who had silicone jobs always got my attention right away. But Chi had become a helluva lot more than sex for me. I tried to think about a future for us, but nothing ever came to mind. Maybe I didn’t really believe I had a future. To Chi’s credit, there were no requests, no demands, only the good sweetness between us.

			Prostitution carries no onus of immorality in the lower-class Vietnamese family as it would back home. The exigent needs of survival are sufficiently obvious to the pragmatic Asian mind that it is simply viewed as obtainable work for a certain demographic percentage of the female population. No more stigma attaches to it than might to certain coal miners in Appalachia, foundry, factory, or mill workers in Indiana, or similarly throughout the American blue-collar substrata. You take what work there is. The work carried few imputations of rightness or ethical posture. In any event, the act of sex was perceived as more of a biological and less of a metaphysical phenomenon.

			“Mercy boo-coo, Madame Gazelle,” I tell her in my redneck-impression voice as she sets the beer in front of me. Fractured French knocks her out for some reason. She holds a cool, damp cloth to the back of my neck, and I can feel her tiny, gentle fingers ever so lightly massaging my eyelids.

			“Sic my butterflies on ya, woman,” I say, fluttering my eyelashes against her small, soft hand as she giggles. We have our small delights.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			“How do you handle an elephant with three balls?”

			 — latrine set-up line

			“You walk him and pitch to the hippo.”

			 — latrine punch line

			 — and then that scratched out and “You grab him by the cock.”

			 — and below that

			“Grab Me by the cock, you fag!”

			 — and that scratched out and in big letters

			“I eat pussy, you cheezdix.”

			 — Spec 4 Don 3/4

			 — and finally

			“Don lick dick.”

			— Dick, 1st NVA Regiment

			We are at Chi’s place, little more than a large walk-in closet, but hers. Beyond and above and just out of handgun range of the bar called Crazy Horse.

			I look at my sweet lady. She looks at me and smiles.

			“Hi,” she says in her softest whisper.

			But I cannot pass a straight line and I reply, “Not quite yet.” I will remedy that immediately per Southeast Asian Unit/Covert Operation Group standing operating procedure for the pleasure of the Commander, U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam, your basic SAUCOG(SOP)ComUSMACV. The smoking lamp is lit, and I tell her so.

			“Fire ’em up if you got ’em.”

			I feel like I’m stoned by osmosis, from proximity to the poisons of the hooded cobra, that somehow I’ve signed away my soul. Somewhere between “the farm” in Virginia, and the sand dunes of Cam Ranh Bay and here . . . I lost it. Maybe it left in the body bags, old meat going out — new meat coming in. Maybe it got up and booked the first time I heard a single-digit midget yell at a newby, “You only got three-six-fiver and a wake-up. Harrrrr har harrrrrrrrrrr.” What the hell have I gone and done. My reveries are interrupted by a clump of boots on the rickety stairs.

			“Mus’ be Jon,” she says.

			“Come!” I say as he knocks loudly.

			“If you say so, then it is,” D’Allesandro comes in and immediately lifts her up for a big smooch.

			“You make some rady numbah one husban’, Jon. You debbil!”

			“All us horny GIs are just alike, Chi.” They have this sex number they both like to run on me all the time.

			“What’s to it, mano.”

			“Nuttin’ to it.” He looks up at me with eyes like midnight gravestones. I flash on the stare contest D’Allesandro and the colonel must have had, the cobra and the black mamba.

			“Ugly guinea bastard,” I say.

			“Dickeye fuck, ya.”

			“Bammy-bam, si’l vouz plait, my cherry,” I request, using the familiar corruption of Ba Muoi Ba, and Chi goes off to fetch more bottles of poisonous Vietnamese beer.

			“Ahhh-so.”

			“I love it. Fuckin’ thirty-seven guard dogs runnin’ around shittin’ all over themselves. Fuckin’ slope bodyguards. Colonel’s a fuckin’ piece of work, ain’t he? Shit. I always come away from him ready to fall down a fucking hole and find Judy Garland and the Tin Man down there.”

			“Shit. You high already, ya fuck?”

			“Not yet, but I’m fixin’ to git thataway.”

			D’Allesandro is another of those who strikes me as totally fearless. How the fuck can they be like that? Some of them, for all their tough guy airs, you figure their foolhardiness is simple stupidity. But others — Jon, for example — are intelligent, ostensibly sensible men who have just given themselves over to it.

			Brave beyond any description in the field. Loving contact, whether they admit it or not. Not necessarily heroic — heroes get dead fast — but one of the rare breed that genuinely gets off on it. They evince a combination of talent and perilous self-assurance that typifies this brand of lithe, tough, uninjured youth. They usually burn out after a few firefights.

			Jon affected the hero’s sensibilities. Small-unit tactics and strategy. Fortifications and fields of fire. Camouflage and concealment. Escape and evasion. The gospels according to the mercenary testament. Their vital signs hummed and ticked and glowed. Mere work was their thrust. And the coldness was there, even in the youngest among them.

			I can still see Jon D. all these years later, see him back there with Shooter Price and the others, guns up, barrels hot, surrounded by warm brass and death stink, and never a moment of fear showing. They would just look at each other and sort of go, “Well, smack it. Good fuckin’ luck, eh? Next case.” They could just breathe deeply and step back from it and be right where they were before. Not me. I was fucking paralyzed. Scared shitless doesn’t describe it.

			“Merci, mon amour,” I tell her as Chi laughs, setting the bottles of Luke-the-Gook “33” down on our scarred, chipped table.

			“Here’s looking up your address,” he says, taking a long pull at the beer. I do likewise. “Aaaaaaahhhh. Now that’s formaldehyde.”

			“You ’bout half wrecked already, right?”

			“No.”

			“Bullshit.”

			“Really. I did a little hash with the magic man downstairs. I was waitin’ on you, asshole.”

			“Well. What the fuck are you waitin’ on now, asshole?” We laugh. I get up.

			“You get any of that good righteous dew?”

			“Is piss yella?”

			“Hey.”

			“Say?”

			“How’s it feel to be drinkin’ and smokin’ witcher big-time, freelance gunman. Huh? Pretty exciting or what?”

			“Huh? Oh, yeah. Shit. Golly. Gee. It’s hard to put into words.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“How about, lower than shark shit and it’s on the bottom of the fuckin’ ocean.”

			“That’s the way you feel too, eh?”

			“I feel lower than a snake’s dick.”

			“That’s pretty fuckin’ low.”

			“We got this big ugly motherfuck of a war goin’ on, and here we’re supposed to waste a fucking radio station? This is a mission? This is a hand job.”

			“‘This is no mission, it’s a fuckin’ sentence.”

			“‘Shit.” I pinch the twist off.

			I flashed on the Mission Profile Acceptance. We had to sign a fuckin’ contract, like we had some kind of fuckin’ choice. What would they have done if we’d refused to sign the son of a buck, send us to fucking Vietnam? I barely glanced at the shit. My impression was that it was one of those contracts where the big print said you were forbidden to read the little print.

			“I know how I feel.”

			“’Zat right?”

			“I feel like somebody butt-stroked me right between the running lights.”

			“Fuckin’ weird lash-up.” I ask him about the contract. “Is that some shit? Sign a contract for a mission. I’ve already signed every goddamn thing from an agreement that I never belonged to the Sons of Italy or the AFL-CIO or the German Dickbinders Club or whatever, to a fuckin’ hazard waiver, what the fuck more is there to sign? They own our balls for the tour, man.”

			“I didn’t even read that mother raper. I’ll sign anything. I don’t give a rat fuck.” We down the last of the warm formaldehyde and I light up.

			“Be with this — some good gangster.” He takes a big hit.

			“Ummmmmmf.”

			“Unnnnnnnn. I love that routine where he lays the ole eyeballs on ya and doesn’t say anything for about a minute and a half. Whatever works for ya.”

			“Som’bitch stared me right down,” I tell him. “I just said fuck it and looked around at the maps. Evil-eye motherfuck.”

			“Whooofffff. Shit’s all fucking right.”

			“Ummmmm.” Room is starting to smell pretty damn fine.

			“Win some hearts and behinds with this shit.”

			D’Allesandro twirls his empty in a tabletop puddle, slowly letting out potent gangster in a stream of gray-green smoke. I pictured him and the cobra eyeballing each other. Paper covers rock. The old man was a tough, hardass spook who’d come from up around the Citadel, where he’d supposedly been running a secret cadre of headhunters near the big CIA station. He had these real hairy South Viets for bodyguards. Not the Marvin the Arvin pussies you hear about. Hard-core.

			The colonel was a genuine field spook and not about to come in from the cold as mythologized in Cornwellian song and story. He was the kind of hardbark-connected fucker who could get you your own personal body bag without much trouble at all.

			“Ummmmmm, goddamn.”

			“Whatdya think.”

			“I think this is some righteous shit,” D’Allesandro says, exhaling eighty-dollar Columbian. “Where the fuck you get this shit, roll a supply sergeant?”

			“So goddamn it, what do ya think, man? I mean, are we gonna take some names or what? You see those grave makers. Motherfucker.”

			“Couple them shines are goddamn big enough, that’s for fuckin’ sure. You check out that goddamn skinny boy? Where’d that ugly fucker come from? Look like they hauled his ass outta some damn garbage heap.”

			“I hope you ain’t talkin’ bout my new bes’ friend, Harold Grein. Don’t fuck with me ’n’ Harold, dude.” We laugh.

			“Hey,” I say, “Howja like the li’l southern boy. Howdja like to kick some of his little booty?”

			“He didn’t took so bad to me, man. I just walked up to his ass and said, umm, let me uh introduce myself, dude. I’m a man of wealth and taste. If you want to live, you be sure not to get in my way, you punk cracker. My name is Jon D’Allesandro.” D’Allesandro laughs.

			He had the mercenary’s obsession with and love for weaponry. He was the type called a “rock ’n’ roll freak,” meaning that some deep inner compulsion, some Fourth of July kind of smoldering firecracker of a lust tucked away down in there really got off on it.

			Just since I’d known him, I’d seen him with a 14, an Uzi, a 16, and his latest close-range pride and joy: a Military Armaments Corporation Model 10 in full auto. This was the original, real McCoy, and Lord knows what goods or services he’d fragged to some company gunrunner for this baby. She was gunsmith-blueprinted, dead bang on, silenced with a Sionics type supressor/silencer, and capable of spitting out a stream of .45-caliber justice with the touch of a trigger finger. In D’Allesandro’s expert hands the MAC/10 was one lethal, motherfucking hose of instant death up close and personal.

			In Jon’s hands, weapons of any kind took on another dimension. Like any craftsman, he always made it look so easy. He had none of the — what’s the word, aversion? — to a tool that dispenses death and destruction that is natural for most men. Even that doesn’t quite nail it down. You had the feeling that he was instantly at home with a slingshot, a .44 Mag, an over-and-under, a LAW, any damn thing from a crossbow to a surface-to-air missile. If you could put your hands on it and fire it, D’Allesandro was in harmony with it.

			But it was one thing to be good with guns, and something else again to watch D’Allesandro with an Ingram. I’d heard he’d taken off two boatloads of Viet Cong with an improbable — hell no, call it miraculous — sequence of fast bursts, advanced algorithmic triggernometry, and watching him perform gave you a tingling feel that was akin to watching an artist at work. I would see him burn the Ingram out at an A Camp up in boonierat land, playing his instrument the way Diz blew riffs, with a totality of sureness and startling economy of energies. D’Allesandro was fire and ice.

			“Yeah,” I said, sobering up in spite of my best efforts. “Grave makers.” We looked at each other.

			“Yeah. But whose?”

			“Somethin’ wrong here, mano.” I shook my head. “Somediing very, very wrong.”

			“You believe this shit.”

			“Fuck no. I don’ even believe this fucked-up country is here. I sure as shit don’t believe this other bogus bullshit.”

			“I feel a little tickle back in the seat of my pants — you know, like in the heinie region — feel something tryin’ to sneak up the ole South American pipeline.”

			“Comin’ up the old choco-lah-tay highway, eh?”

			“That’s the one, dude. The telltale tickle. Somebody’s waitin’ for us to bend over and pick up the soap and — wham-o!”

			“Right up the poop chute. I know the feeling well.”

			“There’s only one thing you can say about it, I mean, you got to look at the bright side, right?”

			“Really.”

			“They ain’t gettin’ no cherry.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			“Hardly any of his assassins survived him for more than three years, or died a natural death.”

			 — Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus
on the life of Julius Caesar

			We sit, transfixed, as the unblinking eyes of the cobra bore into the souls of every man in the hootch. A talking snake is not a good sign. Some of us in the room may have abused various controlled substances, and word groups enlarge and reduce at will in their attempt to penetrate the chemical data screens.

			“. . . members of this spike team . . . greater risks . . . fullest extent of our military resources . . . every refinement of the combined civilian and military technologies . . . final analysis it will be you . . . carry out this mission.” Mission. The pounding on the door of the mind. Mission slams like steel hammers, admission, emission, remission. “. . . reason . . .” Yes, let us reason together. Reason about the mission. Communication breaks through:

			“. . . situation . . . explained individually . . . Our political leadership cannot afford to let this flagrantly illegal station continue broadcasting, but there cannot be an incident that might compromise us at this time. We can’t be caught with a military unit across the fence, if that indeed is where Toledo Blade takes you. So your spike team . . .” I feel dizziness at “in the execution phase, but, should something go wrong out there . . .” The cobra blinks and I see him swallow as if the snake has ingested a mouse. Very dizzy.

			“Your job is to find this base signal and sign it off permanently. Headquarters location: unknown. Transmitters: undetermined. Somewhere in this general area — ” The E-8 points up into the zone and my queasiness increases with the movement of his pointer. “Mobile ops: unknown.” He shrugs. “The station is broadcasting throughout Vietnam and across the border, into Laos and Cambo.”

			The hooded cobra reaches down and activates a tape player and we hear a male voice say, “High-band monitor: Golf sector, Quang Tri Province, 338-MARS.” We hear a snap of static and a smooth, sexy voice fills the room.

			“Canadian bitch goddess, age thirty-one, looks much younger, beautiful figure, is quote totally dominant end quote and into serious B&D and S&M, wants to hear from all submissive personalities who are willing to kneel and serve. I am an equal-opportunity employer.” Some laughter. “Send your recent photo and stamps for a quick, hot reply, to Miss Masters, 725 North Courtenay, Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada. And this is KILL Outlaw Radio!

			“Looking for expendable aircraft from ultra-light kites on up? Fast boats? Disposable specialties? Write to us for a giant free catalog today. New China Arms, Box 866, Taipei, Taiwan 110.

			“Don’t waste money on fake snuff films when we deliver the real thing. See hot snuff sex the way you like it. Write for catalog of 8-mm professional snuff titles to Mitsu Film, 9000 Ichibankan, Jinnan, Shibuya-Ku, Tokyo 150, Japan.” What is this shit?

			“Personal to AG from Pete. That thing we talked about on R&R is going down. Get in touch with our mutual buddy and make the buy. Special to AG from Pete. That thing we talked about on R&R is going down, so get in touch with our mutual buddy and make the buy. And KILL has a brand-new call-in number on the half hour!

			“Houseboy wanted for former officer. Your discharge will have no bearing on your employment. Preference given to gay, black applicants.” Laughter in the room. “Contact Box 11B, care of Mr. Blore — ” Raucous hoots of derision drown out the voice.

			“Contact Mr. Blowjob,” I hear someone mutter.

			“For a discharge.” More laughter.

			“Bullshit,” a huge man in front says. The cobra turns his snake head toward the burly man, and the hoods on his distended eyeballs lift slightly.

			“Yes?” He stops the tape.

			“We gonna risk our life on — this is nothing but some bullshit. Fo-git about it. Never happen, all due respec’.”

			“Yeah. Bogus bullshit,” somebody laughs behind me.

			“I agree completely. That’s exactly what it is. Perverts advertising freak sex, crooks, hustlers, it’s bullshit. No doubt about it. But the black radio station you’re listening to is in fact so dangerous that it is one of the highest intelligence priorities at this moment in time. The transmissions you’ve just heard have nothing to do with that.

			“KILL is the call letter code for a live message drop. It is used by mercenaries like some of you, hired guns, sexual aberrants, blackmailers, thieves, kidnappers, arms dealers, smugglers, sicko types of every description, every con game imaginable. Even ordinary people advertise, drawn into it by the bizarre format.

			“The station is broadcasting at irregular intervals every day, sometimes for only a few minutes at a time. They advertise phone-in messages. Brief, free commercials that are uncensored, solicited by the various on-air voices. The messages are presumably placed by listeners anonymously by their calling in via landline.

			“We don’t know the limits of the technology. But until you actually move against a hard target you’ll maintain the profile of a recon probe.”

			Probe. From the Latin. A slender surgical instrument for examination of a cavity. A pointed tip for making contact with a circuit element. A device used to penetrate or — and I’m quoting Webster’s now — “send back information from outer space.” Uh-huh. The hooded cobra blinks again.

			“The station airs messages that are placed by means of a succession of landline numbers that bypass our ICS jammers like they weren’t even there. Forget the nomenclature. All you need to know is they’ve got black boxing that’s beyond state-of-the-art. This station utilizes a telecom system that’s beyond anything we’ve got at Vung Tau or Long Binh, much less here,” he sneers. “They’re only doing one thing wrong. They’re on the air too much. And that’s where they’re giving up a shot.

			“As long as they keep transmitting the way they are, they reduce their odds of escaping detection every time they sign back on. Without going into all the triangulation and signal-lock locator stuff, the basic rundown is this: we are close to having their main base transmitter targeted. Soon as we do — we send in the first-team varsity.” He glares at the faces. “It has to be put under. The station, all personnel — destroyed, and that means if it’s on the goddamn roof of the embassy and the chief announcer is the ambassador’s wife, I don’t care where, who, or what. I want this son of a bitch all lit up.

			“Now, listen” — he lets a stream of air out and his chiseled features tighten — “when I said we have to cut our losses if something goes wrong, let me spell it out so we have a clear understanding. If you are captured alive, the kind of interrogation you’d be subjected to might place your country in a compromising position it could ill afford. That means you’ll be expected to take those measures we’ve discussed with you. Now I know that each of you have had this run by you again and again, but it is imperative you fully grasp both our position and yours. We will maintain complete, unilateral, nonnegotiable deniability with regard to your existence or to that of the mission. Officially you will have ceased to exist.

			“You’ve met Lieutenant Spangler, and this is as good a time as any to let your team leader say a few words. Roy, do you have any comments you want to add to what I’ve said?”

			A wiry young Marine butter bar stands. “Yes, sir. Some of the men may understand the critical seriousness of the mission, but they might find it difficult to believe that an out-and-out covert radio station would dare to operate this far south, or even in the Z. We’re used to associating this kind of a black radio op with the more traditional propaganda voice coming out of a satellite country such as East Germany.” He looks at the cobra.

			“The fact is, we operate several broadcast stations like this ourselves: Voice of Freedom in Hue, Radio Vietnam, which we set up with dissident North Vietnamese, many more. Psy-ops has several things running from piston-propeller craft in conjunction with CIA/DIA operations. There are all types of black radio ops on both sides. But this one” — he looks at the colonel and shakes his head — “we gotta hit it.”

			The hooded cobra is impassive, a master of the burning, bridge-of-the-nose stare. Every brush-cut hair is chiseled from gray granite. The face is hard-core, deeply tanned, lined with payback. “Any further questions at this point? . . . Yes?”

			Somebody in the back of the room has a question. A man clears his throat as he carefully frames his inquiry and we turn to look.

			It is Harold, of course, smiling pleasantly. Or his approximation of a death’s head smile.

			“Uh, you know, like uh — ” he begins quietly, “if we, uh, souvenir us some gook stuff ’n’ that. Lak, kin we mail stuff home?”

			There is a sudden fit of loud coughing, many of the coughs sounding strangely like stifled giggles.

			What would Harold’s home be? I wonder. What family waits for the odd package from sonny? Does an old granny still rock back and forth on the porch, waiting for the return of their prodigal killer? Will her eyes grow misty as she opens the crudely lettered container, government franked and drop-shipped. (Look, Jethro, they wusn’t no stamps onnit.) And will she smile and shake her head as she opens the horrid box with a plastic bag full of . . . gook stuff that he has “souvenired” her, and chuckle, “Oh, that Harold’ll be the death of me!” Will Harold be the death of me? Or will he follow me all the days of my life, helping me to fear no evil as I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, knowing that our tail-end Charlie is the baddest motherfucker in the valley?

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			“Burnt offering and sin offering thou hast not required.”

			 — Psalms 40:6

			0811. Operation Toledo Blade is running. Cranked, radiating poisoned karma and fear, I’m doing what every grunt hates. Humping the boonies. I can cut it, however, because I am high on life. On line:

			White Laidlaw, a custom-made point man so long as he lives to tell about it. White Laidlaw, teenage assassin.

			Smith. Quiet little fucker. Seems like a good man.

			Washington. Tough. Sharp, solid splib.

			El Tee, the lieutenant.

			Dutchman.

			Doc, the corpsman.

			Hedgepath. Bad news.

			Price. The shooter.

			Warren.

			Ewell.

			Harold already falling back, dragging along at his own pace. Happy as a fucking clam like it was a walk in the park. Me and Jon D’Allesandro up front. All of us oblivious to the strings of our puppet masters just as Harold O. Grein is oblivious to us, HOG, some of us will call him. The only human, surely, for whom the Nam is a hobby.

			Jon, walking the point man’s slack, sums it all up for me as he turns and mutters to nobody in particular, “This green motherfucker is kicking my ass awready.”

			And I say comfortingly, “Hey.”

			“Eh?”

			“This ain’t even jump street yet, pops.”

			“Say?”

			“We just think this is gonna get bad. We don’t know what bad is yet. They’re gonna show us some heavy-duty hurt before this Asian vacation is over.”

			“Just don’t fall down and go boom,” he says, eyeing Sweet Alice, my piece.

			“Never happen,” I assure him, but that was exactly what I was thinking.

			I’m not that nuts about us walking in single file. Why can’t we take the bus or somethin’? Bunch of guys with weapons. I flash on a nightmare image.

			I’m about thirteen and we’d gone our coon hunting. Me and my uncle Arthur and this friend of his. I don’t even remember the old dude’s name now. And he’d had a couple of snorts. It was a bad scene. We almost bought it that night.

			If it had been up to Arthur, it never would have happened, but this old guy had to be Mr. Sportsman. He knew everything about it. And he led us into some bad-ass swamp. You hunt coon at night. He was the point. I was in the middle. He stepped right into quicksand. I almost went down, too, but my uncle got me out in time. The old dude kept going down and you don’t fight and thrash around in quicksand, you try to freeze; the more you thrash, the deeper it takes you and suddenly the dude was up to his waist and going fast and he had us grab his gun and we almost had him outta there when he got a finger over a trigger and the .22 long-rifle shot went right by my ear there in the darkened swamp. I screamed and cried like a little baby. I was never so scared in my life. I never hunted much after that incident.

			Just shows you the kind of thing happens to people who don’t leave the little coons alone. They didn’t do anything. Just sitting around in trees doing whatever coons do, ya know? I mean, go fuck around with Mother Nature and see what happens.

			And here I am still making the same mistakes. Walking in a line behind guys with guns. Messing with coons and shit. Never learn. What if the point kid would walk into quicksand? What if somebody falls down and goes boom? You have to think about these things.

			Everyone is gathering around the lieutenant and his RTO, the radioman, a splib called Dusty who gets to hump the big radio, which is called, appropriately, a “prick.” The lieutenant has his map out and is taking a compass check. He came up through the ranks and could be worse as lifers go. But he’s got a real can of worms to deal with, a mixed bag of mercs, military and civilian oddballs, and God knows what. This is not the kind of a lash-up where you can make mistakes. He’d better be damn good with those maps.

			This sector of The Badlands resembles a huge letter H lying on its side. We are at the lower left of the recumbent H, with the top bar of the H being the blue feature. The middle bar is a trail or red ball that runs from the blue feature to where we are clustered now. We are moving parallel to the red ball through some abandoned rice fields to get to the tree line that borders the blue at its narrowest point. The tree line is a perfect ambush point if our intelligence has any chops whatsoever.

			“Whatcha got, Dusty?” the lieutenant asks his radioman.

			“I got something up on the high band, El Tee, listen to this.” It is a strong transmission, a silky voice without accent, and at first I think he’s picked up a dee-jay on AFVN.

			“Risk taker wants short-term special job. Perfect if your situation requires fully trained female op. Her specialty areas: infiltration, intelligence gathering, and 35-mm photography. Prefer European assignment. Have also worked quote straight blackmail honey traps unquote. Female op is excellent with limited-access targets. Contact Occupant, Box 301, Kingsbury 2089, Victoria, Australia. And this is KILL Outlaw Radio!

			“Young and well-built Vietnamese stud eager to please and promises to give full satisfaction. I am available for any action and I am bilingual, bisexual, and multiracial. Check me out with Frankie at the Vegas Bar. I swing quote like Tarzan unquote. And KILL swings just for you, with free commercials you won’t hear on tame Armed Forces Radio!”

			“You got a fix on this sonofabitch?” our young lieutenant asks.

			“Negative, sir.”

			“Personal to Ed the Head — phone Lotus right away at work . . . Ed the Head — phone Lotus right away at work.

			“Code Name Abracadabra asks: are you a top terrorist bounty hunter? Do you have at least ninety days’ field experience? Are you quote short unquote? We pay high hazard money offering per-job contracts with maximum cash fees and comp. Will deposit your Swiss bank or other in advance based on checkable private reference sources. We are the ultimate in discretion. We offer full in-country tactical support and intelligence gathering. All details of access and infiltration handled with dispatch. If you are the best at your craft, we can use you. Are you willing to quote whack out unquote a high hazard target if the money is right? You must assure all parties you will not go shy with personal leverage provided to principals. Cash is six figures, sanitized, and the comp is triple-a number one. We want professionals only; no Walter Mitty types, cowboys, or lunatic fringe wanted. If you can fill the bill contact ABRACADABRA, Alpha-Bravo-Romeo-Alpha, Box six-six-niner-one, APO, New York 09669. This is KILL Outlaw Radio!”

			KILL and Vietnam were perfect for each other. To be Viet meant many things, but when one generalized about the people, the by-product of a tribal melting pot of ancient traits, one conjured up the image of a diminutive, tough, strongly featured, proud, hardened, cunning race capable of gross crudities or the delicately subtle. War-torn and weather-beaten, the yin and yang met within their collective character to form a well-spring of national ambiguities: great strength and a fondness for deception, intestinal fortitude, and acquiescence to monumental greed and corruption. The clash of ambiguities puzzled the Western mentality. KILL belonged here in the Vietnamese Badlands, apotheosis of the gritty little outlaw. And this is why we were here. To silence the outlaw at all costs.

			Domestic experts in telecommunications from Bell Systems to Western Electric were imported. In-country pros like CIA ELINT, utilizing the vast resources of COMSEC on one hand to COMINCON on the other, were all uniformly unsuccessful in thwarting the highly sophisticated message-drop system. The landlines were utilized by means of what was described as “a kind of gigantic black box in reverse, as operated by genius computer hackers.”

			A caller would pick up a handset in, say, Saigon and dial the telephone number of the hour. Numbers were changed constantly. Faraway the complex system activated. Many kilometers from the caller’s city circuitry concerted the electrical signals into sound, and high-voltage bug killers began to sizzle. Multiline locators found their special “pair.” Touch tones bleeped their pleasant-sounding obbligato.

			Frequencies met, introduced, harmonized, were married. Out beyond the terminal, another device scrambled the circuitry as the call cooked along the tandems. An interface connected out along the long lines and an answering service relay interlocked, keying in a pre-record back into an infinity transmitter.

			The system was described as a “small miracle.” One senior official called it “ten thousand times more efficient” than the local service. (“Working, operator, working goddammit!”) Miraculous and unjammable.

			“There ya go, El Tee! Got that booger.”

			“Outstanding,” he said, picking up the mike. “Phu Bai T&R, this is Toledo Six Actual, over.”

			Awwwwkkkkkk — “over?”

			“Phu Bai, Toledo Six requesting triangulation on the following coordinates. Wait one, over.”

			Using their own long-distance relay system, the radio research unit would instantly begin triangulating on the latest KILL signal by means of the latest satellite technology. The ultimate in search equipment would lock in on the broad-beamed signal and an airborne triangulation unit would correlate the data as it was down-linked back to Phu Bai radio research.

			At 1330 we are at the edge of a bleached boneyard of drift beside the blue feature, a pile of white litter that lies strewn like a discarded ribbon alongside the riverbank. The load of quarter-mil Dexis, tepid Kool-Aid, and the fun of humping a ninety-pound ruck in this heat has really combined to start kicking my ass. I step forward into the deep drift, shifting my weight carefully and watching for trip wires and mines and things that go bump. I feel my boot crunch down through the dry driftwood, and hallucinate for a fraction of a second as I flash on a chunk of white wood the size and shape of a skull.

			My mind speeds through a blurred 16-mm print of Auschwitz, Dachau, Bergen-Belsen, Treblinka, Long John Silver, Blackboard, Jolly Roger, Terry and the Pirates, The Phantom. DWI driver’s ed films of skulls peeled open, decapitation in Cambodia, skull images. My boot crunches down through the fragile wood with a sound of pulverizing bone that totally bums me out. The last thing I need right now is to start hallucinating skulls.

			Parallel to the top of the H on its side, there is an overgrown, hardball trail that runs alongside the ribbon of drift as we continue to walk up river. Floating tree limbs leave amber stripes in the dirty water like small boats leaving a little brown wake. A wisp of smoke from some distant fire hangs above the green tree line in the distance. The RTO, who is walking my slack, says for no reason, “Wham, bam! Pineapple jam.”

			“Say what,” I mutter sotto voce without turning.

			“Huh?” D’Allesandro asks, and the guy in front of him turns and asks him,

			“D’jew say somethin’?”

			“Jam,” I mutter.

			“Jam it?” D’Allesandro says.

			“You jam it,” the dude in front of him says.

			We continue through the afternoon heat and the endless day. Already a day two days long. We move parallel to the blue and slightly off the trail that is almost certain to be booby-trapped, inching next to the tree line. We are at the edge of paddies, which are bisected by a series of muddy dikes. The tendril of smoke can now be seen curling from a dogpatch village at the far end of the next field.

			Remember Dogpatch in the comic strips? That dogpatch looked like Richbitch City compared to the dogpatches here, impoverished hamlets begging to be Zippoed. A sickening stench hangs in the stifling, breezeless air around the hootches as we cautiously make our way toward the dogpatch, edging alongside the trail. We can hear a rooster crowing in the distance, crowing in Vietnamese in the heat of the day as we move into this all-penetrating pocket of smell. The lieutenant and Ewell continue their ceaseless call-and-response litany. “Spread it out . . . Don’t bunch up . . . Spread it out there . . .” which they alternate, repeating it over and over all day, every day. It is their joint — so to speak — rosary which they say in the classic manner, first the El Tee, then the Sarge.

			“Spread it out.”

			“C’mon, let’s spread it out there, now.”

			The bishop speaks, then the altar boy repeats the litany. He jams on the bishop’s chord changes, and so a simple request to “Spread it out” can be repeated.

			“Spread it out there, goddammit — how many times we gotta tell ya?”

			“Hey, Gunny, we’re spread, for fuck’s sake, Jeezus.”

			“Mortar shell take half you right out there, girls, spread it out. I done tole ya five hunnert times awready.” Sergeant Andy Ewell, MOS: ass-kicker. M-70 blocker, blooper, thump-gun, 40-mm grenade-launcher man, grenadier, tube man, like that there. Just another friendly E-7 asshole trying to get it done. Cut and dried. The lifer mentality.

			He looks the part. You can see a general saying to him on camera, “Where you from, son?” I’m from Audiemurphyville in the American Heartland, sir.

			“Edina, Minnesota,” he says. But only one thing is in Ewell’s head:

			“Come on, come on,” let me show ya, um hmm.

			“Hail Mary, full of grace . . .” the name of the game is.

			“Spread it out, dammit.” Jody was home when ya left, you’re right.

			“Don’t bunch up — keep it spread out there, people, don’t ya ladies know nothin’ fer crissakes! Come on, goddammit!” Blessed art thou among women.

			“Slop that goddamn bunchin’ up how many fuckin’ times — ”

			The Lost Patrol. Victor McLaglen, Boris Karloff, and Wallace Ford.

			“ — Do I gotta’ tell ya! Kee-rist on a fuckin’ crutch!” Yeah. Right. Gotcha. Blessed is the fruit of thy womb.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			“You are all fair, my love; there is no flaw in you.”

			 — Song of Solomon 4:7

			Bare of any flirtation, their original relationship had simply been a coming together of like souls, the kind of march that seldom results in a true bond of closeness, each of them too much like the other so that the self-revealing aspect heightens into an uncomfortable self-criticism. But such was not the case with Princess and her new friend.

			In several nights spent in the other’s company, they had only made love three times, and that had been in their first weeks of acquaintance. Her friend was in love with someone else to begin with.

			The first time had been what men sometimes call a mercy fuck, happening less out of need than simply because both of them thought the other expected and wanted it. The physical part had been almost embarrassingly perfunctory and clinical. But as they became friends, each of them viewed the incident as nothing more than what it was — an inconsequential, irrelevant act.

			The second time had been a sloppy, rather tough bout taking place in the middle of the night, a third stranger in on the joke. All of them drunk on too much wine, a clumsy tag-team match in two out of three falls. A silly mess that ended up in a tight riot of dueling vibrators and giggles.

			The third time had been a slow, loving seduction. Beginning early in the evening with Princess on her sofa wearing a short, diaphanous silk nightgown in the humid closeness. Her friend looking at the hard nipples poking at the silk, the little shorty top hung by spaghetti straps from Princess’s shoulders, her friend’s hands moving across those shoulders and easing the straps down as they talked softly. Both of them knowing it was going to happen again and looking forward to it in anticipation.

			Her friend had done such an amazing thing, kissed her once, very chastely on the lower lip, and proceeded to lick every inch of Princess’s face; a slow, deliberate, hot, wet licking that covered everything from her hairline down. Long, slow strokes that were, because Princess thought in Chinese, far more symbolic than lustful. The amazing part was that Princess was touched by it. Normally fastidious, she would have been disgusted by it any other time, performed by anyone else, but she thought it so irrationally sweet that it brought tears to her eyes suddenly, and then her friend licked the salty tears away.

			And it didn’t stop, the licking on Princess’s face like it was some wonderful ice cream delight, licking her cheeks and ears and throat with the slow strokes of a long, pointed tongue. And soon Princess became aroused, against all odds. When her friend cupped Princess’s breasts and touched her hard, swollen nipples, Princess felt herself wet, flowing, almost to the point of climax. And her friend eased her back down on the cushions and gently drew her legs apart.

			It had been so perfect that it was like they had made an unspoken agreement never to repeat the incident, and the third time had been the last, the only time really, a marvelous, freaky expression of mutual admiration and trust. And the strong bond of friendship between the two badly scarred young women continued to grow. The princess and the pauper.

			If Dali, back in his melting-timepiece period, could have portrayed the two women in one of his surreal works, he might have painted them together against a background of dripping clocks and parallel lines; the lines appearing from the foreground perspective. Parallel lines that run toward the horizon, coming together in the shape of a pointed spike.

			Princess was a professional worrier and a user. There would be a time when she would use this new relationship. Down the line a ways, closer to the horizon as the pathways appeared to intersect. And this new friend who was in love with someone else would be pleased that she could be used, and she would give her gift not at all reluctantly.

			Princess the worrier was a survivor. And something was very, very wrong about this whole mess she’d stepped into. Her mood was becoming one of quiet desperation. She wanted out. This scarred, severely pockmarked young woman with the fabulously sexy voice. The voice of the outlaw.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			 “Charlie! Charrrrrr-leeeee!”

			 — television spot for a woman’s fragrance

			Walking toward smoke was invariably a spooky thing in that ghost-story land, but then, what wasn’t? If you were smart you didn’t rule anything out just because it was strange. This was a country where civilians liked to play pretend spook, where there was even a plane we called Spooky. And the spooks were everywhere. In fact, there was only one kind of dude who didn’t want you calling him a spook — a spook.

			You never knew when you were about to walk into the next kick-ass ambush, and contact would suddenly engulf you just when you were dead tired, really dragging, and it would be right there putting rounds all around you, overrunning your emotional perimeters, zapping your defense systems. When you were at your lowest psychological ebb, when you were at the bottom of your physical reserves and running on empty, contact would come — on Charlie’s terms.

			That’s what we were all about. Making like Charles. Charlie was a guerrilla: bad, mobile, unbelievably dedicated. Anything he gave up in the daytime he’d likely come back for that night. So whenever possible we fought our own brand of counter-guerrilla warfare, back before it was moved into the high-tech mode of search-and-destroy war. In the kind of bullshit war of attrition the U.S. military machine was being forced to wage, the spike team was a uniquely cost-effective weapons system.

			Operation Toledo Blade. We are moving between the tree line and the edge of a large field of rice paddies bisected by a series of muddy dikes. The impoverished dogpatch of a village has a name on the El Tee’s map that sounds preposterously close to (so of course becomes) Fuck You Two. Fuck You Two appears deserted. Smoke curls from the ashes of a presumably empty hootch. The smell is fast becoming a physical presence that we are having to deal with. Stinkyville we should have named it. Good old Fuck You Two — Kilroy was here. Vas you dere, Charlie?

			We are aware of Charlie’s proximity again. Our point gun, White, signals to D’Allesandro, who is humping his ammo, and we stop in a semi-ragged column. His vigil as point is a reflexive thing, and he has learned somehow to trust his animal instincts. White is one of those you’d never fuck with in a million years. A stone death freak. White is not his name, by the way. He has earned the name White. He always walks point, just as Harold Grein walks drag. White is standing motionlessly.

			He is sensing, smelling Cong. He says he can smell VC and we believe him. Not just the nuoc mam smell or the rotten fish odors or anything like that. It is the sharp presence of Victor Charlie, something beyond explanation. Akin to the old scouts who rode point for the cavalry because they were reputed to be able to “smell injun.” White is taking it all in, totally in harmony with his surroundings.

			He has given himself over to instinct, experience, the atavism that is down there somewhere hiding next to the vestigial tail. White walks with his brain on automatic pilot, moving slowly, loose, absorbing, tasting, flashing on shadow images and hunches and vibes. White is heavily into speed and downers — speed and downers, sports fans — and he can slither down some badass road with those incredible sensors of his scanning for the evil vibrations.

			The pocket of smell is unbearable now. Motionless, we become conscious of its overpowering assault on the senses. Nam’s stink is always there, but this is its pure, undiluted essence. It strikes at the nostrils, smashing against the mucous membranes with a peculiar blend of rotting fish, shit, camphor smoke, and germ-infested livestock smell that grabs your mind and wrenches it away from reality and sticks its dirty finger up your nostrils.

			“Here! Smell this shit, motherfucker.”

			The powerful stench of death is everywhere. Thick, acrid smoke curls from the largest of the village’s hootches like a dirty, ashen shroud. It reaches my nose with stinging effluvia of napalm, fermented fish sauce, mo-gas, body bags, cock rot, fright, immersion foot, burning feces, and shallow graves.

			“Whoa! Goddamn!” somebody behind me whispers.

			“Up-tight!” Somebody else stags, whispers back, fucking flakes. White is moving again but very carefully. We are doubly cautious, easing down through the area like porcupines fucking. The heat is shimmering visibly, an oppressive and obnoxious villain that is definitely going to drain canteens, threaten, suffocate, befuddle, exhaust, become a palpable essence, and just generally fuck us over good before this bitch is finished. Operation Toledo Blade slinks through the stinking, fucked-over dogpatch Fuck You Two all hairy and scary, groggy and grungy, and ready to get down and seriously take some names. Gook is everywhere and nowhere. Dusty’s PRC monster, king shit of all radios, is sending out a code message as I walk more or less in cadence with the coolly sexy, professional radio tones of the female voice a few meters behind me.

			“Hellbore, Ajax, Quicksilver, Zulu. Popcorn, King, Raven . . .” The distant voice is metallic, tinny, chilly. It shimmers like a mirage. It drips in the heat: a flat, remote, electronic, faintly sensuous yet abrasive, weird crackle that gets swallowed up by the atmosphere and evaporates under the hot sun as it leaves the PRC. Well-modulated and nondescript as a West Coast anchor lady asshole, the voice has been strained through a synthesizer, filtered and flattened, bled into balanced parametric E.Q.s.

			“Whiskey, Zulu, Lima . . .” The woman’s voice reverberates through a chamber of space expanders, layered onto stacked tracks so sophisticated not even the music industry has heard of them. The voice comes out of KILL Outlaw Radio camouflaged by a zillion iron filings spread like so much electro-peanut butter across Ampex heads: recorded, rewound, remixed, reunited. Disembodied and dehumanized, unrecognizable and unspectrographic, neither woman nor machine, she vanishes in the air, the cold neoglot filtering out of Dusty’s radio in an icy, hypnotic gloss:

			“Borneo, Foxfire, Caveat, Icarus . . .”

			“P-U! Who shit?”

			“Yore mammy,” I hear Shooter Price say as we clear the hootches. I hate this part of my movie. A hard-core Viet Cong rooster crows again, scaring the living shit out of me. I am operating at maximum paranoia. Not your plain, ordinary lock-the-door-fer-chrissakes-and-if-it’s-for-me-I’m-not-here paranoia. I’m talking speed freak, dope dealer, get-out-of-town-and-no-I’m-sorry-we-didn’t-bring-any-luggage paranoia. I want out.

			I want to be long gone, away from these dinks in their black pajamas and B.F. Goodrich sandals. I don’t want to see any more ghosts or spooks, brothers or sisters, Buddhists or ll-Bravos, Honda cowboys, or stoner hippies (“Got any extra change?”). I’ve seen enough green berets and red berets, white mice and black Muslims, M.P.s and NVA.

			I want to see easy riders, bells, clunky toes, fruit boots, unisex, Goodwill, fishnets, Fu Manchus, burns, Nehrus, Napoleons, Dr. Feelgoods, Wolf-man beards, wings, and minis! Most of all I want to see those miniskirts. I want to see those little mothers up to the ass. I want leg. Miles of beautiful, curved, suntanned, healthy, Californian, Texan, Mex-Tex, Michigan Avenue, Fall River leg. I want to see my last au dai, my last cyclo, my last Vietnamese street orphan, my last body bag. I want to be so short that I left yesterday and this is a recording.

			We have busted our asses all day long in this miserable green motherfucker for absolute zip. Now we are going to turn around and hump back toward the general direction of the el zee, back through the heat and the NVA, back through the antipersonnel mines and the VC snipers, back through the bad speed and the blow with Ajax, Borax, Ex-Lax, through the bouncing Betties and the sharpened bamboo with shit on it, through the sappers and the crappers, back through the maggots and the faggots and the fucking nitwit probe into The Badlands. All this because of a wild hair up the ranking poop chute of some looney-tunes lifer sitting in his black-market air-conditioning back in Danang or Nha Trang playing with his whang. Numbah fucking ten. Toledo Fucking Blade my fucking sore asshole.

			“Come see the show at China Lights and ask for Patty if you want a good time. Patty is ready for a party and quote if you are into me I’ll get into you. I love toys and having fun that only girls know about unquote. Be sure to look up Patty at China Lights. Listen up for another new phone number on the half hour, right here on KILL Radio!” KILL taunts us as we move back around the village.

			“Gentleman courier for hire. Thirteen years’ solid experience. Discreet, dignified, dependable. I am available to serve the needs of Euro-Asian businesspersons who demand the sine qua non in a trustworthy, covert courier. Professional rates. Will consider only quote nondestructive activities unquote. Write Blackwell Services, Box 100, 942 Cathcart West, Montreal, Quebec, Canada. You’re in tune with the unique services of KILL Outlaw Radio.

			“Tim. Personal message to Tim. Please let Jo Ella know if you are OK.”

			“Fucker’s OK, Jo Ella, no sweat.”

			“Yeah, Jody’s ass is OK, too, bitch.”

			“Um hum, Jody and Tim are fuckin’ each other, Jo Ella, is that OK?”

			Moving back through the rice paddies and the rain hits. A hard, butt-kicking sheet of violent, Asian-IndofuckingChinese rain that comes slamming down out of nowhere, pissing all over the river, turning everything gray and red and brown and muddy and treacherous.

			“Awwwwwww, fuck.”

			“Pissin’ fuckin’ rain.”

			“Ah cain’t see shit.”

			“Fuckin’ perfect,” I mutter.

			“How’s this shit for some palatable essence, motherfucker,” D’Allesandro says.

			“Palpable essence, you dumb honkie, chuck, whitebread skuzzbag dago greaseball of a shit-for-brains motherhumper guinea cunt,” I correct him gently.

			“That’s what I said, asshole, whyn’cha take your K-Bar and clean the wax out of your fuckin’ ears.”

			“Howja like me to take and clean the wax out of your fuckin’ ass, you spaghetti-suckin’ batsa fongool of a wop-ass eye-talian slime sack.”

			“Incoming!” somebody says, and we laugh as the rain really opens up with a vengeance, coming down hard out of the southwest or whatever fucking direction, out of a sky that is getting lighter instead of darker.

			The ceiling just descends and suddenly the icy bullets are thunking down out of the sky in brittle, horizontal sheets. When the fuck did you ever see rain like this back in the world? Fucking never happen. Only here in this godforsaken armpit of a country did the rain come out of nowhere to haul off and kick some serious ass.

			It comes exploding out of a gorgeous, hot, sunny sky: stinging, stabbing, sluicing down necks, smashing covers, collapsing poncho hootches, drenching windshields, drowning tanks, gathering in giant fucked-up puddles, enormous damn quagmires that could eat an APC, monstrous, equipment-devouring black holes that could turn a whole firebase into a dirty red loblolly of mud the consistency of concrete with a hard-on. Incoming.

			Max Frost and the Troopers are singing in the rain over Dusty’s PRC as it comes hammering our beat butts. He is trying to find the KILL signal so that lightning will strike his PRC and he will be medevaced back to a hospital in Tokyo or some damn place, where a young nurse who looks like Raquel Welch will come and sit on his face — or the other way around, whatever flies.

			“Ramrod One, Toledo Six Actual, over,” the El Tee says.

			Fawwwzzzrrr “ — copy, Toledo Six.”

			“Toledo Blade’s Sierra Tango is a klick to the November of Lima Zulu Sierra Fox, Ramrod, over.”

			Craaawwwwzzzzzrrrrrr.

			“Ramrod One. Six Actual, how you read, over?”

			Rzzzzz “ — you lumpy chicken, Six, over.”

			“You got a copy on Toledo Blade’s Sierra Tango about one klick from our earlier Lima Zulu over?”

			“Copy, that is a rog. Proceed to Alternate and establish your November Delta Papa, over?”

			“Copy that, Ramrod.”

			“We gonna stay out here?” Vandervoort asks rhetorically.

			“That’s a big, fat rog there, Dutchman.”

			“O Dau?”

			“Kong Biet, motherfucker, wipeass me?”

			“Aaaahhhh, bust my balls, fer shit’s sake.”

			“We probably go back to that village and sleep in the water buffalo pen,” Big Merle adds helpfully.

			“. . . cannot be exaggerated,” a voice blasts out of the RTO’s radio.

			Dusty touches a knob and there is a screaming rape-victim noise, a sudden, mind-ripping sccccccrrrrrreeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.

			“Ahhhhhh! Shit!”

			“Damn it, get that shit off!” A fingernail-down-blackboard electrojolt penetrates my fog, and I try to grab hold of the slick sleeve of what passes for reality as it whips by.

			Slowly I turn. I quickly gulp a handful of quarter grains and take a swig of deliciously hot and nasty canteen water. I shrug off various circulatory and respiratory malfunctions and drive on.

			That was all I needed. I have the mercenary’s basic necessities: I am trilingual (broken French, pig Latin, and mother tongue), expert with a blow-gun, I have read all the dialectic doctrine (Hart, Shaffner, and what’s-his-name . . . ), and I have my autographed picture of Eric Ambler. What more do I need but my speed to do the deed?

			“Anyone who served under Captain Marvin Eddleston at Plei Mrong and would like to contribute to a special fund being set up to aid his surviving family, please write Vietnam War Memorial Fund, Post Office Box 3962-E, Wake Island, 96791.” Slowly I turn.

			I’m starting to feel it now. That good ole reliable death-cult optimism tingling along the raw ganglia. A ganglionic gang bang.

			“This is d’ bes station in the nation KUNT,” raps Oreo, the flakiest splib in the outfit, “and I am Jack d’ Ripsaw, devil’s own son-in-law, so cool I’m Frozen Jones. I lease my piece for grease an I’m thick when dey lick my prick as a slick brick name Toledo Dick, unafraid in d’ shade of my hotshot To-lee-do Blade!”

			“Signify, bro!”

			“Right on, blood!”

			“I know where d’ light go when it go out. I’m d’ only cat alive, no jive, who knows why white milk give yellow butter. I’m d’ bold, cold, solid gold raja of rock. My rap’s so fulla crap there ain’t no room for gloom. My shit is so down and I be so uptown that when shit roll downhill Bill, you can jump back Jack!”

			“All fuckin’ right!”

			“Nigger be smokin’!”

			“Smoke this, Chuck!”

			Oreo is stoked. “I am d’ head nigger and grave digger — ”

			“OK, less’ put a cover on it, girls, an’ goddammit watch it the way you’re all bunched up again. How many goddamn times I gotta keep tellin’ ya to spread it out?”

			“Spread this,” I can hear D’Allesandro mumble.

			“Anyone serve with Captain Marvel be startin’ a immoral fund,” Oreo parodies in his announcer put-on, but he has run out of steam. Dusty has dialed the outlaw signal again.

			“Marco and his ladylove to get it on with other swinging couples. Clean, fun-loving, attractive young pair enjoy gentle B&D and quote water sports and giving enemas unquote. Send photo and sincere letter to Marco, in care of Box Seventy — ” scccreeeeeeeee.

			“Awww, motherforker, I was writin’ that address down,” Shooter says. We laugh. Dusty flips back to music, a song called “White on White.” A couple of us laugh because that is cop jargon for a male cauc assaulting a female cauc. This “White on White” is a love song and is ridiculously funny. The team is getting goofy, dangerously drug-addled, wired, and tired. Blade one has been a king shit motherfucker.

			“Corporal Sonny Annello, Charlie Company, 1st of the 4th wants to hear from anyone knowing the current whereabouts of Mark Eicherdt, 1st Air Cav. Anyone knowing the whereabouts of Mark Eicherdt or willing to pass along a message to Mark Eicherdt that is in his own personal best interests, kindly contact Corporal Annello, who has quote information of urgent importance unquote for Mark Eicherdt . . . You’re in tune with the big listen, KILL, and we bring you a new number on the half hour.

			“Code Name Tiger’s Eye asks — do you need a reliable stateside-based contact for any special mission? No job too hazardous. I offer discretion, field experience, dependability. Courier, bodyguard, etc. Contact me at Bot 10499, Portland, Oregon, U.S.A., or leave a recorded message with my service, at area code 503-779-9919.

			“Code Name Abracadabra — ” An outlaw voice dripping honey and mystery.

			“C’mon,” El Tee hollers, “let’s saddle up and cut the shit.” Sounds good. The alternate grid coordinates bisect the edge of a tree line less than a click away. We fall out in the tree line and set up our night defensive perimeter, such as it is, in fire teams essentially, alternating M-60 “pig teams” on the flanks, trip wires, claymores, all the usual goodies. Because of the terrain, El Tee says no illumes. For all the bull at least he and the gunny have their shit halfway together.

			My ruck has worn my shoulders raw. Me and Big Merle and Shooter and Jon are gonna get down on some Long Rats — some of that fast freeze-dried shit. We’ve got the water in the chili and we’re loading the fucker with Tabasco and peppers. I could eat the ass off a dead armadillo. Hot damn. I have my lucky plastic spoon out and I think I may live after all.

			I kick back in the grass and think about all the good things. I’d like to be lying with Chi right now, smoking some of her wicked laced Algerian and mellowing out on her warm, sweet parts. I love to think about making it with her and how she goes insane when I suck her nipples. The women I’ve known with the biggest cherries had the least response there for some reason. She goes bananas if I promise her I’ll suck those hard little erect nipples for a half hour or so before getting down to business.

			Chi is the first woman I’ve ever known that I would just as soon cuddle as I would ball. I lay there thinking about all her soft, hot places, all the secret places she loves me to touch. I can spend hours just kissing her throat, and below her ears, down the side of her neck, the backs of her knees, all the little hollows. I love to run my hands over her tiny body and feel the shape of the bones and the smooth delicacy of her.

			The noise cuts into my thoughts as a covey of C-123s and a humongous C-130 Hercules, the cargo monster, whirl out across the blue feature, pounding across the sky above the darkening tree line. You hardly notice the choppers over here, I think. It’s like living under an intermittent Casablanca fan with the unexpected whomp of whirling blades appearing overhead. You get so you don’t notice the birds so much unless you’re waiting for a dustoff or resupply or whatever. But now, this deep in the bush at an NDP that is fucking far from secure, you look up.

			I am so tired right this moment I could give a shit. Holy Jesus, I sigh to myself, a cranked-out hypno-zombie in biolectrical mindsnap. How did I get myself into this clusterfuck?

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			“Wanted broadcast announcers and technicians to work overseas. Extremely high pay. Applicants must have minimum three years’ commercial broadcast experience and not be predisposed to seasickness, as programs originate aboard a mine sweeper.”

			 — advertisement from 1963
U.S. trade publication

			The young woman in the au dai gracefully crossed the foyer and entered the first door marked private: do not enter! in three languages. The tunic-like garment favored by young Vietnamese women flattered her figure, accentuating her slim-waisted, long-legged look. The lobby was freezing cold in the black-market air conditioning, and an incongruous Mantovani-like arrangement dripped from a hidden Muzak playback system ticking resolutely behind her, playing for an audience of no one as she went through the sound lock.

			Although she was deceptively strong for her build, it was all she could do to pull open the second door of the vacuum-tight sound-lock door. She was always relieved to enter the interior of Studio 8J.

			The lock trapped all the smells of the studio’s flow of human traffic. The joss sticks, cigars, booze, pot, sweat, fear, confusion, and other assorted odors were caught and preserved between the massive vacuum doors. Being slightly claustrophobic only added to her distaste for the passageway, and she breathed an involuntary sigh of relief each time the fates chose not to trap her between the huge, thick doors with their heavy steel fittings.

			Princess was not given to violent fantasies. And because she thought in Chinese, it was particularly irritating to note that her concentration was momentarily broken by the need to traverse the dreaded sound-lock passageway. She had been miles away, thinking not about the taping session at hand but about her next move. She wanted to line up something outstanding that would keep her upwardly mobile, and then as soon as that was done she’d get herself cut loose from this nightmare operation. Surely Beals would do his best to keep her. Transfer her upward within the ranks. She was deep inside this reverie when she hit the inner door and nothing happened. An ice pick of panic stabbed into her thoughts with the usual sound-lock fantasy of gunning her way out.

			There was invariably that quarter-second as she pushed on the metal hand plate and the vacuum reluctantly broke, when it appeared that the door wasn’t opening. She carried a small gun for security purposes; the one time she was always comforted by its weight in her purse was that moment spent going through the sound lock.

			The young woman carried a Mini FEG, an automatic pistol chambered in 9-mm Kurz caliber. She was highly trained and always conscious of the weapon’s presence. If that inner sound lock would ever stick for an extra second, she knew she would not hesitate to pull the pound of steel from her purse and fire the ugly, blunt-nosed weapon through the double-thick panes of glass set into the upper right of the sound-lock doors.

			She had begun to dread everything about this job in the same way she dreaded the sound lock. Only the incredible pay kept her coming back for more with what passed for a smile. It was one thing to read spots for sadists and ax murderers or God knows what. A lot of that went with the hocus-pocus of the format, and not even the air staff was ever quite sure how much of it was real, beyond the “exotics” that were mandatory programming in every sound hour. But lately the station had been broadcasting pitches for more than just sex and dope and criminal-related activities.

			These code messages that were taped to air at regularly prescheduled times were rumored to have darker connotations. The station was becoming a festering toothache that would soon demand the full attentions of professional exodontists. There were other announcers, but she was truly the voice of the outlaw. And that very role placed her squarely in the center of a bull’s-eye. Princess felt trapped.

			It was one thing to be broadcasting from the mine sweeper out in the estuary, when her greatest worry was getting blasted out of the water by an irate naval gunboat, but when she left the relatively secure confines of Beals’s Radio One operation and came to Vietnam to work the KILL operation, it was with the absolute assurance that because of the constant frequency switching and the unique black boxing, the actual operation would never be touched. After all, they were replaying tape recordings. Even if the Americans or the DRVN decided to find, fix, and destroy the station, the best they could do was maybe blow up the main radio relay. It had all seemed so foolproof. And the bucks — my God, the money! It was a powerful attraction. Now she only wanted out.

			Princess had worked for Toby Beals for six years, in five different formats, including both his top pirates. She was considered among the top twenty straight female jocks living, and she could always find a gig. But Halstons and silk sheets and designer French jeans and Dom Perignon and beluga all carried a ticket. “Pay your dues” was the jock’s motto. Talk-jockey slots were limited. There were only so many first-level positions to be filled, especially in the formats that suited her. She knew almost with certainty that if she’d move up from here in market size, she’d move down the income ladder.

			Still, there were limits. The staff people were scared to death right now, taping more and more pitches obviously encoded by the program department. Routinely thumbing one’s nose right in the face of a wartime power structure. This was way beyond goofy sex ads or cheap gun-running or even dope-dealing. Anybody who got caught was not going to be dealt with gently. This was becoming more than mere contravention of somebody’s broadcasting rules and regs. If they kept on this way, everybody was going to be neck-deep in shit. She wanted out. Now, before everybody dirtied by the KILL thing became fugitives from the combined might of the Allied powers, she had to get clean of it. She’d talk to Beals. She knew him well enough to joke with. She’d seen him maybe fifteen times over the years, half a dozen times privately. He was a radioman. She’d reason with him, beg if she had to.

			But it wasn’t Toby Beals that worried her. There is always talk inside an operation like this, even with the constantly bugged studios and all. There was always a way to hear something from the grapevine of employee gossip. There’d been lots of talk about the people Beals was mixed in with. The dues he’d had to pay on both sides to get this thing running. First, with the bureaucracy and military clique here in the South, just to keep it on the air, then the talk about other, shadowy elements. Had Toby sold his soul to get the technology to carry it off? He was juggling a lot of balls in the air, including, no doubt, his own.

			How much danger would she be in if she asked to leave and they said no? Or even worse, if they said yes, how could they let her out with this much information? She knew where the programs were recorded, who some of the couriers were, where the base relays and the main transmitter and the auxiliary units were, who all the lower-echelon personnel were. Lord, she thought, I know where all the bodies are buried. No way will they ever let me out of this alive, not with the kind of money that’s involved.

			She had to snap out of it. She had to get to work, and she could feel her deodorant going even in the freezing studio. She was also going to have to pee soon. With a sigh she shrugged it all off for the moment and strode briskly through 8J, which was currently just a straight studio full of piano, table, booms, and various plastic plants, out another door, and down the hallway. She turned at the end of the hall and entered the room marked absolutely no admittance in three languages.

			The guard seated by the monitor screens appeared not to notice her as was his custom, and she stepped up into the control room without speaking to him. The balding man at the main console spoke to her without turning.

			“Four minutes late,” he observed dryly. The back of his head was like looking at those little caps Jewish people wear. She visualized the word in her mind, thinking of it in Chinese, then pronouncing “yarmulke” to herself mentally, giving it a passable Yiddish accent. She made a mental note to ask someone if it was “yom-” or “yahrm-” on the first syllable. It was her business to know things like that. If she hit the word in copy she would say “skullcap” smooth as silk, never missing a beat. Totally pro.

			“Ah, yes, I’m sorry about that. I — ” she started to say.

			“You’ve got a shitload of copy and we have another session behind us, so you might want to get after it, eh?” He was splicing tape with a vengeance as he talked, doubtless leaving a trail of ashes over the front of his shirt.

			“Ho-Kayy.” She was pro enough to know you didn’t hassle with engineers, many of whom were pricks and boring, unsophisticated ciphers. She quickly entered a single door to the tiny recording booth and turned on the light, pulling her chair up to the table and immediately beginning to read as she swept the pile of copy off the tabletop. She read aloud to herself in a somewhat lisping singsong, completely different from her announcing voice but projected at nearly the same decibel level. She saw only the shapes of phrases, never words, and was completely disinterested in the messages or the meanings, only in the word blocks. She could as easily read a paragraph of English obscenities, a haiku, or a few lines of Goethe, it was all the same to her.

			“Code Name Abracadabra,” she read aloud. It was a unique or at least highly unusual speaking rhythm, somewhere between the incessant dissonance of the locals and the speech patterns of a child with a slight impediment. Yet she read at a lightning pace, both speed reading and retaining the sense of each dissimilar message, never missing a word or mispronouncing any of the strange phrases or intricate nomenclature.

			She was in the midst of a page of copy when the bald man opened her mike pot to set a test level on audition, and he caught her flowing tones zip through the copy.

			“-to Fifty. Apply to this party care of Bill Gates. Box 8710. Valdosta, Georgia, USA . . . . And you’re havin’ a party right here on KILL Outlaw Radio! A new yata on the yata yata yata.

			“Afro and Bro-Tee have an important bulletin for their new commanding officer. Unless you want to be offed quote oh-fay white devil unquote, get off our backs. This is serious as cancer from Afro and Bro-Tee in the 1st of the five-oh-deuce. Shape up, new CO, or it will be Frag City for Mr. Chuck. You’ve been given the word exclusively over blah, blah lah-dee-dah.”

			“Princess,” the raspy voice spoke over the intercom, interrupting her speed rehearsal. She looked up with raised eyebrows.

			“You work the Sunday trick again this weekend?” he asked. She nodded in the affirmative.

			“Hold it a sec.” He cut the intercom, taking a call as the large red hot-line light winked. She resumed her reading.

			“Attention: anyone knowing the current whereabouts of Laird Seecoy, who used to be with USAID, please call Vince Christian with Air America at this number, yata, yata, yata . . . 

			“Scorpio is a young, very sexy model who will pose nude for — ”

			“That was Deanie,” the engineer interrupted once again as the hot-line light extinguished. “The courier is running about fifteen minutes late, so we have a little extra time after all. Anyway, what I was sayin’ about the Sunday gig, you’re on the sub list for this one.” He held a sheaf of papers up to the double-paned glass partition. “I’ll bring it in there.” The intercom clicked. Now what, she thought.

			“I got your level,” he said as the door cracked ajar, “and you can glance at this, but as soon as we get the batch taped, don’t forget to put this in the eater. I shoulda given it to you before you went in, but you were running late. Oh — you have to turn on your own equipment Sunday for playback and you haven’t turned on the transmitters, have you?”

			“Um-hmm. Signed on for Nguyen two weeks ago. I know how to turn it on if we haven’t changed anything. We still sign on the big R-9K?”

			“Yeah. Main thing is the freq numbers. Make sure you aren’t leaving the thing on the same number as the last transmission. That’s happened a couple of times and it didn’t go over too big.”

			“Oh?”

			“Yeah. They weren’t too pleased about it upstairs,” he droned on. “Clerical error, computer error, whatever the hell. That’s one thing, see, but if it’s manual error it’s not going to be too cool for the individual involved, if you catch my drift.” The door closed and she began reading and memorizing the memorandum, which she immediately perceived to be total bullshit, and looked up smiling at the bald man who was back across the double glass from her. She keyed her cough switch, activating her side of the intercom.

			“Did you ever see that cartoon where the guy is showing this other dude how to operate the equipment on his new job, and the caption is — like there are these two buttons on the wall you know, and the caption says — now this one turns on the air conditioner, and this one blows up the world.”

			The young woman laughed over the intercom and the bald engineer laughed politely. The young woman with the heavily scarred and pocked face and the exquisite voice, looked back down at her copy, pitched it on to the tabletop and resumed memorizing the memorandum.

			confidential: do not remove or copy confidential: do not remove or copy memorize and shred or destroy

			From: Broadcast Control/Engineering

			To: Subscription List Personnel your eyes only!

			She read with amazing rapidity, committing the words to memory easily as she scanned, memorizing word blocks with the surface of her concentration as she thought how she would convince Beals of her needs as he countersold her on their manifest indissolubility.

			Princess had reached the last line of the ridiculous memo, which was an instruction about what to do in case of switching to alternate or emergency transmitters, and she heard the intercom being keyed just as she read “see emergency procedure,” their standard closing — as if you were so stupid you didn’t know to look up on the wall next to the transmitters where the procedure memoranda were posted. She made a conscious effort not to shake her head or sneer as she looked up.

			“Let’s do it, Princess,” he said as the intercom squawked into the closet-like booth.

			“Ho-kaaaayyy.” She straightened up, took a deep breath, coughed, picked up the sheaf of papers from the table, pulled her chair a couple of inches closer to the microphone, cleared her throat, and began reading at the top of the first page where it said “anncr mark, brdcst tp.”

			“Broadcast tape recording 47-331. Broadcast tape recording 47-331,” she said, pausing as she watched the large red pointer that was the second hand on the studio clock sweep around ten more seconds. At eight seconds in, she drew another very deep breath and began.

			“Filmmaker requires the services of attractive young people who are quote into tit torture unquote. You’ll make lots of cash and new friends on the set of a great bondage flick if you have looks, willingness, and lots of imagination.

			“Do you enjoy seeing girls with large breasts all wrapped in rubber bands, their nipples savagely attacked by powerful clothespins and mousetraps? Young ladies with generous jugs, do you enjoy playing the role of tit slave? Do you like it when your man squeezes and pinches those big, lovely boobs of yours until you scream and beg for mercy? Fine. But why do it for free when you can make big money getting off? Let me film you and make you a tit-torture star.

			“Send your photos and phone numbers to True Love Enterprises, Box 822S. Bloomfield, New Jersey, U.S.A. Show us those big, tortured titties today! We will be in Southeast Asia next month on a worldwide talent quest, so get in touch now. And you’re staying abreast of all the wild haps right here on the outlaw in your radio, KILL, with a new number every half hour.”

			The next piece of copy was one of those that had freaked her so badly. She took another breath and read,

			“Garbled communication should be instructed to serve on the condition the garrison exert official pressure carrying weight in a joint declaration. 333 666 333. 999 333 666. 666 333 666. There should be public response before the printer’s strike, after reasonable somnambulists and national defense postures prolong the normal life of the anxious air of disquietude. 666 111 666.” The words were typed on special second-specific copy sheets, and only she was allowed to record the obviously encoded messages fed down through Programming.

			The badly scarred woman cued the bald man with a lacquered nail and he pressed a mercury switch, activating a prerecorded jingle that played into the tape. Her mike remained opened as she listened to the singers’ voices in exaggerated a cappella, and as the last note of the call letter jingle resounded in her earphones she continued smoothly.

			“Attention Seals, Marine Force Recon, Rangers, all elite specialists. Interested in reenlisting? Why re-up? Don’t be a lifer loser when you can quadruple your pay and enjoy fringe bennies you’ve never dreamed of: R&R on the French Riviera with all expenses paid, and that’s just a bonus opener. We’re looking for quote a few good men to kick ass unquote. If you’d like to join a small commando unit gearing up for a special, high-risk mission that will take place sometime in the next eighteen months, let us know your current circumstances. Write Drawer Eleven, FPO, New York, New York, U.S.A. And this is Outlaw Radio KILL!”

			As soon as she finished taping, she gathered up the copy and left the small recording booth and walked through the control room.

			“Thanks, papa-san, catch you tomorrow,” she said to his back.

			“Have fun.”

			“Likewise.” The young woman stepped down and past the guard, crossed the hallway and entered another door marked sales supplies. She locked the door behind her, inserted her key into the plate of steel housing the glass-encased fire extinguisher, and swung the unit out into lock. She placed the copy in the Out slot and shoved the extinguisher unit back in place until it locked firmly again. She crossed the room and fed the memorandum into the paper shredder, making instant confetti, which was, she thought, exactly what the memo had been worth in the first place.

			Using another key, she unlocked the file cabinet drawer and removed a cheaply printed form headed “p-unl-discrepancy sheet.” Sitting down at the table nearby, she inserted the page into the typewriter and typed:

			“47-331. The first color exotic in this segment was a repeat unit. There was no sex insert or color exotic in the 18th position today, and the production cont. room is locked and nobody is here. I’d like to know how you expect me — ” She furrowed her brow and thought to herself, “Don’t do that, stupid, don’t write up a discrep when you’re scared and pissed at everybody.” She breathed deeply, pulled the sheet out of the typewriter, got up, and took another discrepancy sheet form over and inserted it in the machine, typing,

			“47-331. The position 9 exotic this segment was a repeat. There was no sex insert or color exot in the 18th pos and I was unable to obtain a mg from the locked prod-continuity office. Second dial twister was clustered as a number change and a Grade II intel.” She scanned the sentences she had just typed and scrawled her mark across the bottom line.

			“I’m talking to Beals. That’s it. I’m getting out. There has to be a way to get out of this, while I still can,” she said to herself, forming the words with her lips as she thought them. She fed the other sheet into the eater with a practiced hand, and the shredder hummed and chewed contentedly.

			Princess cupped her left hand behind her ear and announced to the empty room in her deepest register, “And that’s the way it is.” Her shoulders sagged and she allowed herself to slip back in the chair with a disgusted expulsion of air.

			Not far away a young boy named Lee threaded his bicycle through the busy street traffic with a sense of purpose and dedication. He was one of KILL’s highly paid secret couriers. Lee was ten years old.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			“Maggots, what is the spirit of the bayonet?”
“Sir! The spirit of the bayonet is to kill!”
“I can’t hear you pukebags.”
“Sir! The spirit of the bayonet is to kill!”

			 — D.I. shout-and-response gospel

			“Saddle up!” Ewell shouts and we move again. Operation Toledo Blade. Day two. Gooooooooooood ’n’ shitty morning, Vietnam! We move. Rucks and rifles, dark glasses and dogtags, fruit cakes and fuck books, compasses and condoms, dragging ass through the grass.

			“Don’t bunch up!” Boots and bandoleers, pussy pictures and pipe cleaners, M&Ms and Marlboros, lighter fluid and Laotian red, banana clips and bug juice, LAWs and loaded dice, stumbling, rumbling, grumbling, minds and hearts on hold.

			“Spread it out, goddammit!” Playboy centerfolds and piano wire, toothbrushes and toilet paper, the whole nine yards of semi-military impedimenta move out in a raggedy-ass line of lifers and loafers; smokers ’n’ jokers; pissing and moaning and ready to find KILL and take some hearts and heinies.

			“Ay lupp arip ho,” somebody mocks cadence and goes “count cadence count.”

			Somebody else sings out, “Mary Mary quite contrary, shave ’at twat it’s too damn hairy. Sound off — jack off, fuck you, three four.”

			“Cover that shit. I am the prince of darkness,” Oreo says for no reason. Before he picked up his nickname somebody took a magic marker to his flak jacket and wrote “Sam Spade” on his cherry ass. The Prince of Darkness. Over here you better fucking well be the Prince of Darkness. But there were baaaaad splibs who could take the devil off. When you saw a big, rough, purple-black hardass with “Black Mass” on his cover, you could fucking believe it.

			We were supposed to be searching a sector about three grid coordinates wide. And on some contour map back at battalion that may not look like jumping jackshit, but hump this terrain with a full ruck, frags, canteens, and all the rest of the good shit, and three grid coordinates is like “Three grid coordinates? Are you fucking crazy!?”

			Terrain and distance have no meaning to some of those dudes. The enlisted men, the lieutenants who come up through rank or the ones that would listen to their sergeants, even the damn captains seem to have some vague idea what the realities are. But you take the senior officers — the majors and colonels and generals — those goddamn lifer scumbags will send you on any fucking nitwit mission. Twenty, thirty, thirty-five thousand meters. They don’t fucking care. Up and down any goddamn shit. It isn’t their balls that get caught between the moving gears. The worst seemed to be the fucking lieutenant colonels. I wish every one of the bastards had to come out here and hump this shit.

			“Goooood ass morning, motherfucking Vietnam.” El Tee has laid the word down on us. A special forces team got ass-chewed not far from here and we are changing direction. Their CIDG (Combined Irregular Defense Group) camp was over-run by all kinds of NVA, and the survivors are hanging on by their jocks. We’ll kill two birds with one stone as it were, going in to support another small-unit REACT team until the camp gets reinforced. We’re promised a day or two of sandbagging until we have to get on KILL’s case. So far, the station has not signed back on since yesterday. Meanwhile we’ll search the three ball-smasher grids between here and the CIDG camp, which is code-named Tombstone.

			The IP (indigenous personnel) in this camp are Montagnard tribesmen for the most part. We can dig the ’yards, who are reputed to be stand-up fighters and bad dudes who can and will kick Charlie’s ass with any help at all. Another thing we have in common is that the ’yards hate most Vietnamese and we hate most Vietnamese. Lifelong friendships have been cemented on less solid foundations. Supposedly what was that company strength is now a shaky handful — only twenty or thirty IPs and a few green beanie “advisors” are left alive.

			“I am d’ Prince of Darkness. D’ Ace of Spades.” Fuckin’ flake Oreo, I think. O-reo speedwagon.

			His name is Cleotis Warren. He was a stone dope dealer and chili mack candy pimp who ruled about an inch of turf in some ghetto shithole. He was a gofer in a three-man setup with Slimjim Jimmy Jackson and Luther Potts, who was a freak they called M’Bulu. Cleotis and Slimjim and M’Bulu ran the project deal for Michigan Flash, who was a well-connected black mobster of local infamy. Flash was as close to real blood as Cleotis had ever known.

			He had adopted him off the street when Cleotis was a little kid and raised him as his gofer. Put clothes on his back. Taught him how to mix and mule. Gave him spending money and wine. Taught him bitches. Dope. Gave him a little piece of the projects. Showed him how to dress. Gave him a home.

			Cleotis lived in a storefront marked doctor soul’s miracle healers. He had his own place in the back room, and out front the ladies who ran the joint, Mama Lacey and Reverend Sister Jane, sold Indian blood tonics, rare herbs, magic potions, occult medicines, spells, dope, and a couple of fairly decent dream books.

			Their store was located between Madam Dorothea’s Fortune Parlor and Reba’s Black Cat, which was a notorious bar and whorehouse. Here, and in the projects, Cleotis learned to deal shit and girl and smack and various brands of slow death to the processes, high conks, wraps, dos, and afros that populated his world. His warmest memories now are of riding up front with M’Bulu, with Slimjim and Michigan Flash in the backseat of Michigan’s El-Dee pimpmobile, listening to lady’s junkie blues sadder than nighttime in Jackson’s jail come throbbing out of the car radio as the liquid tenor of the Prez cooled the set, and hearing Michigan lay down his lessons in life. The car was his school.

			“Youngblood, you got to git that pimp shit out of your head, boy. You ain’t got the heart for it, stud. You wouldn’t make a pimple on a real pimp’s black ass. Those bitches would chump you off for a fat man’s ass, you wouldn’t last the night, light. Whatever you do, blood, you got to do from strength. You chase a thing, it’s a John’s weak cop, you stalk a thing, it’s a mack’s strong chops, dig? You busted from jump street, boy. Can you dig it?” He would hang on every golden word. This was a Ph.D. in Street.

			Oreo bops along like the flaky fuck he is. Ten thousand miles from the ghetto without ever really leaving it.

			“Step right up, the Prince of Darkness got what it takes to make you all right. I’m good and my shit is outta sight . . . Let me get your ass so high you’ll fly. I got Sizzle by the cap, Umgawa by the double dime bag, Nitro-Jam by the quarter piece. Yellow jackets, pink ladies, buzzbombs, girl, boy, crank, skank, Tulsa twist, Acapulco Gold, Panama Red, Indian Root, or Hollywood loot if you got the loot I gots the hoot!”

			I do some speed. I have got to pull my shit together.

			“Have no fear, the prince of the night is here.”

			“Come on, goddammit, don’t bunch up like that!”

			We are slated to pick up some supporting personnel at Tombstone. Our team gets a hot-shot forward artillery observer who will also have his own arty RTO. Their job is to call in and target artillery strikes as we probe farther into The Badlands. If KILL is found, for example, and it has a heavily reinforced defensive position, we’ll prep the mother with our air show. The FO and El Tee can play dueling radios for all we fucking care.

			Each of us fearless warriors carries five to six quarts of water, and we still have Cs for at least a couple of days. But we are going to get lots more water and real soon. The clouds are dark and threatening. Another nice little tropical shower is on its way to give us something else fun to work with today.

			The damp poncho liners and wet towels and shit from yesterday are just barely dry, but that’s show biz. Some of us have humped this AO before. Ewell, for one, searched several months ago looking for a downed pilot in a mission that took him in here before, and he knows the locations of several old tunnel complexes and bunkers. For all the fucking good that is going to do. Still, it’s something.

			As we get to the trees, we feel the rain open up and the shower penetrates the green canopy, soaking clothing and equipment and turning the trail into muddy slime again. The day is barely underway. Lots of hours left. We slice through the trees near an overgrown footpath. Heat and humidity are a bitch. I am speeding pretty good. I drop enough quarter grains nowadays that a good hit of old Kool-Aid and a little snort of Peruvian flake is about all I need to start singing funny songs.

			“The evening breeze, caressed her knees, Brenda Lee.”

			I think of five hundred things I’d rather be doing, four hundred places I’d rather be, eight hundred people I’d rather be with. I make a list of my forty-three favorite things. These are, in order:

			Chi, money, cars, pussy, clothes, trucks, motorcycles, getting laid, speed, booze, tit bars, coke, rock, hash, skivvy houses, pharmacopoeia, partying, cunt, jazz, pussy, smoking, drinking, never thinking of tomorrow, eating, eating pussy, jacking off, watching two girls fuck, fucking two girls, bossa nova, making off, eating more pussy, fucking, thinking about fucking, thinking about eating pussy, fantasizing about thinking about eating pussy, skag, big bands, dope, cold beer, steaks ’n’ shakes, tits ’n’ clits, playing hide the salami with the old beaver cleaver, and pussy.

			We cut through a narrow opening between some trees and I flash on them. Fuckers look like they were planted right before Noah built his ark. Our eyes scan rapidly from side to side, from treetop to trail. This would be a fucking beauty of a place to get ambushed. We stop. White has his hand up and is sniffing for a sign.

			We read his mojo like Baby read Bogie. He has all these neat hand jobs like the old tit sign for “boob” as in booby trap. He stands frozen and so do we, taking lots of instant Polaroids of the mean green. We see a recently used path that cuts in front of our route and White cups his ear. I listen. With no movement we can make out a faint trickle of water through the raindrops that is fairly close. Water and a trail mean only one thing — gooks! They go together like mortar fire and snipers.

			The trees are humongous in here. Shadows cast across the path and put our route in great pockets of black. The sun is somewhere up there, but it’s not getting through this shit. Eyes strain checking out every shape, trying to discern shadow from substance. Where the fuck is Rod Serling when you need him? Who knows what evil lurks in the jungle . . . de Shadow do! Speed kills. I’m starting to get that nice little thump in the old valentine from Ma Dexi’s morning runners. That old throbbing in my bird whenever I think about you. Them old hard-core heatstroke heart attack blues.

			It is blacker than a Motown pimp’s balls in here, big-ass leaves that could wipe a dinosaur’s butt, could hide any fucking thing. We are getting surrounded by some serious fucking jungle. Moving through the narrow openings of trees, now vines creep around us just to keep our attention. The floor is a wet, oozing slime of rotten vegetation and tiger piss, for all I know. Eyes always moving, scanners out. Eyeballing from side to side, picture the shadows as quadrants, boxing the compass, compassing the box, whatever.

			We have slowed down, now making more of an effort to avoid twigs, vines, branches, anything that makes noise. Just because nobody ahead of you tripped that fishing line don’t mean nothing, Jim. We watch for wires, lines, strings, things, any damn deal that didn’t grow here. The water sound is nearer now and we’re running spooked from it

			It is a decent-sized creek bed with broken twigs and branches and trampled leaves every damn where. Kilroy was here. El Tee signals guns up and we put a fire team on both sides as we fill our canteens. One side is White, Ewell, the Dutchman, Washington, and Big Merle. The other side is Harold. That’s got that shit covered. Nobody wastes a whole lot of time filling canteens.

			The smell of gooks is all around, overpowering. The path goes off to the left of the creek bed under a protective “roof” of tree limbs that have grown out from either side of the path and made a neat, green tunnel. Some of us would like to set up a hunter-killer patrol and check it out, but El Tee says now is not the time. Ewell says there’s an opening not far up ahead and we move out, away from the path, slow going, rucks nice and wet and heavy.

			Out from under. The route takes a steep turn. We are cutting diagonally to the path we’d been following, such as it was, and White and D’Allesandro spell each other with a machete. The trees have opened on a steep hillside. It’s all how you walk. You don’t go up a hill the way you go down a hill. You don’t cross a log bridge the same way you’d walk a Viet paddy dike. You don’t walk through elephant or saw grass the same way you walk through the jungle. You plant your feet differently. You hold yourself different ways, move in different rhythms. I never have figured out how to walk in wait-a-minute vines.

			You plant your feet on edge going down a steep hillside. It really kicks your ass walking that way with this heavy a ruck, and sometimes you don’t turn your foot enough or it’s slick or your boot just doesn’t grab and the foot slips sideways and whooooaaaa you start down the hill ass over tea kettle, grabbing for anything — a vine, a tree root, a buddy’s rifle barrel, a blade of grass, your dick — any damn thing. I hit the bottom of this sucker, arms scratched to shit, legs cramping and hurting, and as I make my way to the bottom, “Bbbbbllllllll-aaaaaaaammmmmmm!” and the concussion blast knocks me forward in a shower of dirt, rock, twigs, leaves, and Oreo. He has grabbed the wrong thing sliding down the steep hillside or one of us pulled the pin and old Oreo was the one nearest to the chi com when the fucker blew.

			I get up wiping my face from where I went down and look back up at Oreo in time to watch his lights go out. I never did notice how yellow the whites of his eyes were. The light just goes right out of them as I’m looking up at him on his back. He’s dead in about twelve seconds. Gonski.

			“Doc?”

			“He’s bought it,” Doc McAllen says quite unnecessarily. No shit, bac se. He turns Oreo’s head slightly. The head wound is trickling blood, and the back of his head has piqued the good doctor’s professional interest. A seventeen-year-old corps-man was Doc and Bock-she. The doctor gives us his final prognosis, “Yeah. He’s all fucked up.”

			“Shallow grave,” Gunny says, also unnecessarily, tossing me an E-tool. “Security,” he motions to Smith and Hedgepath as they start to go back up the hillside. Now the two Merles gotta climb up and down that miserable sonofabitch again. Dragging butt, they start back up. Then they see Harold’s kisser looming up there and they turn around and head back. Probably could kiss the spooky fucker.

			I start scraping the softer ground while Vandervoort and El Tee strip Oreo of any ID, weapons, ammo, personal gear, and a set of tags (not his) that are looped through his jungle boots. They didn’t have to tell me to dig this bitch shallow. I’m praying for some soft digging tonight, too. My hole’s gonna be about four inches deep tonight. We get it done real fast.

			D’Allesandro — and you got to know the dude or it isn’t funny — goes, “Want to say a few words over him?”

			“Nnnnn.” Cold motherfuck. Well, shit, the motha died well. Well and truly. Showed some real John Wayne there, Oreo, didn’t bawl for your mama or nothing. Hell, man, two more hearts and you can DEROS, right? What can I say? I miss you already and it ain’t been five minutes, my man. Now I’ll have to find somebody else to hate with a relentless, unreasoning passion. I never did like your flaky ass, nigger. How’s that for some For-Whom-the-Bell-Tolls bullshit? Can you dig it, Oreo? Fuck it, splib, it don’t mean shit.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			“I still can’t hear you pussies,
What the spirit of the bayonet?”
“Sir! The spirit of the bayonet is
to k i l l l l l l l l l !!!!!!!”

			It is a remorseless, unforgiving land with a legacy of bloody violence and conflict; of tyrants, of despots, of colonialism, of communism, imperialism, every kind of ism. A land of predators and parasites. The little man is hard and he will not give up while he draws breath. When JFK said we’d “make any sacrifice,” he could have been talking about Charlie. Total, absolute, hard-core dedication to the Cause. And it was reflected in their leadership. They simply had better leaders. Their fighting men were out in the field. They grasped the concept that in the end, organization would win out over military might or even philosophy. And Charles would kick our ass with tin can chi corns and punji sticks.

			My ears still hurt from the concussion of the cheap, sorry-ass, homemade cherry bomb gook mickeymouse sumbitching garbage that took Oreo down. McAllen has got a battle dressing on Shooter’s arm where he took a hunk of shit from the grenade. Otherwise we done lost a black rifleman and that’s about the size of that shit. Oh, and Price had his Rolex blown off his arm.

			Damn. I’m ripe to crash and this hump is a long way from over. We’ve still got a mission running, not to mention tonight’s little detour. You can get amazingly tired watching somebody you know get taken off. Nothing like murder one to take the starch out of your class As. And this war — shit, first of all you don’t know who the bad guys are, and it isn’t too long before they all start looking like bad guys. Second, you never see the little fuckers. Back in the world you watch this on the six o’clock news and it will invariably look like Sands of Iwo Jima, but lots of the real firefights don’t shape up that way. You might have all kinds of contact over here and never even see a dink.

			A lot of the problem is the damn television and radio and the newspapers anyway, with all these bao chi assholes running around trying to get some hot shit to send back to their editors and just stirring up shit. They run into some old looney lifer bird colonel who wants ink real bad — he’ll make a mission happen, get him some newsworthy action. Get a little body count for the reporters. He don’t give a good rat fuck how many of his men get killed out on some hair-brained field circle jerk.

			And these phony fucks that cover the news from the Caravelle are just as bad. They’re over there writing up that nonsense bullshit and you know they got another handout from the Five O’Clock Follies, more of that Saigon kill-ratio light-at-the-end-of-the-tunnel garbage.

			Just take one fire mission as an example: H&I, Harassment and Interdiction. Christ, I never even heard the word pronounced correctly over the TV, not even by Uncle Walter, who practically had to jerk the words out of his throat toward the last, the old dried-up has-been mortarforker. Not even the most trusted, avuncular patron saint of TV anchors could choke the word out of his most trusted mouth. It is pronounced HAIR’-us-ment, not her-RASS-ment. Her-rass, my ass.

			Fuck it. I’m getting tired.

			Gotta get re-tired and wired. I pop some black beauties just to clear my sinuses, take a hit of hot Kool-Aid. Jeeeezzzzus! my fucking canteen smells like fish. Remember the inventor who crossed a pussy with a pineapple to make it smell better, got a pineapple that smelled like pussy. Drive on. One foot in front of the other. Shit don’t mean zip anyway. No way this fucker is real.

			Yesterday we were in a village called Fuck You Two. Maybe today it will be Fuck Me One, Juan, who knows. Kong fucking biet. Harassment and Interdiction. Who comes up with all this funky shit? H&I was fired up to the Almighty by USMACVs, any in a clusterfuck that typified the whole insane war machine. All night, every night, at nameless firebases all across this miserable real estate we would — are you ready? — fire computer-plotted H&I rounds out at nothing. Nothing, that is to say, where the computer thought there was reason to believe there might be something. Every one of those millions of artillery rounds set the taxpaying fools back — what? Fifty? A hundred bucks?

			There’s a case study buried in the dark recesses of the Pentagon’s over-classified docucrap that actually reveals if any of those rounds ever hit anybody on the other side, and that sonofabitch probably lies anyway. Nobody I know ever heard of a single VC being snuffed by one of those H&I rounds. So one suspects the worst about Harassment and Interdiction, sports fans. That it exemplified the jerk-off war of attrition based on CYA, the great truth of the holy military codex: Cover Your Ass.

			Cover Your Ass was the name of the tune over there, and it started at the top. In 1961 we’d be talking about old Zhem Ngo Dinh Diem, as “the Franklin Roosevelt of Asia” — remember that shit? Six months later we had dudes telling other dudes how to make the blood bubble out of his nose. We helped take his ass right off. Whatever makes you look good on paper.

			I’m real good now. That shit is a rush. I’m all right now. But I have this thing about delayed reactions. Usually Cool McCool in a car wreck or a firefight, but a half hour later I take my nineteenth nervous breakdown. Slow. Real slow. Oreo is nothing but a bad memory and it hits me bllllammmmmmmm! I jump from the delayed reaction to the chi com, flash on Big Merle and Shooter covered in little dirty hunks of Oreo’s bloody skull fragments, wince from the stinging shower of tiny rocks and twigs and shit, gag as the bile washes up into my throat. And as I turn to see who’s tapping me on the shoulder, Dusty is moving his mouth but not saying anything.

			“What?” I say. He keeps moving his lips. I can hear something that sounds like talking in a garbage can fifty feet away.

			“Say what?”

			. . . fucking nothing . . . 

			“Huh? I can’t hear shit.”

			“ — cut me a huss with this, I said.”

			“Damn!”

			“Whatsa matter, man, you deaf?”

			“Man, I can’t hear shit.”

			“Hey, my man,” Washington says.

			“Hey.”

			“Can’t you hear this?”

			“No, man, I can’t hear shit.”

			“Well, answer me this, then. If you can’t hear how do you know I asked you if you can’t hear, huh?”

			“Huh?”

			“Say what?”

			“Come on, spread it out there, girls, goddammit, keep moving.” I can barely hear Ewell.

			“He can’t hear, he says.”

			“Say what?”

			“I said he can’t hear, goddammit. Whatsamatter, can’t you hear, either?”

			“You don’t have to fuckin’ yell, fer chrissakes.”

			“Fuckin’ yell fer chrissakes,” I hear him say as my hearing pops back in. I have depressurized, like in an airplane or a car. I swallow and hear my neck crack. I help the RTO out of his monster radio. The PRC is really kicking his ass.

			“El Tee? Cut me a huss for a goddamn minute.”

			“D’Allesandro.” El Tee motions toward White and gives the halt sign. D’Allesandro tells White to stop. I fuck with the PRC while Dusty plops back flat ass on the ground. This splib could fucking bench-press Memphis and the radio kicks his ass. I’d just love to hump this sonofabitch. I dig into my ear and a hunk of dirty wax the size of a pencil eraser pops out. I flip it at Ewell.

			I dig in my ear for more ammo, but nothing comes out. I am jacking around with the PRC, fiddling with the dials and hear Steppenwolf, “Born to Be Wild.” I was born to run. Born to fuck. Born to fight. Born to kill. Born to die. Helmet Dentyne, I think. Slowly I turn. Inch by inch the knob twists until I hear my favorite radio station, that nice big, fat KILL signal crackles from the speaker.

			“Code Name Shark wants to buy special assets quote undamaged and unused condition if you know what I mean unquote. Can take delivery in or around the metro Paris area and will pay maximum money in gold, dollars, Deutschmarks, francs, or in whatever currency desired. Money is no object and this responsible party assures total privacy and discretion on both sides. Highest payment in any mode of international currency for undamaged goods. Primary stipulation quote eight is too late unquote. Code Name Shark is an equal opportunity buyer. Telephone, write, or wire KSP Enterprises, 9 rue Bonaparte, 75005 Paris, France . . . This is KILL with more listeners by far than all other Armed Forces Nets combined!

			“Michael Kirkadian is an internationally respected arms dealer with the finest product and the lowest prices in the East or West. He offers a fabulous opportunity for some qualified buyer to pick up a particularly nice repossessed order of two dozen suppressed M-10s. These are beautiful new, unfired Ingrams in perfect, uncrated condition. Each M-10 comes with a full complement of both Sionic and Collins suppressors, and the shipment purchaser also receives forty thousand free courtesy rounds of ammunition with this unique package deal. Call Mr. Kirkadian at Im Ziel, FL-9934 Liechtenstein, or if for some reason Mr. Kirkadian is unavailable when you attempt to make contact, leave your name and number with the service and your call will be promptly returned within twenty-four hours. That’s Michael Kirkadian at FL, Foxy Lady niner-niner-three-four, Liechtenstein, Europe . . . And this is KILL Outlaw Radio!

			“Code Name Whiskey King taking Scandinavian contracts. Leave a protected callback number at area code zero-one-one, four-four-one, two-niner-three-three-niner. That’s 011-441-29339 for Code Name Whiskey King, now taking Scandinavian-based contracts. 011-441-29339 and leave your protected callback number . . . And we’ve got your number right here on KILL!”

			“Saddle up!”

			Moving again. Secondary depression begins to settle on me. There are only four things wrong with speed. Speed kills. Speed makes your heart hurt. You get secondary depression with lots of speed. Dexis especially come down and sit on you after a while, and when a real dyno-supreme up and turns you around, it really gets your attention. It comes on you to sit on your chest and fuck with your heart and mind. It comes all of a sudden, pockets full of longing and regret and sadness and loneliness and, of course, paranoia and fear. It’s a bitch kitty and who needs her. I pop a couple more Dexis. That’s the fourth thing wrong with speed.

			We ruck up and move closer to Tombstone in the boonie-rat bush. I don’t know what’s wrong with these lame motherfucks; they all look like they’re about two hundred years old. Stooped under their little loads like a bunch of candy-ass pussies. Not me, Jack. I got my shit together now.

			Towels are draped around necks rubbed raw by ammo bandoleers and packs. Towels and ponchos are pulled through canvas straps to cushion these king shit ruck loads with all the canteens, grenades, mines, weapons, and bags of bullshit you need this deep in the hairy bush. Everybody humps a load. El Tee’s is probably the lightest, being a ruck, comic book/map cases, binocs, and his worthless goofy-ass M1 carbine that couldn’t kill a dead dog. Never fucking have understood why El Tee carries that load of shit. Only damn thing it’s got going for it is it is five-and-a-half pounds empty. He carried it for a while when he first threw away his Car-15, with these two big banana clips taped together, and I tried to explain it to him.

			“El Tee,” I said, “that sonofabitch is gonna be in Jam City first time you need it. You’ll be pointing that worthless dork at some slope sometime and pull the trigger, and those weak springs in one of them bananas is gonna be all tired from hugging thirty rounds’ nuts all day and he’s gonna go — no fucking way, and then you won’t have jumping jack squat. Also, all that weight on the feeder lips pulls the shit to where they won’t feed right any fucking way. Also the no-good manual on the sonofabuck says it’s effective at three hundred yards with a max range of two thousand. Holy shit! With all due respect, no fucking way can you hit a damn barn at a hundred meters with that little pickledick. Tits on a boar, goddammit, El Tee.”

			“Uh-huh,” he’d say, and kept on carrying the fucker. But here lately I see he don’t carry those two Steve McQueen banana clips all jammed up into the bottom of that sumbitch, so maybe it did some good after all. Shit, I dunno. Some of these damn people, you can’t tell ’em shit. Fucking M1 carbines. Leftover Korean surplus green motherfucking useless Remington Rand typewriter bullshit. If you’re going to carry a piece, carry a piece.

			I would just as soon carry a worthless fucking sawed-off shotgun as I would carry a goddamn M1 fucking carbine. I like my piece. Sweet Alice. I can really bust caps with this sweet bitch. In the throes of my weapon panegyric, I intuit that Blade is less a stiletto than it is a curving falchion. The question is — why?

			The sky is clear again now and the sun is bright up there way above us, but we are going through some trees and the leafy cover keeps the ground nice and damp and cool and slick with rotten green slimy stuff. Little brown wood leeches about a third the size of the big paddy leeches worm their way along over the twigs and dead leaves and broken branches as we hump through their rotting kingdom.

			We hear the usual chorus of birds chirping their asses off, some monkeys chattering away like motherfuckers, and a couple of times a big, deep-throated serious cat growl that nobody really likes to think about. Fuck it anyway, it don’t mean nothing. No fucking way this Vietnam shit could exist, and we’ll wake up from this damn nightmare any minute now.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			“Write if you get work.”

			 — Bob Elliott and Ray Goulding

			Princess was really up for her appointment with the big man. Beals was in town and had readily agreed to take a meeting with her. She had already decided what she’d tell her friend about the other meeting she had scheduled following this one, just as a precaution, so convinced she was that Toby Beals would let her out. She could already feel the KILL thing lifting from her shoulders like some great weight, and she was visibly excited as she click-clacked down the hall toward the security elevator.

			On another floor in the same nondescript building, the man at the console where 47-339 was being taped on the program side of the board was listening to a tape Princess had cut the day before yesterday — 17-450 in their odd out-of-sequence numbering system — which was currently booming out over the powerful audition monitors. He was watching the two main VU meters simultaneously, program and audition, watching the decibel levels kicking up perfectly, a hair hot on the right as Nguyen had a tendency to crowd his mike as he got into the pitches. Personally the engineer didn’t think Nguyen could announce for shit, and he didn’t care for his voice or the habit he had of overmodulating and distorting his hard consonants. But, he thought, that’s not my worry.

			At the exact same moment, Nguyen was thinking a bad thought about the moronic engineer, wishing he would have enough sense to turn his volume down, as it was so loud Nguyen could sense a slight thump of muffled noise. Not enough to pick up on mike, but sufficiently audible to be disconcerting when you were trying to get through some of this weird garbage. The staff people at KILL and the broadcast engineers despised each other mutually, superciliously disdaining the other’s dubious abilities. The gab jocks also hated the continuity people, just as the engineering team loathed the security staff, all of whom uniformly were of one mind in their total contempt for that nebulous hierarchy, “the people upstairs.” Money and professionalism were their only common denominators. The more intelligent ones were the unhappiest and the most unpleasant, having the wit to see themselves as whores, and to grasp the sleaziness of their work.

			The man sitting at KILL’s master control console was listening to the young woman say, “Code Name Tiger’s Eye asks, do you need a reliable stateside-based contact for a special assignment?” At the exact moment this tape thumps out of the monitors, the same words are being reflected by satellite to a giant radio-relay unit that feeds COMINCON, Communications Intelligence Control.

			Approximately seven seconds later in the control center of COMINCON, another man is doing much the same as the KILL engineer. He is listening to a woman’s voice on his expensive, state-of-the-art monitor system. As 47-450 is being aired, REFMON KM1/186, the COMINCON indicia on this monitor segment appears thousands of miles from its origin on a flickering screen.

			“Code Name Tiger’s Eye.” It is 11:01 a.m. Greenwich Mean. Midnight in Omaha. Time, both relative and absolute, swallows, moves, ignores datelines. Time ticks away. Times lie. A watch file opens. Another entry is made. Whirling brain reels think their instant electro-thoughts onto millions, billions of miles of spinning, fast-forwarding memory tape banks. A machine brain so intricate its very concept boggles the untrained mind instructs a megaplexing unit to begin searching its amazing network of relays, servos, and microcircuitry, for a means to feed the comprehensive trace-and-search data to the waiting online terminals.

			Metal and Mylar and magic reels remember. Machines think. Tiny microchips reroute encoded storage information. Time-sharing codes speak, reply, answer. Relays click, connections coalesce, spinning uncountable imponderables into a palpable essence of compu-fact that will print as machine truth. Someone’s number will be up. Trace and transfer will do their party trick. Keys will type. A spark of impulse will speak to an invisible microscopic tape strip. Online terminals will converse in a dead language.

			Upstairs, where the scarred, badly pocked woman has been cooling her heels in an outer office, Beals’s secretary tells her she can go in now. As she enters the office, the legendary entrepreneur Toby Beals, whose current net worth is estimated at over twenty-eight million dollars, looks up from a stack of papers and greets her cordially.

			“Princess! Great to see you, babe.” He stands and says, “You’re doing such a super job for me. Here, sit here.”

			“Thanks. That’s good to know,” she says.

			“How about a cup of coffee? Tea?”

			“Oh, thanks but no. I don’t want to take up much of your time, Toby, but I want to ask a big favor of you. I know I still have some time on our current twenty-six-week contract, but if it is at all possible, I want to ask you to let me out of it, I’d like out of this KILL thing if there’s any way on Earth . . .”

			He just looks at her and she goes ahead while she has the nerve. “These spots with the obvious coded messages and all . . . I just want out. I can’t be a part of this . . . of the direction it’s taking.”

			“Well, those are just exotics, babe. They shouldn’t be anything to cause you concern.” He smiles warmly. “I need you right now,” he says, shaking his head. “I have to be able to rely on the highest level of professionalism as far as air product goes. I can’t go into all the details for you, but I have to keep you here right now. I need you badly.” He can see she is crestfallen. “Look. Stick it out with me for another ninety days. You do this for me, and if you’re still feeling this way in three months I’ll move you to any of my other properties with no decrease in pay. How does that sound?”

			“It’s very generous. But . . . please — I just can’t stay here. Please understand me, Toby. With your permission, I just want to give notice now and get out. I can’t hack it. May I please — I would . . . I assure you I would treat anything I know about the operation in total confidence. I wouldn’t even use it in my resume if you didn’t want me to,” she blunders on.

			“I thought you were happy with the company.” He is still shaking his head.

			“With the company. With you — always. But I’ve just got to get out of this thing. I can’t handle it anymore.” She feels herself tremble.

			“Have you got a better offer or something?”

			“Oh, no! I’ve got offers, but they’re nothing. I’ll play hell ever making anywhere near what you pay me. I know that. That part is fine. I just can’t cut it with all the secret codes and everything. I mean we’re just daring the military to do something. It’s such madness, Toby. I mean I’m the one reading all this stuff. If they ever penetrate the operation I would . . .” She fights her terror. “I would be at great personal risk. I’m quite frightened. Please let me out of this.”

			She has started shaking and he says as soothingly as he can, “Naturally I don’t like you being so concerned over the operation.”

			“Yes. Well, I don’t like it, either. I’m a loyal employee, but I just have to get out of here. Can’t I please give you notice now?”

			“What’s your idea of notice?”

			“. . . Could I just give you the standard two weeks? Toby, I’d be so grate — ”

			“Two weeks! Come on, babe, let’s be fair here. I can’t replace you in two months. Be fair with me. I’ve given you a good home on the air, moved you around, paid you a helluva salary for — what? — seven years? Be reasonable with me.”

			“It’s been six years and you have been great to work for. I just can’t go on with it. If I could I would. I’ll give you three weeks, but that’s it, I’ve got to be out of it.”

			“Uh-uh. I can’t let you do that. I’m in business, dear. I’ve just explained to you that I’m right in the middle of some very delicate business dealings and I can’t take any chances with the air sound. Now, you are still under contract with me and you’ll have to abide by the terms of the agreement you signed.”

			“Hey. You know you can’t enforce those contracts. All I’d have to do is start doing a poor job on the air. There’s a thousand ways to break those contracts on both sides, you know that better than I do, I’m sure. I . . . Look. I don’t want to stay. I would never have agreed to do spots with this kind of content. The code messages — they could be anything. Military secrets. In my voice.”

			“I’m sorry too, but just give me a couple of months and I don’t care what you do after that. OK?”

			She shakes her head no. She’d only seen him turn bright red like this once before, when they had their one and only unpleasant confrontation that time. With all good intentions, he had offered to fix her up with a cosmetic surgeon and she had screamed at him. But they’d gone beyond that. She’d given him six years of top-quality air work and been pretty decently paid for it. She had heard him say she had the best female voice in radio.

			“Please. Please let me go. Three weeks notice today? Please, Toby?”

			“Hm-mm. Not right now,” he says quietly.

			“The secret messages” — she takes a deep breath and forces herself to speak as quietly and coolly as he does, thinking in one language and speaking in another, choosing her phraseology with the utmost care — “are the final straw. And they’re going to take KILL down. I’m not staying to be a part of that.”

			“Listen to me for a minute.” He smiles paternally. “You keep going on about the code messages. Good Lord, girl, you’re way off base here. I’m going to say something to you that is very confidential, just like those memos that you’ve been asked to memorize and shred, the ones you regard as so unnecessary.”

			“I’ve never said — ” He stops her with the palm of his hand up, fingers spread.

			“Let me finish. These are some of our top trade secrets and they’re not to be taken lightly. You have to understand if I take you into my confidence on this matter that you’ll never repeat anything you’re told. I have no assurance of this other than your word. Now, do I have that absolute assurance?”

			“Yes,” she says, so angry and confused she shakes her head no.

			“Forget about the fucking code messages. They are nothing, OK? You’ve seen a magician in a stage show, he goes like this with his wand and he makes a few moves over the top hat — see? Nothing in the top hat, folks. Now . . . and he rolls up his sleeve like so . . . and reaches in and abracadabra! He pulls the rabbit out of the hat, or the birdcage out of his pocket, or whatever the trick is. Why did he point to the top hat?” She obviously has no idea what in the hell he’s talking about. “He pointed to the top hat with his magic wand so that you’d look at the wand or that hat, or whatever. Anywhere except over at his left hand that was going to steal the birdcage out of the pocket while you were busy looking over here.

			“It’s the basic technique behind that sort of an illusion and it is called misdirection. Misdirection . . .” Princess is sitting like a rock, staring straight ahead.

			“Do you know how many foreign governments and competitive broadcasters would like to hang me up by my thumbs? Dozens. KILL, I don’t have to tell you, is under surveillance by, I would just estimate, anywhere from twenty to fifty intelligence services. All the big powers are all over us now, the little guys who neither of us ever heard of, industrial people — AT&T Intel, for all I know, may have a contract out on me. Why? Because there is a great deal of money involved, not to mention power. The coded spots and all that — those spots are misdirection, magic-wand time.”

			“But if they don’t know, then what difference does — ”

			“Hold it! They don’t know? You’re going to sit there and tell me the major intelligence agencies of the superpowers who work from bottomless, unaccountable security funding haven’t the resources to track down some phony phone or remail ad?” He stands up and walks over to a computer keyboard. “They can’t break my codes?

			“I want to show you something. Come over here. You know how they used to talk about television being the window on the world? Well, this baby is the window on the world.” He turns it on and types for a moment. She sees her name and a code word flash across the screen. She realizes with an intake of air that she is looking at her own finances. The exact state of her savings and checking account balances, her CDs, stock market positions, investment, rollovers, taxes, quarterly estimates; it’s all there on the screen. Inwardly she is seething with indignation, but she plays it cool.

			“Very impressive. I wish I had one of those.”

			“No. You don’t get it yet. That isn’t anything. I can get that in any major metro market financial institution. Just go down into the basement of any big bank or S&L and punch you up on the screen. That’s nothing. But I’ve got you in here.” He types another word. The screen blinks as new lines of information appear across the green background.

			“I’ve got you down cold.” She reads information about herself there is no way he should know. She is so alarmed and surprised she forgets to be enraged by this intrusion on her privacy. That will come sometime later.

			“You have no right to that information. I don’t know how you obtained it, but I’d think this might be actionable. You have no legal right — ”

			“No, of course I don’t. I’m trying to show you something. I have no interest in this data on you. How much you pay for your Balmain, your” — he squints at the screen — “Vent Vert, or who you sleep with or any of that. The information is maintained because I might need it. I hold this sort of a file on everyone whose lives might impinge upon my business in some way. I could care less that” — he turns and glances at the screen as it fills up again with personal information — “you’ve sent audition tapes to two of my competitors, or whatever data the computer has on you. Nor am I going to discuss with you the manner in which such data is obtained or its legality or its tacit indictment of what you consider my lack of business ethics. I’m not showing you this stuff to impress you, or because we’re such good, close buddies and that I think if you see what I know about you that you might stay with me. I’m showing it to you because I don’t want any waves made in this operation right now. I want you to stay and do your job, and I’m going to prove to you that you don’t have the option to quit until it is mutually agreed.”

			“You don’t have to prove to me that you have resources or that you’re a wealthy man.”

			“Wealthy? Wealth is nothing. I’m trying to show you something about information. Data. Facts. Information is the ultimate power trip. Try to understand what I’m showing you here, babe. You’re in our computer. I can erase that data.” He does so and the screen blinks out. “Nothing has changed. You’re still down cold. You’re part of a team. The people I represent would no more let a source of potential damage to the organization leave . . . well, you can surely see the problem. You need to be a little circumspect here. Relax. Show some caution. As soon as it becomes feasible — six, maybe eight weeks down the road — I’ll cut you loose myself.”

			“What you said about the people you represent, that really sounds threatening, Toby. I’m getting crazy. Really, I just can’t live with this.”

			“What can I tell you? You bought into this. Now you want out. Fair enough, but it has to be on the company’s terms, OK?”

			“No, damn it, it’s not OK.”

			“Well. What can I say?” He glances at his watch.

			“I won’t take up any more of your time.”

			“Just think it over carefully before you do anything. There’s a lot of stuff involved you don’t know anything about. If you do something hasty, in the heat of your feeling angered at the company, or me, you might put yourself in a position where, you know, uh — I couldn’t protect, so to speak, and suddenly you’d find yourself in deep shit, kiddo.”

			“I’m in some deep shit now.”

			“If you don’t want to hear what I’m saying . . . Or if you think I’m conning you, then there’s not much I can say.” He sits on the edge of his desk. “Remember this, you have no genuine cause for alarm if you’ll just do your job. You are pulling down a fabulous salary. Nice hours. We adore you. And the air stuff you’re so concerned about is pure misdirection. It’s just the guy in the top hat and the magic wand.” He snaps his fingers. “Abracadabra!”

			As Toby Beals speaks, a PRC-25 leaning up against a banana tree somewhere in I Corps blasts “Code Name Abracadabra” into the ether, and approximately seven seconds later on the other side of the world, COMINCON transfers the word to online terminal subscribers as an incantation in nine languages, a magical charm, an amulet, an epithet, a talisman, an ellipsis, an elongation, a coefficient of the numerical value 365.0, an apocope, and an isosceles triangle.

			The heavily scarred young woman with the enticing voice slams out of the building in a heated rage, fighting to regain control of her temper, thinking in Chinese, as she bids herself to present a calm outward facade. She loathes that feeling of being trapped, and it requires all of her powers of concentration to temporarily shake off the crushing sense of it that has followed her down to the street, stalking her like a vulture. She manages to throw it off with a great effort of will as she briskly strides toward her destination a few blocks away.

			The byword of a true professional is preparation. When Princess had first arrived in Vietnam, she’d been befriended by a young Vietnamese woman her own age. Somewhat apart in social position their mutual disfigurement had nonetheless forged a bond of at least casual friendship. They saw each other infrequently, but the friendship had lasted and the women had grown remarkably close, each believing herself to be liked and admired better than was actually the case, until the admiration and affection had become genuinely felt.

			Princess, who lived only for her career and her preoccupation with the acquisition of material wealth, found herself drawn to her new friend in spite of what she considered to be naive ideologies and alien attitudes. Her friend had a lover, and once she had told Princess a little about him. He was a Viet Cong deserter, only a boy really, who had fled the North when the remaining members of his family had all been killed.

			Now he lived eking out a sustenance doing whatever came along. Princess had learned he was proficient in the violent tradecraft of war and that he was willing to perform certain tasks if the rewards justified the danger. She was eleven minutes late when she strode through the doors of Fifi’s French Flamboyant and saw the slim, young Viet sitting in the dark next to her friend.

			She was a believer in first impressions, and in that instant he appeared to her as competent and perhaps sufficiently resolute for her needs. She always went with her instincts.

			Time ticks.

			Her friend’s lover is not what he appears, but rather a hardened, somewhat obnoxious character whom she finds impolite, insultingly brusque, and implacable. She fights hard to dampen her rage and frustration and eventually, with constant wheedling, intercession, and gentling by her friend, he softens somewhat.

			Then he quotes a figure which staggers her momentarily it is so outrageously high. But whereas she would normally haggle with an out-of-work street person, she immediately agrees to the amount.

			She will have to give up nearly half of her Swiss nest egg, as this money must be untraceable. But she plows ahead, her resolve bolstered by the heady promise of freedom and the undeniable sweetness of revenge. The next step is hers. She must give her friend certain plans, schematics if possible, an engineering layout. There are other details, which she tries to grasp and assimilate calmly. She leaves fraught with the perilousness and potential joyousness of the supervening events. The parallel lines lengthen.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			“You kill many bad men with silver bullets?”

			“No, Tonto, I will never shoot to kill — only to wound.”

			 — origin of The Lone Ranger (1949)

			No bullshit. Nobody is rapping now. No one wastes the energy to speak when it is all you can do to just keep on keepin’ on. One foot in front of the other. We are some miserable, tired, beat mothas. Today has been the worst yet, a real, hundred percent Romeo foxtrot of an unadulterated, certifiable grade A, star-rated, purple-veined ball buster. And if that sonofabitch tells us to spread it out one more goddamn time I’m gonna spread it out his asshole.

			Shit, I hate this fucking movie. It’s rained on and off all day. Slippery, slimy, sucking, jive-ass mudhole of a country anyway. The rucks are about one-hundred-fifty pounds now, and it’s all you can do to breathe. The air is thick, moist, clinging, wet, unbreathable, with the humidity as close as a sucking chest wound.

			We slosh down a muddy trail covered in slimy, boot-gobbling footprints. You can hear us coming from about two hundred meters off: rasping, sighing, pissing, moaning, wheezing, gasping, coughing, our respiratory symptoms ranging from asthmatic to emphysemic. Our throats are dry — parched, caked, sore. Lips crack and bleed, coagulate, crack and bleed again. Necks are bleeding and raw. I imagine I feel blood in my socks.

			The mud trail steepens for chrissakes and we’re grabbing ass down a very steep, suddenly impossible fucking descent covered with this slippery, wet mossy crap anyway. A Cobra gunny and a loach pass low overhead in a loud clatter of whomp-whomp rotor blades and nobody even looks up. We are sliding down this real neat mudslide on our butts and stomachs, grabbing at mossy grass, thinking Oreo thoughts as we crash down this sonofabitch. Big Merle provides the only decent moment of the day when he goes down back-asswards all the way to the bottom, hugging a rotten log full of maggots and termites and leeches and creepy-crawlies. Whatever makes you happy.

			Leg muscles cramp, tingle, come back to life, recramp, tingle, and so on in a kind of endless, really painful charley horse. Sweat catches in eyebrows and mustaches, stinging eyes and dripping into open, gasping mouths in salty, dirty rivulets. Brains fog. Helmets weigh forty pounds and become head vises. Flak jackets are a joke. Monster rucks are great, painful crucifixes. Ankles swell dangerously, crotches chafe, bleed to the touch, sting, become so sore they can make a grown man weep. Fucking Vietnam.

			We are following the ridge line that cuts through a ravine leading down or up into Tombstone, as the case may be. I’m starting to hallucinate the ground moving under me, and I’m pretty sure I’ve had a small heart attack today. Nothing serious and certainly nothing to concern myself over unless I would ever decide I’d like the use of the left half of my body again.

			Finally we all make it down this bitch, excepting our drag man, whom nobody has seen for a few hours, and everybody picks up the weapons and rucks that were lowered over the last steep part of our route in a hand-to-hand chain. The sun is starting to drop behind the hills as we finally see the CIDG compound in the distance. We rub bug juice on arms; stinging bloody necks and raw faces as the hungry mosquitoes buzz out of the humid air in a never-ending, relentless assault that will increase as the night wears on.

			I have an itching bite on my left ear the size of a golf ball. Doc looks at it and proclaims, “Aw, shit, that ain’t nothing to sweat, man.”

			“Hnn.”

			“Naw, that there is probably only a poisonous spider bite.”

			I hope the motherfucker dies from it. I hope he gets spider cancer.

			“Check this shit out!”

			“Uptight!” somebody says. They’ve nailed together a couple of four-by-eight ply sheets alongside the pathway leading into the camp and a crudely lettered, freshly painted sign reads:

			ahoy recon! welcome aboard.

			this area has been secured for you

			through the courtesy of a-team “tombstone” 2

			But the closer we get, the more this sign looks like an optometrist’s eye chart. There’s all kinds of shit across the bottom in smaller, less legible printing. I can make out the words under the fearless leadershit of —— and a name that looks like Major Thuy. Then a lovely little postscript below that. In smaller letters, a nice little welcoming offer reads eat my cockburger fags, and someone has thoughtfully offered us a precis of the sum total of twentieth-century man’s contributions in the area of racial harmony in the heartwarming two-word poem:

			fuck chuck.

			I take a final hit off my last canteen as I look back up the raggedy-ass mudslide we’ve just come down. Harold is back up there somewhere. Marching to a different drummer is one thing, but this dude is marching to an entirely different fucking orchestra. Good luck. Fuck. Ahhhh . . . water is the speed freak’s high, I think, as I swallow boiling Kool-Aid dregs. No. Water is the wino’s high, fucking lime Kool-Aid is the speeder’s high. Wonderful. The road into Tombstone is now paved with the best intentions and recharged batteries. I look up and see it is about to open up again, but who the fuck cares — we’ve made it. No digging tonight. Hot chow. A roof overhead. Not a fucking minute too soon, either.

			I suffer a pang of intuition that I could have missed. A tantalizing glimpse up fate’s skirt. Uh-oh. Dark shadows up there in the vicinity of the old crotcharoony. I simultaneously wince from a flash of insight I could have easily done without.

			I see us as we really are. Violent, crude, profane men of monumental arrogance, naiveté, and stupidity. Blundering, absurd, frighteningly vulnerable. Dopey dopers and poseurs. Pawns. I recoil, as always, from the mirror image.

			D’Allesandro: hard-core, streetwise, cool, graceful, bold venturer. Reckless. Jon is my direct obverse. No wonder we hit it off. I am soft-centered, pseudo-intellectual, klutzy, prone to all the cowardly predispositions. Necessitously cautious. Obsessive. Ridiculous.

			Yet in this painful look inward, recoiling from the pressures and constrictions, and shocked back to life as it were, my movie speeds ahead on fast forward and I force myself to examine those dark shadows ahead. Yes — I will fly too near the sun. And yes — the wax of my wings will most certainly melt and yes, yes, yes — I will plummet headlong into the South China Sea. On the other hand, I will survive this terrible mother raper.

			I know I am speeding and I think I may have also just hallucinated the strange looking motherfucker who has just stepped out from behind a berm inside the wire. He is wearing a cammo headband and his face is streaked with nightfighter. He appears to have just done some real bitchin’ opium. His eyes have those little roll-up window shades that say out to lunch on them in the cartoons. He is carrying a silenced Swedish K, about nine frags, and all kinds of weird shit. El Tee strolls over to the space cadet and they rap.

			“Hey! A right, there. Looking good.”

			“Thanks. Glad to be here. Who’s in charge now?”

			“Um.”

			“Again?”

			“Say what?”

			“Who’s in charge here?”

			“Ummm. How’s that?”

			“Who’s your commanding officer here?”

			“Ummm. Wow. Shit . . . that’s a good one. That fucker’s dead, best of my knowledge.”

			“Who’s the ranking officer here?”

			“Uhh, damn.” Space cadet scratches his head as if this is the tricky question he stayed up studying for last night. “Oh, wow. Well . . . I guess you are, far as I know.” He smiles dreamily.

			“How many troops in the compound?”

			“Oh, troops. Well, shit. Not many, man. We really got chewed here other night. You know. Wow. Shit. Lost everybody. Damn.” He has the real stoner opium stare. This ain’t gonna get nobody nowhere.

			“Who are those men?” El Tee nods in the direction of some shirtless, green beanie types who are sitting outside the compound perimeter under a huge cammoed parachute which has been tied to the surrounding trees.

			Our space traveler cranes around to check it out as if he’d never seen any of them before in his life. Their voices carry and we can hear raucous laughter and loud partying sounds. They seem to be creating their own personal mini-smog as a layer of dense yellow smoke surrounds them, caught in the overhead chute and breezeless air. The unmistakable hint of weed wafts across the compound.

			“Ummm. Oh! Them. They’re snake eaters.” As if that explains it.

			Someone has run a skull-and-crossbones pirate flag up the flagpole in the center of the compound and a rebel flag flies below that. Merle Smith, whom we call Little Merle to differentiate from Big Merlin, and who hardly ever says shit, breaks us all up as he looks around and goes, “Fucker’s far from STRAC!” Pretty far from Strategic Air Command level.

			We leave Tom Corbett, Space Trooper, standing behind the berm watching the road and fondling his K. Why the fuck anybody’d want to eat, sniff, smoke, or shoot opium is beyond me. Heroin, even, you can understand. Smack is a righteous fucking stone, but goddamn O — that shit will kill you slicker’n pee on a doorknob. I never knew anybody doing opium that could stand up to the fucker.

			Typical opium conversation:

			“What time you got?”

			“Oh, wow. L’mmm.”

			“Time?”

			“Say what?”

			“I said, what time is it?”

			“Umm. You mean right now?”

			“Yeah. What time is it right now?”

			“Damn. I . . . Is it that late?”

			The name Tombstone pretty much says it. I check out the ’yards in their chewed-up state, the handful of green beanies walking around in cutoffs and Bermudas, all higher than cumulus, and this place looks more than beat. These dudes look fuckin’ finished. If a battalion of NVA sappers would hit this camp right now, it could be serious as cancer.

			The wall of our plywood hootch carries the graffiti agent orange is nature’s way of saying you ain’t making a crop.

			White shakes his head at me and says, “Is this a motherfuckin’ movie or what?”

			“No, Whitey, I believe this sonofabitch is real as shit on your finger.”

			“Little Merle got it right, man. This fucker is far from STRAC.”

			“That’s a big rog.”

			And that isn’t the half of it. Charlie was here, Kilroy, and nobody thinks he’s gone for good. Charlie fucking knows. You look at the Montagnards, the scouts, shit, you never know what is what over here. We give the VC a whole gang of R-E-S-P-E-C-T because we know he knows. Nobody can fight a guerrilla war any better than the little man. This is hard-core boonie-rat land, and that’s with resupply and high tech. Charlie hasn’t got shit but what rice he can hump or steal or take, and a light ruck, with ground mobility like a motha.

			There are really two Vietnams, one aboveground, the one we own, and the one below ground. Flash Gordon and the Clay People down there in the subworld. Because at night Charlie comes up from his tunnel complexes to lash out with his brand of hit-and-run warfare. Then back down underground. He has no medevac to speak of. His weapons, ammo, food, quarters, medical centers — it’s all down there below the daytime Vietnam. Charlie has a whole counterworld going on down there under the earth. The Prince of Darkness.

			If the 1st Air Cav is “airmobile” (folks who drop from birds without chutes, as opposed to airborne, folks who jump out of planes with parachutes) then by God, Charles is damn sure groundmobile. And his intel is first rate. Little fucker always has somebody watching, a scared peasant, a ’yard woodcutter watching a trail, your hootch girl, you just don’t know. We hear about a tunnel complex they found in the Central Highlands, sonofabitch had a triage about the size of Walter fucking Reed.

			The tunnels are so elaborate that if you never saw one you wouldn’t believe it. And they seem impervious to assault. Some of the big ones have been there for centuries. He likes to dig down next to a blue feature and then make a slanting escape tunnel with an entrance/exit below the water-table line. There are tunnels that go down four, six, eight levels underground. Miniature damn NORADs down there with secret passageways you couldn’t get a good-sized dog through. We hit ’em with everything from tunnel rats with .45s and flashlights to big, sophisticated machinery that pumps them full of poisonous gas or whatever. We throw grenades, we arc-light ’em, you name it. It don’t do squat.

			There are some corpses out in the weeds upwind of our hootch, and they are stinking like shit. They probably carry those jivey evil-eye cards that are supposed to scare the crap out of the hardest-core enemy. You just know they do, too. They look like the CBS corporate logo, that goofy-looking eyeball emblem, and Charlie probably thinks they were put out there by Roger Mudd or some such character stumbling around in his Abercrombie Safariland jacket with epaulets and twelve-gauge loops. Fucking Vietnam.

			By nightfall we’re all dreaming dreams of re-supply, R&R, and the usual fuck fantasies. Ewell is over trying to explain to the Montagnards what Minnesota pussy is like, and El Tee has just come in from checking the defensive positions around the compound. We have clued the Space Patrol in about Harold so they don’t panic and blow him away. Wisdom: if you’re out in the dark without a radio, don’t try to come in. It’s a good way to get a free extra asshole.

			Everybody will pull a watch tonight, trigger men and trail bosses, ranch hands and ramrods alike. I draw a late shift in a three-man LP out beyond the wire. Meanwhile, Nam noodles are aboil, loaded with peppers and hot sauce and all kinds of surprises, and my nose tries to get into that while I kick back listening to the KILL riffs. The signal keeps getting stronger.

			“Protect yourself at all times. Suggest you leave code-o-phone relay system or similar callback mode to Daredevil at 914-238-6600.” Dusty’s monster PRC squawks away in our hootch, and next door I can hear John, Paul, George, and Ringo warning everybody about their thirteen-month mystery tour. I wonder what 914 is the area code for. Probably damn planet Mars.

			“Jet likes it kinky and stinky. I am twenty-four and considered beautiful. I am bisexual, bilingual, biracial, and bicoastal. Seeking bent gents who give it the Greek way, who like to quote give good enemas, golden showers, and nipple torture receiving unquote. I like it kinky, stinky, and especially from generous GIs. Let’s have a kink party next time you R&R China Beach way. Leave a message for Jet at the Pussycat Parlor in Danang. This is KILL, the most popular box in the land. New message number up soon!”

			I scratch at a place on my leg where a couple of ants had decided to have a picnic. I hoped they wouldn’t be a lot worse out in the grass because the hootch was crawling with them. Black ones, not quite as ferocious as their red cousins, but one more ass-kicker about in-country living that sort of made it all really worthwhile. I take a big swallow of Black Jack and it burns its way down my parched gullet.

			“Tee Jay in the Delta, are you still looking for an H&K? Call your pal Big Gunny. I have just what you need and can get it home too. Tee Jay, call Big Gunny if you still want that H&K. And KILL has what you need right now.

			“Code Name Savant. Professional who has deep field experience in quote termination with extreme prejudice unquote available for high-risk, non-domestic tasks. Fee must include an up-front compensation, which will be forfeitable if mission aborts. Special areas of competency include intelligence, small arms, demo, and related tradecraft. First consideration given to contract sanctions. Sierra-Alpha-Victor-Alpha-November-Tango . . . Savant, Box 100, Manor Hill Station, Southwick, Brighton, West Sussex, BN4 4NL, England.” The announcer repeats the address, and I can’t imagine who’d be writing the shit down, but somebody somewhere will fall for anything.

			“Exhibitionist housewife will give some lucky pen pal sincere letters with lots of creamy, clear, color pics. Catch a look at my quote moist panties unquote says Angel, who will raise her skirt for you, pose nude or any way you say for that special pen pal. Write a sincere letter with all information to Angel at this address: Business Mail Forwarding Services, c/o Remails, P.O. Box 7-474, Taipei, Taiwan 108.

			“Personal to Funseeker, I know you’re dreaming of a white Christmas, but I cannot get back to see you as soon as I thought. Do not, repeat, do not try to call me. I will contact you later, I promise. Personal to Funseeker on Outlaw Radio, broadcasting a new KILL phone number soon.

			“Jack Royale offers you the finest B&D films in the world. New titles include Cherry Mary, a luscious thirteen-year-old suck slave in garter belt, stockings, and high heels performs as you’ve never seen before. Watch this quote little bitch act when her smooth, silky ass is the target of painful spankings, unquote. This is a real, not a posed film session. You’ll see this little bitch beg and cry for mercy. Rush eighty-nine dollars U.S. funds or Swiss franc equivalent to Jack Royale Films, Unterfedstrasse 7, CH-5312 Dottingen, Switzerland.”

			“Hey,” Dusty asks, “how do you spell Underwearstresser?”

			“Personal to Lawrence. I need help, Lawrence. The cell took me to location four and put me in the punishment jacket so I have quote some broken ribs unquote. I am OK but being watched by both sides. Get me out of you-know-where as soon as you can. This is from Code Name Dawn Arroyo to Lawrence. If you want to send anything, you can use the Hamilton Bermuda drop. And you can send anything by phone here at KILL, with a new number on the hour and half hour!”

			This weird bull has a lulling effect after a while. All the fucking perverts and phony hit men and bullshit artists right out front with all their nasty doings. Get down witcha bad self, Lawrence, and cut old Dawn a bit of slack with those ribs. Busted ribs in a punishment jacket. I have busted balls from this punishing motherfucker, that’s for goddamn sure. I have to stop listening to dildo radio and sipping Black Jack, and sniffing those hot beanies and wienies, and noodle with poodle, and get ready to hit it.

			I drag ass to my feet and open my eyes, and it has turned darker than a coke dealer’s nostrils outside. Fucking bugs are biting like sharks out there, and I smear some of the shit we laughingly call insect repellent on face, ears, neck, and wherever else skin shows. The mosquitoes love the shit. It probably tastes like 1953 Möet et Chandon White Seal to the little cunts. But I can go for anything that helps cut the stink in my nose. The corpses let us know they’re out there every time the wind moves the air around a little. Wish they’d buried the bastards.

			When you waste somebody, depending on means, method, and mess, there’s a peculiar, particularly biting smell that rises up through the stench of the gunpowder, or cordite blast in the case of a gunshot death, and hits you with a distinctly metallic, vaguely copperish-smelling stink of freshly spilled, hot blood. It tastes in the mouth as you smell it, like DMSO kill pills.

			One of the R&D guys came up with a way to mix a diemethylsulfoxide penetrant compound with a toxic agent such as nicotine or cyanide, that can be introduced into the bloodstream, the advantage of the kill method being that it leaves no extrinsic indication of cause of death. You taste garlic in your mouth, but you smell bitter almonds. You’re dead in about thirty seconds to two weeks depending on how righteous the mix was. (It’s an inexact science, sports fans!) A coroner or M.E. will call it coronary arrest. The classic soft blow-off, as the jargon has it.

			After a corpse has lain around in the Southeast Asian blast furnace heat for a day or two, it starts to stink first, then bloat and emit gases, and at that point the odor is so disgusting it’ll take the blue off a gun barrel. There is no other smell like death. It is guaran-fucking-teed to catch you a ticket on the Barf City Express, bringing that rush of bile and cookies up in heaving, shuddering whoosh of lost lunch. Once smelled, death is never forgotten. In fact, we’re all starting to get a little funky around the edges.

			“You ready?” Little Merle says, pulling his sack of crap up.

			“Yo.”

			“Let’s do it.”

			Me, Little Merle Smith, Doc McAllen, are LP Green. We are loaded down with claymore, wire, frags, a radio. We head out and a pair of the space rangers drag rolls of concertina across the pathway, sealing off our line of retreat. Where is the “small REACT” they said was coming? Cocksuck lying fucks. Supposedly we are now to get a slope scout along with the FO and his radioman. All of this when the reinforcements and resupply birds get here in the morning.

			Whenever you go out like this beyond the safety of your perimeter, particularly in a hot area where Charlie operates, a little voice invariably talks to you inside. This is the tiny voice that whispered to Custer at Little Big Horn, to Napoleon at Waterloo, to Nixon when he didn’t burn the tapes, all them cats. The message is always the same. The little voice bends close, and in whispered tones guaranteed to nail a couple of icicles to the roof of your soul says, “Pssst! This is wrong. You’ll be sorry!”

			Steps seem so much louder at night. Every twig and branch snaps, crackles, and pops like a motherfucker. Every cough carries like a scream. We break up as we tippy-toe along, and a blast of radio feedback rips the night open from somewhere back in the darkened compound.

			SSSCCCEEEERRRREEECHHHHEEEERREEEE

			I’m walking drag, which is hairy as point at night. I am carrying water. Black Jack Daniels, Sweet Alice, speed, ludes, K-Bar, autographed picture of Duke in Back to Bataan, edible blood chit, toilet paper, ammo, frags, a smoke grenade, Darvon, bug juice, cigarettes, but no matches or lighter, no poncho, no steel pot. Wisdom: no smokes for the same reason you don’t want to fire your weapons; Charlie homes in on the flashes. Wisdom: no helmet; you can’t hear Charlie if it rains on a hard cover. No poncho, same reason; Charlie can hear it raining on you.

			Staying close to the bottom of the knoll, already heavily mined farther out, we position our claymores out around the base of the little rise where we set our listening post. Tombstone is a maze of trip wires, mines, pits, flares, all kinds of ways to say “Sorry, Charlie.” LP Green is all systems go . . . almost.

			First I have to scope up some night vision. Have to get my darktown strutter’s mojo working. I pop two black beauties and I pop four quarter-grain Dex, gobbling the whole handful and washing it all down with a long pull of hot Black Jack. Shit will cut a trait now.

			“Don’t change your jock for me . . .”

			My mind sings “My Funny Valentine” to itself, bopping with the chord changes in a nice, grooved bossa nova. Hot damn, Sam, I am jam. Know what I mean? I flash on a hide-and-seek game played back in a world of long ago, age ten in my cousin Woodson’s backyard. I can see a faint ghost of the phantom jungle moon again. It is a sliver, a hangnail, a slice of the old yellow devil pie.

			“Is your beak . . . a little weak,” my brain serenades itself. I feel the night with my fingertips. I can reach out and catch the darkness with my greased-lightning snatch-and-grab. I have the fastest hands in the league. I am getting on top of this shit now. I feel the texture of the Vietnamese night. It is made of wispy silk. It turns misty, the moon fading amber in the black, a quarter moon dropping back inside the jungle clouds, the spooky yellow all but gone as the moon vanishes inside the silken, blackened womb.

			I remember a chick I used to go with. She was light brown, with flawless skin like honey, and a long, hot tongue, and a high, perfect ass. She always smelled faintly of Noxema. I remember her long, sleek, racehorse legs, perfectly sculpted model’s or showgirl’s legs, with a hot little Brillo pad of a cat. We’d smoke nickel bags and ball listening to Sonny Stilt, early Geez, old Charlie Parker museum bop. I remember you, bitch. Ten thousand miles away, looking out and touching a night that is blacker than nigger pussy.

			Now the mist thickens, drips, settles: a wet, clinging blanket that drops over the night like a fallen shroud. The frogs and mosquitoes are all going apeshit. The night air smells of bloated cadavers and stale tuna. Fucking country sucks stagnant paddy water.

			I think about Chi and fantasize that I can smell her sweetness here in the dark. The faint stirrings of an erection begin to throb. Wisdom: you don’t ever want to jack off on an LP. Here I stand, cock in my hand, stiff, blind, and lonely. But time is on my side.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			 “Here I sit, broken-hearted — ”

			 — unfinished latrine graffiti

			I look straight ahead without seeing. I know if I had the eyes I could see the jungle and Charlie coming, the quarter moon that’s out there somewhere hiding behind the blackness, fields, tree lines, horizon, river, and beyond. Somewhere out there is the “Demilitarized” Zone and KILL Outlaw Radio, and North Vietnam and the world. I look up at the stars and realize all those planets are orbiting around up there, and beyond them is more of the same, and beyond that, out into a space that pitiful man couldn’t begin to fathom. How can it be that of all those stars and suns and moons and galaxies and solar systems that we’re the only place where there is a recognizable life form? God! Life should be sacred. Human life should be revered. It is the ultimate cosmic miracle. Instead, what do we want to do? We want to kill it. Is that fucked up or what?

			I see it all so clearly through my black beauty sleep, through my Dexamil night eyes. And now my night vision has come, and I can see every tree, every rib on every leaf, each blade of grass, every twig, stone, clod of earth, as clearly as if my eyes were twin starlight scopes. I see the beads of moisture in the air, the molecules, the atoms. My eyes pierce the black night like superlasers, invisible headlight high beams slashing out at the dark.

			Before the light there was only darkness. The night was black, a near total absence of light prevailed. That is to say, an achromatic object color of minimal lightness content, dig it, which is characteristically perceived to neither transmit, absorb, retain, nor reflect what you call your basic light, was visible to the — you’ll pardon the expression — naked eye.

			On an ambush or deep in Charlie country on a night LP, I do my night vision trick. It is more than uppers and Jack Daniels. The opaque contractile diaphragm, pardon me girls, perforated by the pupils and forming that which is the colored portion of the eye, admits a visual perception to the sensory membranes that pick up and receive the image formed by the eyeball’s lenses, and they transmit those suckers along the optic nerve to the Vision Center of the brain. Fortunately, as luck would have it, the Vision Center was having a sale and I was able to cop a pair of soft contact lenses for only $89.95. Now, if only we’ll just have some soft contact.

			I suddenly realize that in my oneness with the night I have amazingly remembered all the words to “Black Is Black” by Los Bravos, the ever popular “Paint It Black,” and all the words to a poem by Vachel Lindsay that begins “Fat black bucks in a wine barrel room,” and I will blackball any black-hearted blackmailer who blacklists Black Jack on my black market blackboard made in Black Rock. Something slithers by, but it is only a harmless black snake. I am on the verge of blacking out.

			In the blackness that prevails, there is umbra, and of course, as you know only too well, what you call your basic penumbra. My eyes scan the penumbra, squinting sideways, with my lids hanging half closed, my eyes taking mini-Polaroids with my mental SX-70. I scan the shapeless mass beyond the knoll that borders the jungle and beyond, focusing my vision slightly off center to allow my night vision to do its trick. The reflected images do not, therefore, hit the sighting point of the eye.

			Dig it: as I scan the black, the off-centered focus on the darkest shadows lets the newly acquired night vision reflect images on a fresh group of rod cells instead of the eyeball’s tired sight point. The process is self-regenerating as long as I keep scanning and focusing slightly off center. This is how one is able to see in pitch-black darkness.

			The fragmented hangnail of Asian man-in-the-moon-pie slips down out of the jungle clouds again. It is a spooky killer’s moon, casting shadows of sawgrass and sandbags and berm. A shape amid the jungle silhouette appears and vanishes.

			The tiny voice that whispered to us earlier comes back and talks to me again. Just as my mind registers that I saw movement, the little voice whispers one word in my ear.

			“See?”

			Time freezes. I think of the Jean Shepherd line about swamp gators. Something about alligators eating their way through time. I have one hand on my radio handset and the other on my clacker. I scan a movement, or worse, I sense one. It is something that was not there a moment before. I carefully click the handset three times.

			Click . . . Click . . . Click! Each click sounds like someone hammering a nail into a coffin.

			Click. A lone drop of perspiration gathers and drops down the small of my back. A shape that will not be denied to fresh scanning cells of the night eye now materializes, freezes, vanishes.

			Time starts again.

			Click. Damn. They already acknowledged, so what the hell was that for? my subconscious asks. Always whining about something.

			Something or someone is moving out there in the darkness. I want to glance over toward Doc, but I realize the second click didn’t come from my handset.

			Jelly belly time. LP Green. Viet fucking Nam. I die a small death. I tighten. My sphincter contracts. It knows. Charlie, vas you dere. Cholly? I run out of breath and gulp oxygen, not realizing that I have forgotten to breathe in for some time now, and I gasp a shallow intake of air, not taking time to wipe my sweaty hands on my fatigues. I ease the pin out of a frag, and gripping the spoon in a death vise with my right hand, my left hand (poised by the clacker to detonate the claymores) asks my brain what to do, and it tells the hand to pick up Sweet Alice and it obeys promptly, with no thanks to the rest of the body thank you very much. All of this happening in a quarter of a second as my speed-freak mind sorts this out in its megaplexing unit, and as I hear the radio keyed I hurl a frag out into the darkness, hearing the spoon fly off as a harsh stage whisper crackles out of the handset hoarsely:

			“LP — sssshhhpppppttttt — ment in the wire, movement in the wire!” And Alice is there as I see the dark shape now to my left and — damn — not five meters away as I start blowing it away and feeling the tick against my jacket and hearing the loud cracks and whistles as I take a close one and a couple of near misses, turning as I make dog meat out of the other shape and really popping caps and then reaching over, detonating the claymores, trip wires going off as a satchel charge goes off way to our left. Slamming another mag up Sweet Alice, I feel her boogie and buck and spit out empty brass and gunsmoke stink as she takes some slopes’ names.

			It is deafening as my hearing is concussed by the satchel charges going off all around the perimeter, an 81-mm tube at work behind us. AK-47s and M-16s, frags and smokes and chi corns, trip flares, claymores, and all kinds of shit blasting, exploding, detonating in a wild-ass cacophony of M-60s and carbines and shotguns and blocker thump guns, and my ears ask my brain if they have permission to leave the room. The noise is so up close and sudden and intense that it all blurs together in one roaring freight train of noise that comes tearing out of the darkness to overrun your silly ass.

			I somehow sort out sounds within the overall sound, which is a wall of exploding noise, and I hear Little Merle’s belt-fed 5.56s blasting out of his Stoner machine gun and McAllen busting caps to my right and Sweet Alice spitting out hot lead and Teflon and the whole mad minute of guns and garbage that makes hearing impossible yet your brain registers the sounds.

			I hear a whistle. A crump. A popping noise. A whomp. A huge explosion. A whoosh. A scream. Another scream. A bang. A trio of instruments playing a medley of fast fire. A yell. An M-60 burning its barrel out somewhere to our rear. M-79s thumping to the right and left of our position.

			A satchel charge blowing wire and steel and shrapnel every which way but loose, BLAM!

			Green star clusters. Tracers in three colors. Asian moon and jungle. Moving black shapes. My hands pitching frags and blowing mines. Yells. Hollers. Whispers. Shouts. Crashes. Screams. Moans. Ewell’s blocker again.

			“Incoming, incoming!”

			“Sappers in the wire.”

			Massacre at Tombstone Corral. A blaze of gunfire and exploding charges. Red. Green. Yellow. White-hot streaks. Flashes of fire and smoke blasting through the night. D’Allesandro’s MAC/10 sounding inanely like a typewriter underwater as it spits streams of hot death. AK-47s laying down heavy fire with their unmistakable sound, IPs blasting and popping away with everything imaginable from .38s to shotguns to Garands to, for all I know, a damn blunderbuss.

			Suddenly you realize there are only a handful of greenies behind you and a dozen or two dozen ’yards who may or may not stay bought. We’ve all heard ten horror stories about the A-camps and CIDG ops where the ’yard mercs have turned back around on the teams. Sometimes turning again, turning back around on Mr. Charlie, and then turning around again if the money is sweet enough. And that’s what’s at your back here in the black night full of noise.

			But the noise is over as soon as it begins. The mad minute. That awful nagging fear that this was the night goes away to crawl back under its damp rock. The suspicion and paranoia that the black creepies throwing the satchel charges are just the cutting edge of a battalion of crack sappers from one of Ho’s top elite divisions about to overrun Tombstone in a tidal wave of unstoppable, fiery death and screaming terror doesn’t fade completely yet, but at least it sits down and waits.

			Click.

			Crunch.

			“Say what?” my brain asks itself. I hear the click again.

			“LP Green, Six. Status, over?”

			“Green. Wait one.”

			Crunch.

			A low, animal moaning comes from the darkness beyond.

			“Merle?”

			Fucking zip.

			“Doc?” I am whispering.

			“McAllen?”

			“Yo. It’s Little Merle, man.” I hear him crawling over. I can barely make out his outline in the pitch black.

			“Shit, man, it’s Little Merle. Shit, forget about it. He’s fuckin’ chewed, man.”

			“Green, Six. One down.”

			“Who?”

			“Little Merle. Doc says he’s chewed. All fucked up.”

			“How bad?” Can’t you fucking hear?

			“Roger that,” I turn the radio off.

			Fuck the sonofabitch. It don’t mean shit.

			I crawl over toward Doc and Merle.

			I feel Merle before I get to him, as I crawl across the wet ground. I know before I touch him that it’s a mistake.

			“You OK?” I hear Doc McAllen ask.

			“Yo,” I say.

			LP Red and LP Blue, the other sides of the triangular perimeter, have made it OK. One of the Montagnards is KIA, and there are some wounded inside the compound. Two lit up on our side. Got to be a mess of fucked-up VCs out there, but it is too dark yet. They’ll write this one up as being — what’s the phrase? — an acceptable kill ratio or some loony shit.

			Quiet and close. Damn, it is the loudest quiet you’ve ever heard. Cartoon quiet.

			Silence.

			It hangs there about ten times louder than the noise, as me and McAllen sit in the dark, back to back at about a forty-five-degree angle, Little Merle Smith a few meters away. Guns still up, listening, scanning. It hasn’t really hit yet.

			The loud, staccato chatter of the MGs, the bang of the explosive charges, the shock waves of concussion, the pounding vibration of full auto suddenly hits in an aftermath, echoing and reverberating like car-crash post-trauma.

			Little Merle! Sonofabitch, it just gets me. And my face feels wet from the heavy humidity in the air. Wisdom: there is nothing like survival to make the bitter pill of losing someone just a tad easier to swallow. Your survival I’m talking about. It sure does have a way of easing the shock a little. Heady stuff, that survival.

			At some point in the evolution of time, everybody has to take a look in the mirror. Some of us finite folks don’t like what we see when we look in there at the moment of truth. Payback is a motherfucker, even when it only comes out of a mirror. At the moment I ain’t too crazy about what I see in there.

			My finger gets my attention as I feel a real nice blood blister taking shape. Sweet Alice has gone and given me a hickey, the bitch. Wisdom: you know you are prematurely aging when you fantasize about violence instead of sex.

			I grab a bunch of shit out of my pocket and eat it all, downers, uppers, black beauties, reds, ludes, sliders, grounders — I don’t give a rat fuck what, just get me out of here. I swallow it dry.

			“Searchin’ for the outlaw station . . . fuckin’ up my concentra . . . shunnnnn — ”

			So until we meet again, good night and goooooood luck from all of us who work the late shift here on Operation Toledo Blade, from LP Green, just a stone’s throw from the heart of A Camp Tombstone Two, Golf Sector, Quang Tri Province, I Corps Tactical Zone, Republic of (South) Vietnam. Planet Earth. Good fucking luck.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			“Vir-gin: an unmarried girl or woman —a person who has not had sexual intercourse — (adj) being used or worked for the first time.”

			She has been wildly excited all day, pacing up and down her rooms, rearranging furniture and potted plants and books. Then in a moment of inspiration she goes out and gets some cardboard boxes and begins packing, books and records and tapes first. She’ll save her clothing and household goods until later. She has all but made up her mind to take the offer. She is so excited she finds herself at one point looking frantically for a pack of cigarettes, having forgotten she no longer smokes.

			Princess thinks in Chinese. Her mind refuses to calm her today. It is too wonderful and so perfectly timed. To come right now, when the other thing is right at the point of fruition, it is just so much of a marvelous coincidence — and her Chinese mind then stops her for a moment and lets her take a long, hard look at the offer. She analyzes, dissects, probes. No. She is convinced there is no way it could be a Beals ruse of any kind. She generated every aspect of the offer herself, from the ground up.

			It was pure luck. She had once met one of Beals’s two primary competitors at a trade convention several years back, and his name kept tugging at her subconscious. On a wild whim she had mailed him her best aircheck out of the blue, with a covering letter about how she would love to come work for him. She no longer even knew where he lived or worked, so she had shipped the tape reel to him in care of his headquarters in Honolulu.

			Very late last night the phone had rung. Her unlisted private line. She had snapped at the receiver and growled into the phone,

			“This had better be damn good, whoever this is,” and was somewhat taken aback when a trans-something operator said they were trying to place a call to her, but there were equipment problems. Would she be at this number for the next hour? Yes, of course, she told the operator, she’d be at this number for the rest of the night. She planned to go to sleep. But who was the party trying to contact her? The call was disconnected at that point.

			She boiled a pot of coffee and tried to read. She put on some soothing music and was lying on the floor reading and sipping coffee when the phone rang again and she heard the man ask if it was she.

			Instantly she knew it would be an offer. No broadcaster calls a jock without reason. He told her he had been totally blown away by the aircheck. He complimented her on her voice, and the call was disconnected again. It was all she could do to calm down. She hated the telephones in this awful, primitive, smelly, dirty rat’s nest of a country. She read some more and was almost at the point of falling off to sleep when the phone rang again. She broke a nail snatching the telephone off the cradle and all but screaming at the operator:

			“Working line, operator, this is working, don’t hang up, working!” He told her he was going “all girl” at his Virgin Islands property, simulcasting AOR and heavy talk over both AM/FM operations. He wanted her as his drive-time afternoon gun. He’d pay her the highest salary paid to any air personality in the chain. He named a figure and she almost gasped audibly, it was so far beneath what she was making. She thought it over about a tenth of a second before she screamed yes at him.

			She explained the details of how she would have to leave KILL and the various points covering the way in which she wanted to be moved. He agreed that the people in the Islands would find her a place, a small apartment, she said, poor-mouthing it, and kept unlisted in any station records. He was upfront about the high costs of living there, and he seemed fair to her. They agreed she would call him again later.

			But as soon as the line disconnected, her reasoning took over and insisted that she sit down, take pen and paper in hand, and do some fast math. She discovered that in one way, irrespective of the tax advantages, she’d be working for virtually nothing. She made up her mind to call him back the next day and cancel the deal. She couldn’t afford to take the job.

			Ten minutes later, in bed and staring up at the darkness, she realized with a laugh that she was considering saying no to her ticket out of this mess. Piss on the money, she laughed excitedly, I’m gone.

			By the time she left for her shift the next day, she’d formulated a plan. The one thing she needed, a schematic drawing that could be marked to show the young North Vietnamese the position of the auto-destruct unit, was kept in a certain file in the broadcast chief engineer’s private office. She had come up with the perfect scheme for obtaining the drawing right under his nose. She would use his hatred for her. There was justice, she thought. She laughed again in anticipation as she made up for work. What was it that pompous ass had called it — misdirection. Perfect, she laughed, singing to herself uncharacteristically as she applied the thick application of makeup to her ravaged face. I’ll show you some misdirection, you slob.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			“Here I stand, my cock in my hand — ”

			 — unfinished latrine graffiti

			Believe this shit: we find one fucking dead dink in the wire. Little fucker all blown in half, strung out in the concertina. Guess they couldn’t pull enough of him out of the wire to take back with them. I expected to see some heavy-duty corpuscles in the dawn’s grisly light. I don’t see jackshit besides this one old chewed fan in black pajama pants. The camp has two patrols out and they find one blood trail. I know I personally zapped a couple. But where are they?

			Body count is all we hear about for the first couple hours while the SF dudes try to pull their shit together for the incoming. They drag the dead dink over with the corpses and line ’em all up in a row, count ’em again, and start digging graves. They report five enemy KIAs from last night’s action, which sounds right to me.

			Resupply! The big birds come with a shitload of people and goodies. Tombstone gets reinforced with a company of Marines, mostly FNGs (fucking new guys) who will be lucky if they make it through the afternoon without getting their cherry asses shot off. Blade fops up resupply and the FO team. We got one Ed Corns, who looks like he has a license to kill handed out by in personally, and a beaner named Al Rodriguez to hump his PRC. Also we got this IP scout called Tex, which is what you’d call anyone named Tran Van Kuang, right?

			Doc McAllen is hog-heavy with every type of bandage, dressing, bottle, ointment, and doodad known to God, MACV, or medical science. We have open sores, immersion foot, runs, boils, all kinds of minor shit, and we keep Doc busy all morning taking care of business. The main thing we get is batteries. We are humping more batteries than ammo — it is un-fucking-believable.

			“We gonna fuckin’ blow that radio station or are we gonna resupply the fucker?”

			“Got enough goddamn batteries to start a demolition derby. These whores are gonna feel real good toward the end of the day. Shheeeeiiit!”

			We tell Rodriguez and Dusty to keep their fuckin’ PRCs on all the damn time.

			“If you don’t use up this shit mighty damn fast, I’m throwing this heavy asskicker in the fucking weeds, Jim, and you can count on that shit. Damn.”

			It’s one thing to hump ammo, but humping bastard batteries, that’s a whole different smoke.

			Dusty’s monster is one of the new experimental units that is designed for covert missions, long probes deep into injun country, where there’s no such thing as battery resupply. With all this shit we’re humpin’, Dusty ought to be able to keep that fucker humming to the end of World War Four.

			“Saddle up!” screams Ewell, and we move out, rucked to the max, flak jackets, pots, cartridge belts, six hundred canteens, fuckin’ batteries, grenades, Cs, ammo boxes heavier than shit, bandoleers, ammo shoved everywhere but up our butts, away we go — used and abused.

			Tombstone is a beehive of bustling activity. All kinds of lifers squaring each other away, running around insulting people, getting the ’yards and the green beanies all haired off, and in general being their pogue, candy-ass, obnoxious selves. A covey of Phantoms streak high overhead, moving north to a chorus of “Get some” from the boonie-rats below.

			Newly treated feet protest at moving again. Flesh drops off feet into stinking socks. Cracks between toes split open and bleed, leaking pus down into jungle boots that mixes with the coagulated blood to form a nice mucilage that glues the sock to the foot and then glues that to the boot. Ankles and knees swollen like overripe melons ache and swell again. Rucks bind and cut. Thousand-yard stares and boots bleached salty-white mark the young vets of Southeast Asian war. Here come the oldest-looking kids on the planet.

			The new RTO’s radio spits out some kind of garbled crap as the gate guards, Flash and Buck, drag the wire aside for us. A squad of badass-looking, unshaven, bleary-eyed green berets drag ass into the compound.

			A voice in a nearby bunker says, “Deuces and jacks and the king with the ax!”

			Another voice says, “Awwww, fuck.”

			Crrrrwwwwwaaaaa.

			“Alpha Team Charlie Charlie, stand by for radio check, over,” says the new RTO, Rodriguez, as the radio snaps and sizzles. Rodriguez slaps at it over his shoulder, “Shit! C’mon, you fuck.”

			Cccrzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz.

			“Slow count from ten . . . niner . . . eight . . . seven . . . six . . . fiver . . . four . . . three . . . two . . . one . . . How copy me, over?”

			“Grrrrrrzzzzzcrrrraaaawwwwwwww — eam, over.”

			“Blade Zero Four, Alpha Team Charlie Charlie, requesting test countdown from ten please, over.”

			Zzzzzzzzzzzzzzz, it spits at him.

			“Request countdown from ten, please, do you copy, over?”

			“Copy that slow countdown from ten . . . niner . . . “ Rrrrrraaaaaaaaaaa.

			Hard rolling rock blasts out of Dusty’s PRC. Jeezus Squeezus. The battle of the dueling pricks. We’re humpin’ batteries for this shit?

			“Fiver . . . four . . . three . . .” All fucking RTOs are just alike, fuckin’ get off counting back and forth. Dusty tests his rig constantly.

			“Two . . . one . . . how do you read me, over?”

			“Blade zero four, we read you Lima Charlie over.”

			We pass a trio of Vietnamese by the side of the road. A bunch of older slopes chattering away in the non-stop, dissonant, singsong, high-pitched wail of a monkey language that was so alien and ugly to Americans and so beautiful to them. Tex shouts something at them that sounds like “Suck King Kong’s Dong” or some such thing, and they glower at him but shut up.

			Tex looks like a real hard-core piece of work. I haven’t heard the fucker’s story, but he looks like he likes to take some names, that’s for sure. Probably VC, the way our luck is running.

			Dusty’s radio has KILL, and the signal is strong enough to be next door:

			“Personal: To anyone knowing the present location of Spec 4 Kenneth Ray Holman, last seen in South Vietnam in Kontum Province, I will pay a substantial cash reward for any information leading to my obtaining his current whereabouts. I am a friend. Please contact me by writing Maurice Tinnon, 722 Regina, Flat A4, Nicosia, Cyprus. Kenneth Ray Holman was last seen in Kontum Province in South Vietnam. Cash reward paid for any information leading to his present whereabouts. You heard it on the Outlaw, KILL!

			“Do you like to get off looking at young cheerleaders in short skirts and high-heeled boots? Be sure to send for our new full-color photo scrapbook Teenage Cheerleaders Bound and Gagged. You’ll see beautiful young pom-pom girls in ass-high miniskirts bound at the ankle and wrist, legs spread wide and ready. Lots of quote leg and shaved twat unquote in our great new color photo scrapbook. Rush ten dollars American to Eurobooks, Box 69, Mechelen Buratel Belgium, 9 rue de la Presse, 1000 H Brussels, Belgium.” The announcer repeats the address and it takes longer than the message.

			“Horny GI,” somebody says. “Box 69, Bang Cock.”

			“You have a friend you don’t know about,” the PRC broadcasts, “and he is even better friends with your lady when you aren’t around, Randy. Check out mama-san and you’ll learn all about your new pal. This tip is from somebody in the 2nd of the four-oh-deuce you did a favor for. That is a special bulletin to Randy, over KILL, with a brand-new number on the way.

			“Code Name Director has a money maker for any individual or group currently involved in quote snatch operations unquote that guarantee you or your organization will have access to quick means of obtaining funds without any security problems, even under the most rigid surveillance. Our method assures payout in a totally untraceable way, utilizing a multiple cutout forwarding system that is unique and foolproof. For all confidential details send a self-addressed, stamped envelope, using Italian postage if possible, to Director, Studio Ecco, Via Veneto 59C-3, 00211-0 La Storta, Roma. And this is — ”

			“Alpha Team Charlie Charlie, Blade Zero Four requesting another test countdown from twenty please, over.”

			“Roger that, Blade, twenty, nineteen, eighteen . . .”

			“Code Name Family is mother-daughter combo who want same to swing with us. Mom is thirty-seven, daughter eighteen, but looks much younger, and we want similar. Must be attractive. Quote we prefer both bald down there like us unquote. If mine likes yours, we can meet and swap French lessons and nice, wet, spread-beaver pies. Will also model for horny singles or couples. Send desires and generous stamps allowance to Family, Apanado 9-2120, San Jose, Costa Rica. We are bilingual, so we can quote get you cumming and going in two tongues unquote. And KILL has a new number on the half hour!”

			The outlaw signal is definitely stronger now, down among the sheltering palms.

			“Personal to Janice from Pat, leave a message for me at the Australian Bar in Saigon. Janice, wherever you are, get in touch with Pat. Important. Leave a message for me at the Australian Bar in Saigon. No sweat about the other thing, I will take care of that in person. And your favorite radio station is taking care of business here at KILL.

			“Code Name Silencer — ”

			“. . . seventeen . . . sixteen . . . fifteen . . . fourteen . . .”

			Rrrrrrrrrrrraaaaaaaaaaaaaa

			We pass a rice farmer and his family out working their fields. How the dork do we know KILL ain’t buried down there in some tunnel complex so far under the field that they could arc-light the sucker from now till doomsday and never kick its ass?

			I watch the farmer out in the field. He don’t give a damn whether it’s us or the Cong walking by just as long as we keep walking. He don’t give jack squat about Nationalist, Socialist, Communist, Populist, Imperialist. He just wants one thing: let him the fuck alone so he can harvest his rice crop.

			I say to Washington, “Bro, you know what it all comes down to?”

			“What’s that?”

			“In the end it all comes down to rice.”

			“Ain’t that some shit.”

			“You know what I’m sayin’?”

			“All right.”

			“No shit, man, this sonofabitchin’ green motherfucker is all about a rice bowl.”

			“In the end it’s all chicken anyway, ain’t it?”

			Shit, he had me there.

			“Requesting another slow test countdown — ”

			“This is AFVN with a special request for all the great guys in the 92nd assault helicopter company!”

			“Not those rednecks!” Laughter.

			Sssccccrrreeeeaaaaaawwwww.

			“ — a terrorist bounty hunter?”

			“Someone — ”

			“ — twelve, eleven, ten, niner, eight — ”

			“Hey, Dutchman.”

			“Yo.”

			“You hear about the South Vietnamese ranger battalion that went out on a top-secret search-and-avoid mission?”

			Laughter.

			That’s no joke, son. Eighty-five to ninety percent of those mothers are turd worthless. Officers rabbit, the men run. Marvin the ARVN ain’t worth dick dew.

			On the other hand, the dinks from the same damn Vietnam, only farther north, they can kick bootie and dig graves. The thing is, they are well-led and well motivated. Charlie’s got some badass leaders. For every REMF nitwit of ours, Charlie seems to have a Giap. Real heavyweights. Got that organization ticking like a Swiss watch. Everybody’s out in the field. Here all the cats are sitting back in the ac scarfing up the PX bennies and USO shows. Their idea of bad duty is running out of cold beer and pizza. Pogue motherfucks.

			Charles maneuvers. He won’t fight you when you want to get it on. He moves. Runs away. Then he comes back and pops ya. We crash in there with the loud fuckin’ choppers, CA (combat assault) that every slope for a thousand meters has pinpointed, and we wonder why we can’t surprise him. Charlie must laugh his ass off at some of our weak, lame bullshit. And all this technology and money behind us. Fuckin’ shame is what it is.

			“Code Name Sierra is a responsible rep for international corporation wanting any late-model fighter aircraft for purposes of tech evaluation. Can trade a complete Sierra Romeo-71 or pay highest cash price with maximum side compensation. Apolitical in nature.”

			“Yeah, apolitical. I just fuckin’ bet.”

			“I got a Romeo Foxtrot I’ll trade you, motherfucker.”

			The team is tired. We drag ass with our own batteries low, loaded down with radio batteries and fighting to keep concentration up, to stay together, to keep hard for it.

			We are moving through a huge field that has been taken off by a sustained arc-light (B-52) strike and it is like humping a lunar landscape. Giant craters pock the field and the one beyond like the dark side of the moon. The fields between here and the horizon look like they were taken off by big Rome plows. Payload city kitty. Go to jail. Go directly to jail. Do not pass go. Huge pockets of loose earth.

			You don’t want to be any-fucking-where near when those arc lights get down. I decide I will list my 691 favorite things about the Nam:

			1. heat (blistering)

			2. rain (constant)

			3. mosquitoes (insane)

			4. lifers (also insane)

			5. flies (biting)

			6. snakes (poisonous)

			7. punji sticks (shitty)

			8. dysentery (also shitty)

			9. Malayan whips (smashing)

			10. malaria (ass-kicking)

			11. humping (endless)

			12. rucks (punishing)

			13. black syph (permanent)

			There is the persistent rumor that is apparently for real about the so-called “black syph,” a strain of venereal disease so virulent, unrelenting, incurable, and deadly, that it generates an instant one-way ticket to Syph Island.

			Syph Island exists. Too many people have heard about it. The grapevine has it that you go to this island where you are “sheep-dipped,” the current military jargon for having your records sanitized. You are then listed officially as KIA, or perhaps MIA in a few cases, and your family is so notified. You have ceased to exist.

			Your body is on the island under lock and key until you eventually buy the farm. If this is some leper-colony bullshit story, it sure is a widespread one. Almost every military unit has heard first-generation rumors about somebody with a really “numbah ten thousand” case of VD that just upped and disappeared one day. Nobody ever heard from any of those cats again. Guess they all went to that big clinic in the sky.

			Another one of the ball-busters is about the Americans fighting for the Cong. That is no lie, GI. Me, D’Allesandro, and Dutchman, all know a dude went over. White motherfucker too. He just boogied out one time on a patrol. So far as we know, he’s still working for the other side right now. Probably married Jane Fonda or some shit. Sharp mother too, just went batshit.

			He’s carried on the books KIA, but we all know better. That cocksuck is alive and goddamn VC. Up here in Eye-Corps somewhere probably, lighting up Marines and shit, I wouldn’t be surprised. Crazy asshole.

			It wouldn’t be hard to go over. There’s all kinds of routes. In Saigon we know a place where you can go and drink with VC on R&R, and that’s no shit. Place is fucking notorious. Some of them hate their officers just like we do. Some are hard-core lifer types. All kinds of VC. But the thing is, almost every one of them is real strongly motivated. To them this sonofabitch is a holy war. And the few I’ve talked to, I can promise you those slopes never doubt they’re gonna kick our asses out. I’ll say one thing for ’em, they’ve got balls to the walls.

			Right next door to where the hard-cores go is this sales outlet for special weapons. If you know somebody, you can go get a rifled Zippo, a cigarette lighter that literally will light you up, a pen gun that fires a .22 round, all kinds of neat shit like that — and it’s run by the VC. Everybody in-country knows about it. The question I always wonder is, how do they stay open? I don’t like to think about the answer to that one.

			Dig it. We are cacked out in some weeds, trying to figure a way to dump some batteries and ammo. Nobody has seen our drag man for two days and somebody says, look — and over across the field there’s old HOG, real as death and four times as ugly, waiting for us on the other side of the field. Got that look on his face like he just got done choking his chicken. Go figger it.

			I’m running scraps of cloth patch through Sweet Alice’s mouth, ramrodding out little shitclogs of oily black residue. Scratching bites, swigging from canteens, popping bennies and Dexis, checking out a boil on the back of one of my ankles, fascinating shit like that. I’m also higher than eagle kaka.

			I am doing lots more speed than I used to, so it’s lucky that I don’t give a clustered rat fuck. I can take a hit off my canteen and I’m higher than a bat right from the git-go. Then, pretty soon, I have to do some more or I get jumpy and tired. Speed picks my raggedy ass right up, man. I’m sorry, but there it is. It sits on my chest a little, sure, but I can handle that. I’m flying right now. How do you think I get through this ass-kicking green motherfucker — prayer?

			“I keep wishing I were somewhere else . . . walking down a brand-new street — ”

			“Awwwriight, let’s go, goddammit, girls! Saddle up!”

			“Mmmmmnnnn.” Who died and made his ass king?

			Diddybopping through some snaky weeds and on the edge of another desolate ghost town of blown hootches. We stop while El Tee looks at his maps, trying to figure out where the hell we are. He’s talking to somebody on his radio. Corns is talking on his radio. I wonder if they could be talking to each other. I fucking couldn’t care less who they’re talking to as long as we can get this daisy chain over with.

			Into this wiped-out ghost town. I mean, the sensors are really out. This fucker is one big fighting hole. It is completely trenched. There is a spider hole or an overgrown bunker or a trench running every place you look.

			Hold it. White has got his booby-trap sign going. He’s grabbing ass and pounding tit. Booby traps.

			We lay chilly. White is duck-walking back toward us and he whispers to El Tee, “Move on back a few meters — move on back. Traps.”

			El Tee signals us to move it back five to ten meters. White goes back up and pokes around. He is moving very carefully, alert to traps, snipers, and Charlie in his hidey hole somewhere watching. He eases back to our position in a couple of minutes.

			“I make out at least a dozen trenches and shit just from here. I see hidey holes everywhere. I just took out a couple of traps and marked them right there,” he motions, “and there’s gotta be lots more.”

			Half a day later we’re still down on our hands and knees with K-Bars working on it. Here’s what we find in Ghost City: in three hours we’ve uncovered eighteen hidey holes, twenty-five trenches, four grenade traps (two of which won’t blow), a very nasty trio of “whips” (bamboo devices), fourteen punji-stick pits, two claymores, and a small tunnel with what I hoped was going to be the front door of KILL, but what turned out to be a sack of grenades and some documents, which Tex says are some worthless, obsolete order of battle bullshit. All of this shit is overgrown and takes forever to clear.

			“Fire in the hole.”

			Crrrrooooomp! Crompppp! Crrrrrooooooommmmmpp!

			“Shit sakes!” screams Ewell, “whyncha throw a fuckin’ few more frags in there! Waste a few more grenades, fer chrissakes. Jesus! Ya girls threw enough frags in there to kill a fuckin’ platoon, goddammit! That’s enough already, shit!”

			“Hey, Top,” D’Allesandro asks innocently, “should we throw some more grenades in there, do you think?”

			“Wiseass motherfucker. Come on, let’s get it done!”

			Laughter. As we are all relaxing for a second, having a few grins with the ole Sarge, there’s a humongous explosion at the other end of the ghost town.

			Steel flying through the air in this big, exploding wave of shrapnel, red dust, and stinging rock, cutting, smashing, blinding, bigass deafening noise out of nowhere and a horrible yell.

			“Aaaaahhhahaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!”

			Everybody’s going nuts trying to find out what hit the fan. Who’s hurt.

			El Tee is hollering, “Doc! Up from! Get a gun up on that knoll! Somebody get a fire team over there.” He’s hollering, we’re running around grabbing ass, running through the weeds.

			“Aaaaaaaaaaa.” That awful moaning yell again.

			El Tee screams, “Where the fuck is doc? Doc!”

			It is Doc McAllen. He’s sitting in a really large puddle of blood and Jeezus H. Christ he is a fucking goner. Half of him’s blown away. I drop down and grab all kinds of bandages and battle dressings out of his bag, and me and Dutchman try to tie some of him off. Man, it is just hopeless.

			Blood is everywhere, soaking the ground. He even has blood all over his glasses, and he is sitting sort of on what is left of his torso holding himself up with his hands, I guess, and moaning in a kind of long, tortured yell.

			He pitches over backward in the blood and bones and stuff. Dutchman and I can’t do anything. Blood has poured out of him like a faucet. There is nothing to tie into, just slippery, blood-soaked, torn, meaty shreds. McAllen isn’t moving.

			We’re a mess. Our hands look like the stockyards at noon Friday. We’ve got blood expander, battle dressings, bandages, all kinds of crap around. We’ve hit him with morphine. Shit, he is gonski. Doc is all fucked up.

			I never could understand how he stayed conscious so long. Everything below the groin is gone; balls, dick, pelvis bones, thighs, knees, calves, ankle bones connected to de foot bone, dem bones dem bones dem dry bones, I am just on the borderline of losing it.

			One of his boots is lying off to the side of the weeds, and the FO picks it up absentmindedly and sees one of Doc McAllen’s feet still in it, sheared off at the top of the boot like it was cut by a single guillotine slice. He tries to yell, but before he can he pukes all over himself. It just rushes up through him with a will of its own and he goes to barf city. People are crying, puking, holy shit, what a mess. I have never seen so much blood loss from anyone who was still alive. It looks like somebody took a couple of bathtubs full of bright red paint and dumped them on the ground. Dutchman and I are covered with all kinds of filth and blood.

			Doc must have stepped on a bouncing Betty mine. What a way to buy it. I thought I’d seen some bad shit, but this is really something I could have done without. McAllen was a stand-up dude too. Fucking Vietnam.

			We should all have a choice as to how and when we die. I want to go on the eve of my hundred-and-fifteenth birthday by being fucked to death in the arms of twin Polynesian hooker sisters who own a liquor store. And then I plan to go kicking, screaming, pleading, and whining.

			Here are some of the 482 ways I do not — repeat, not — want to bite it:

			138. Squashed by a fifty-foot python

			139. Falling off the Empire State Building

			140. Exsanguination by clinical vampires

			141. Immolation at the hands of irate Buddhists

			142. Disintegrating from interior rot

			143. Drowning in a septic tank

			144. Mutilation from berserk appliances

			145. Being bored to death by politicians, lawyers, doctors, etc.

			146. Internal combustion

			147. Crushed by a falling Chinook

			148. Suffocating in a woman wrestler’s armpit

			149. Being flare-fucked in any orifice: some dudes down in the Delta had this sixteen-year-old prisoner; four of them give her some nummah one boom boom, then ram a pop flare up her and blow her up like a rotten sandbag

			150. Having my pancreas removed through my nose

			151. Stabbed in the eyes by marlin spikes

			152. OD’ing on diuretics

			153. Slicing in a premature autopsy

			154. Decapitation by rotor blades (I saw a dude go that way!)

			155. Being infuriated to death by officious morons

			156. Swallowing Cokes with ground glass in them

			157. Digesting a CIA “pep” (pulmonary embolism pill)

			158. Sliding down a banister with razor blades in it

			159. Stepping on a bouncing Betty mine and hearing a little noise when the detonator blows and knowing that before I can move one meter a 60-mm Viet Cong mortar round with a fast fuse is going to go off in the air about waist-high, turning everything south of my belt buckle into bright and slippery-red Hamburger Helper

			El Tee is on the horn, trying to shout up an emergency medevac. Fucker’s yelling like a champ at some other lifer asshole down the line. Hate to tell ya, Loot, but no way, Jose. Doc is chewed.

			Dutchman and I are trying to wipe all the blood and sticky stuff off our hands and arms. It’ll be a while before Doc McAllen’s death sinks in. For some reason I flash on the stew as I’m getting off the plane at Tan Son Nhut, bitch smiles one of those plastic grimaces and says, “Ve’ll see you again in a year. Meanwhile, haffa nice var!”

			Bitch had more hair on her legs than I do. Haff a nice var. Outstanding. Goddamn krauts.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			 “Marvel not at this:
for the hour is coming in which
all that are in the graves shall
hear his voice, and shall come forth: they that have done good,
unto the resurrection of life and they that
have done evil, unto the resurrection of
damnation.”

			 — John 5:28-29

			“Jesus,” he half screams, wrenching himself awake.

			“Oh, shit. Thank God,” he sighs, remembering the fragment of the dream, waking up drenched in sweat, really soaked and with a case of bad D.T.’s. He inhales all the oxygen he can suck into his aching lungs. He thinks, “Thank God for not letting me dream about him again” as he tries to shake the cobwebs loose.

			It was only another of the snake dreams. He has snake dreams, too. Are they common in Nam? Has there been a snake dream survey? Does a desk jockey somewhere have the data? He has the snake dream often. It ain’t shit. But sometimes he flashes on in when he’s awake and that’s weird. Like the other day when he didn’t really see the snake, but he saw the S where it was slithering through the grass. Looked to be a real big mother. Some of the snakes over here can really book. Big Merle isn’t scared of snakes. It’s just that he remembers the one snake dream a lot.

			He and his father used to go out in the fields snake hunting. There was a place where people tossed their junk, and the snakes liked to coil up under the stuff and keep cool on hot summer days. They could flip things over and take the snakes off with their clubs before the snakes could do shit. He liked going out with his dad on the snake hunts. Sometimes if it was a king or black or hog nose or chicken snake, he would take it and put it in his dad’s snake sack and they’d take it back to the house and turn it loose to catch field mice and rats. Snakes were OK.

			First time his dad made him pick one up he was just a little kid, so he was a trifle scared of it, and he wasn’t going to do it, but his pop says no, son, it won’t hurt you. Now you go ahead and pick up that snake just like I showed you. And he picked it up and was real surprised. It wasn’t slimy or anything like he thought it would be. After that his pop had him handle snakes a lot, and it wasn’t long before he wasn’t scared of them at all.

			Oh, that one time he’d started to kill that big copperhead that was curled up in the back of that old car and he’d been a little slow and it had come after him, he’d been scared then, but that was different.

			The snake dream really wasn’t anything to speak of. One time when they were down in the woods where the backwater was, a pair of big old water mocs had come slithering across their path and his pop had sliced that big mama snake right in two with the double-bitted ax he was carrying, and a sac of little worm-size water moccasins came whishing out of that mama’s sliced-open belly, all writhing around in the stream of blood and pus, and that was what he saw when he had the snake dream, all those bloody little worms that would remind him of the boy.

			As long as he didn’t have to visualize the little boy in his mind, that was OK then. The snake dream wasn’t puppy shit. He tries to stretch out his arm and shoulder where he has slept all scrunched up. He can’t let himself think about the boy again. He knows the dream can turn him right around. He rubs his arm and wipes the dream sweat off his face as he watches two colored men jive-ass back and forth, wiping the sleep from his eyes as he watches the two men saying hello in their endlessly complex handshake, known by its acronym DAP — Dignity for Afro Peoples.

			“Nuttin’ to it!”

			“Jes’ do it!” An endless dap, over three minutes of fingers, hands, forearms, back fists, slaps, high and low fives, slap-dapping and chanting.

			Damn jail sure has a lot of colored and Mexes in it, Big Merle thinks. Just about as many beaners as there are spades. He thinks how he got in here in the first place, which is just exactly what he does not want to be thinking about.

			Just for a second before he can jerk his mind out of gear and put her into neutral, ChristohJesusoh nooooooo, he sees the boy again just for a second and feels the pain of it and sorrow and terror just as if it was yesterday before he can stop himself. Think about something, dammit! He tries to conjure up a thought about something else awful, some other thought that is strong and evil and bad enough he can get his teeth into the fucker and wrench his mind off the boy.

			Think about that insane, no-good sonofabitch broke the little puppy’s paws just because it wouldn’t obey him, think about the bag lady he watched drown in her own vomit that time, think about the night they peeled that spic down in Oklahoma City, anything. Think about the dirt bike accidents, the time he rolled that stolen car, the circus geek lived down by the water works, time he fucked that sissy, think about anything.

			There’s nothing to do about it now. God took the boy. Big Merle thinks about the one colored jailed with him. Old Tom used to say, “Country safe, motherfucker,” when he’d pass ya in the slams, and one time he said, “Tom, how come you always sayin’ country safe?” Just to have something to rap about.

			“Are the white folks still in power?”

			“Yeah, I guess so,” he said.

			“Well, then the country’s safe, motherfucker!” And he laughed like a hyena.

			In a second of clarity he feels the blood rush to his face. Awww, fuck me, he thinks, with some embarrassment. I’m not in jail anymore. I’m in fucking Veet’nam. Shit!

			He remembers the snake in the grass, the one he didn’t really see, the one slithering an S through the tall weeds, that was a Vietnamese snake. The bloods are United States Marine Corps splibs named Vernon Brown, a radio telephone op from Memphis, and LeRoi Washington, a weapons-and-demo brother from the Windy, and he is far away from the Cook County Jail and crime and slime and dope without hope.

			He hasn’t dealt any bad crank in a long time. Hasn’t slung a mama over his sissy bars or worn his colors in a damn coon’s age. He hasn’t even thought about the little boy in a long time.

			Motherfucker! he thinks, why can’t I pull myself off it, for God’s sake. It is driving me batshit. It ain’t nothin’ now, anyway. He wipes his face with the back of his hand and looks at the sunburned arm and the hairy, thick-fingered hand with its swollen knuckles. Fuck it. He lets himself think about the little boy again. Poor little son of a bitch. Oh, God, he thinks, why would you let something like this happen?

			God moves in mysterious ways, somebody once told him when he was a kid. God’s ways are not for man to understand. Oh, yes, that is right as rain, Big Merlin thinks. He never could understand any of it. Not for a fucking second.

			Why is it whenever he thinks about the little yellow pus-sack of baby snakes spilling out of that big water moc, he automatically triggers a flash on the boy there in the dark place down under the Doc’s place? OhJesusohGod no. Ohnoohno. Please don’tpleasedon’tletme . . . 

			He remembers as he always does, in a gushing flood of soul-tearing insight and memory and pain. He can see it as vividly as if he had painted a big color picture of it on the inside of his eyelids. He carries the picture with him everywhere, like some men carry a picture of their girl or their family. He carries this.

			First, as he goes through the wall, he sees the big room with the two snot vampires and the little girl they are working on. He can see it with crystal clarity, the corrugated tin, the rusty nails bleeding brown stains down the metal, the Skelly Oil and Coca-Cola signs and crap nailed to rotting timbers and planks, the pictures thumbtacked all around, the little girl all dirty and screaming as he takes off the snot vampires, hoping to only hurt them so that he can go back and take his time with them and show them some payback, but he loses control and just totally fucks them over right then and there.

			He saved the little girls, all three of them, the one they had in the wig and the two back in the other part, but not the boy. He didn’t even find the boy at first, and part of the shock was when he did find him. He didn’t even know what he had found at first.

			He stops thinking about it for a moment and forces himself to take big, deep breaths. Sometimes it gets so bad he can’t breathe and he makes himself calm down and then in spite of himself it slides back in there and he lets it take him down.

			It was in the last of the tin-partitioned areas where he found him. He was huddled in a ball on a bloodstained, filthy mattress, and the boy was not chained as the little girls were. Big Merlin was so scared and sick at first he thought he was going to just pass out or die right then and there. He backed off from the boy, and went back in and looked around in the first room for a while, and when he allowed his mind to finally grasp what the man and woman had been using the little child for, he went back and took his knife to their bodies, he just went nuts and cut them in a damn bloodbath and he shouldn’t have because the little girl was screaming and it finally got through to him and he stopped. Shit, they were dead anyway.

			For a time after that, he stood around in the room, just trying to figure out what he should do next. Nothing in his experience, sordid as it was, had begun to prepare him for this. He just stood there. His mind wouldn’t touch it. He just couldn’t deal with it. He didn’t know whether to shit or go blind. He was still there when the ambulances and the taw finally showed.

			Claudia and the Doctor, as they were called to their faces on the street, lived most of the time in a secret sub-basement of a long-deserted sharecropper shack out on the edge of an overgrown field about an hour’s drive north of O’Hare’s flight path. The Doc had found the basement out nosing around and spent the best part of a year constructing the rooms from a cache of old metal signs and billboards and pieces of roofing he’d been squirreling away.

			They also maintained a straight residence in a nearby, rundown suburb, but except for one or two occasions they’d been staying down in the secret place here this past year. Ever since they’d had the three girls and the little thing, which is what they called the boy, they had used the house only for infrequent shows and the odd kitchen convenience, preferring the dank sub-cellar of their “school.”

			Claudia was Myrtle Pratt, fifty-six, and the Doctor was Joseph Forbis Ely, fifty-one. They were the twisted proprietors of the School for the Blind Ten-Year-Olds, as they called it, a quartet of tin-walled cubicles, three of which contained a stained mattress and slop can and a manacled, sightless, captive child cowering in darkness and abject terror. The main area where Claudia and the Doctor ate and slept and watched soaps and sit-coms on their battery-powered TV also held a blinded child, whomever might be the luckless focus of their current energies.

			They liked the secret place now because they could make all the noise they wanted to, and sometimes their students would scream like little wounded animals during their instruction. It was better there near their charges.

			They had found and kidnapped three of the kids themselves, Ely then blinding each child in the makeshift operating room of their home, in a surgical procedure he had paid five hundred dollars and a Yuban jar full of dope to learn. Because both Myrtle and Joseph were grotesquely ugly, their mangled egos required that their victims be very young, beautiful children who could not see.

			It was not enough of a turn on, unfortunately, to just blindfold the children. And the Doctor was more than willing to see that each of his charges was immediately forced to suffer.

			Considering the degradation of the ordeal each victim would undergo, this may have been a dark blessing of sorts. The Doctor had performed the operation unsuccessfully only three times. The four others, one of whom he’d traded a CB and a trunkload of stolen audio cassettes for, had lived to provide their nucleus.

			Myrtle hated her name and had seized on Claudia while enthralled in the plastic plot of some long-forgotten soap opera. She was simply a very ugly, lonely, sad, embittered, lazy, violent-tempered, amoral, insensitive old slut with a scarred sex drive and a wide mean streak. Left to her own devices she would have probably fogged her brain and body chemistry into a junkie stupor and remained fairly harmless.

			But the combination of the Doctor and Claudia produced a synergy that was something else again. His vile appetites and dark, evil nature evoked a viciousness and twisted mindset so perverse it sometimes shocked even Claudia.

			Joseph Ely was what is called in the jargon of the street gang a “doc,” meaning that he is an expert in the applications of brutal team sex. In the confines of an all-male environment, he’d be the one to find out the greatest area of vulnerability of the new fish. If Tommy was nauseated and repelled by the touch or sight of feces, the Doc would carefully investigate. In that sense he was a collector. He collected information, technique, concepts.

			He’d learn somehow that when Tommy was a little kid he had tried to clean himself and had plunged his fingers through the thin toilet tissue and into an anus covered in filth, and gone screaming in to his mother, who had forced him to wipe himself as he cried, gagging in disgust. What was a distasteful, intimate anecdote to be forgotten as soon as possible would be pure gold to a doc. It would be trivia to be filed away and mined later. Later when he can operate on Tommy with five or six of his cronies for backup, the Doc will bring Phyllis, the black faggot, to pay a call on Tommy.

			They will begin by forcing the new fish to eat the peanuts out of Phyllis’s freshly shat bowel movement, and on and on through a series of perversions too disgusting to catalog until Tommy is left a quivering, limp sack of flesh-covered organs and bones, covered in filth of every description, every orifice raped and bleeding, and terrorized to the brink of sanity’s sawtoothed edge.

			That, in the sick substrata of the counterculture’s underworld, is the function of a doc in gang sex: to so destroy and humiliate and injure the victim that as the gang gets off, a bit of the victim dies. It is a form of group sex crime that transcends the physiological and for which no penalty can begin to compensate. A doc who is allowed to continue will only sink lower into the abyss of depravity, becoming more jaded, requiring greater challenges, filthier gross-outs, a higher terror threshold, a deeper and more relentless violence.

			As Doc and Claudia wallowed in the tortured favors of their blinded child victims, their perversions led to the downhill slide of unspeakable appetites. Because of their notorious tastes that seemed gross even to the sickest minds of the street trash, a name had stuck to them like iron glue. No one called them this to their face, where they were always the Doc and Claudia, but otherwise they were referred to with the generic reference that had become the official street handle for this pair of subhuman specimens. Every two-bit hooker, doper, thief, torch, junkie, pimp, fence, runner, shark, cowboy, dip, wino, snitch, and hit man from Downer’s Grove to Oldtown knew them by one name. They were the Snot Vampires.

			Merlin Hedgepath, whom they called Merlin the Magician, Magic Man, and simply Magic, was among their prime dope suppliers. His big number was meth or crank, as it was always called on the street. Dealing from a biker bar and from his dilapidated mobile home on the fringes of Wooddale, Illinois, Big Merlin was the Oldtown connection to a Chicago-land gang that specialized in serving what they liked to think of as the disenfranchised. Merlin’s clientele were the dregs of society in an area where society isn’t necessarily that toney to begin with: flamboyant drag queens and tee vees (transvestites), necrophiliacs, and coprophiliacs, Haitian gunmen and wetback skag mules, and every other brand of beat, bent, busted-up, sorry-ass street scum cast off by their “betters.”

			Big Merlin looked like he belonged in the cab of a Freuhauf Long Ranger, ratchet jawing with the Kenilworths and Jimmies as they roared down the interstate higher than Godzilla and telling their old, stale eighteen-wheeler gags (“I know where you can get a new Peterbilt . . .”), getting truck-stop blow jobs, killer hemorrhoids, and youthful coronaries. But he just looked the part. He was more at home on a Harley chopper with a rearview dental mirror. Because he looked so fucking bad, he was able to carry off all kinds of heavy-duty numbers. He scared straights and freaks alike.

			He’d angled for a way to duke himself into their secret place ever since the stories had come back to him about what they did to those kids. It snapped something inside him. He started supplying them with his best crank, carrying them on the arm, sweettalking them, flattering, consoling, cajoling. When he saw his chance, he ran a big con on them about a shipment of hot meth so street sweet and clean and priced so right they couldn’t say no. The price for a whole shitload — a little girl, condition unimportant, age ten or so if possible.

			He busted his butt to sell it to them, and convincing the Doc was no easy matter, but he was dedicated and he didn’t let up. Finally they agreed to a swap; they would bring a girl to him. He watched them for days, blending into the shadows. Tailing them with full concentration and will power. Willing himself to stay awake, willing them not to spot him. Waiting. Watching.

			Dog-tired and heartsick, he was still awake on the third morning when they headed for the boonies about nine. He followed at a discreet distance, so excited he forgot to be pissed that they hadn’t opted for last night. He hid motionlessly in high weeds until at last he’d seen them as they closed the trapdoor down on the sub-basement of the sharecropper’s place. It was so well hidden he had a hell of a time finding it again by the time he had crawled up through the weeds and grass and broken glass and garbage.

			He didn’t wait for them to bring the little child out, as he had first planned. He crashed through the wall as if it wasn’t there, sending an eight-foot length of rust-encrusted tin sheeting and two-penny nails and rotten boards crashing down into the room below. He burst in with his piece at his hip, finger on the trigger and itching to pull it as he gasped at the stench and the sight of the filth and decadence and horror.

			Seeing the little girl in the blond wig and smeared lipstick, the woman doing things to her while the man called Doc burnt her with his cigarette — this was frozen in his mind forever, a tableau of unforgettable evil. He took a deep breath of foul air, and as the man started to get up off the bed, he triggered a 2 3/4-inch 12-gauge shot shell of a dozen Magnum buck pellets packed by the Federal Cartridge Corporation of Minneapolis, Minnesota, U.S.A., into the man’s chest.

			Jacking the next shell into the chamber and making sure the little girl was out of the way as much as he could, he angled around to make sure the spread didn’t catch her too, hearing her animal scream and the scream of the woman Claudia and his own voice screaming as he pulled the trigger of the shotgun with its shortened barrel up against the woman and feeling the big shotgun jump and hearing the shell explode like TNT in the subterranean enclosure, feeling the pieces of bloody gut and flesh and filth and bone splatter him as he fired, the screams echoing and echoing in his memory again and again and again.

			“Gone off the deep end.” That was the phrase he’d heard one of the cops say to somebody. That seemed right. It had always stayed in his mind. Jail. More time in jail and a judge. Time. He found himself facing a long term of straight-up jail. A dime or more anyway. Cold storage.

			But somehow a profile had emerged in a computer and it had ended up as printout, binded into a file in the in tray of a plans executive. A phone call had given birth to many more phone calls, and suddenly Big Merle was the new best friend of some very heavy-duty Sawyers who had come to pull him out of cold storage. The offer was simple and there was only one possible answer. Sure, why the hell not.

			Almost overnight, Merlin Hedgepath found himself in a training camp, and then in a stockade, then on a big government contract flight to Vietnam, complete with deep cover number about a court-martial which had never made a lick of sense to him. He had never fully come alive again, but sometimes on the ambushes he’d go out all cold and bloodless, and come back later looking like Count Dracula, all red-faced and rosy-cheeked, somehow staying alive on it. And once in a great while, when the moon was right, it would light his fire a bit, and you’d have yourself a wild-eyed, haired-off lunatic out lusting for a hot, gushing blood spill.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			 “. . . this night thy soul shall be required of thee.”

			 — Luke 12:20

			As a child I liked to swim in a chill, muddy- bottomed lake, swimming for hours, often underwater, pretending to be a fish, a mighty swimmer like Tarzan or Jungle Jim, a UDT frogman, a Japanese one-man submarine preserved since World War II in some subaqueous nest of gnarled undersea roots, live torpedo intact, defying all physics, chronology and logic as my imagination ran rampant. At nose level, my proboscis the warhead, a restored Jap minisub snaked through the underwater weeds on its mission of vengeance.

			For hours I’d slither through the lily pads, dislodging schools of bluegill carp, and drum, swimming over the remnants of fishermen’s lunch buckets, teen parties and family picnics which had floated to the bottom forming a kind of rusting junk landscape. I’d dive under (“Down periscope!”) with an inane honk of my imaginary warning Klaxon (“Baaahhh!”) in a reckless scavenger hunt through the shards and jagged-edged litter.

			Diving down through the weeds and small fish, I brought up surprise treasures of Kist and Country Club, empty Vienna sausage tin and broken beer bottles, the odd tennis shoe. I swam for hours, tirelessly, fascinated by my secret world that existed in the dark cool shadows of the lily pads.

			One of my favorite fantasies was a recurrent, soul-shuddering daydream that came only when the clouds and sun were just so, and you could look around at the impenetrable inkiness of the lake’s depths, changing, dappling, even as you squinted into the blue-green blackness, the sunlight reflecting off the surface of the water like a pocketful of shiny coins scattered across the lake. And then sinister circles of growing shadow would seem to materialize there in the water exactly as it might look if something was coming to the surface. The bigger the circles, the more deliciously frightening the fantasy.

			The penultimate moment of the imagining would be the second you saw what appeared to be an enormous circle widen out to the full breadth of the nine-mile-long lake, and in that breathtaking instant before oblivion, you realized you were about to be eaten by a monster as big as the lake itself, rushing up from the mud-covered bottom to inhale another tiny morsel of humanity. A kid’s underwater fantasy twenty years before Jaws.

			That’s the way I felt when I found out I’d been kicked out of the Training Program. It was as if my life had been swimming up here on one level, carefree and happy, and something as big as a nine-mile lake had come shooting up from the bottom in a tidal wave of feeding frenzy to gobble me up in a millisecond of uncaring destruction. The agency had that sort of ingestive capability and a similar kind of insatiable appetite for small human flotsam.

			“This can’t be a big surprise” was a line of remembered dialogue, most of which I’d managed to mercifully block out in the ensuing torrent of frantic embarrassment. No. No surprise whatsoever. My heart always stops beating for a few seconds every Friday afternoon about this time. I was young enough to still worry about things like severance. All very major league, very poli-sci, post-grad, predigested, spoon-fed, bland, homogenized, antiseptic sort of swift, parting fuck you.

			And the big black shadow suddenly materialized from far below me, rushing up with its jaws open taking in lake water, drum, lily pads, broken glass, Keds, weeds, cattails, frogs, turtles, catfish, and one-man Japanese submarines. Crunch. Gulp. And I was gone inside the black monster as big as a nine-mile lake.

			The next morning I stumbled out the front door of a strange Holiday Inn on the outskirts of big, dirty D.C., shaking from the sense of loss as much as from the booze I’d taken in the night before, stumbling out blindly into the bright sunshine to see if it was a dream. Awakened by the most pleasant sound in the world, a combination of ringing telephones, vehicle horns, and maids screaming at each other from half a city block away, Minnie Pearl–style, I jerked to life hearing, “Hhhhhhhoooooooooooo­wwwwwwwwwwwwwww­dddddddd­eeeeeeeeeeeeeee!”

			Is there any landscape, extraterrestrial or otherwise, as barren of any aesthetics as the Great American Mercantile Vista? You can wake up with a savage hangover, foggy-brained, pummeled by a cacophony of lunatic maids and flushing toilets and slamming doors and screamed greetings, and the one comfort is that wherever you are, it will look exactly the same. The Great American Mercantile Vista has become one vast horizon of Fried Chicken buckets and golden Big Mac archways. Assuring you that if you fall asleep tonight, drunk as a lord in Schenectady, and you are kidnapped in the night by a gang of Arizona outlaw bikers, when you escape the next afternoon, trembling in Scottsdale, it will look exactly the same. Kulture — so $ucce$$ful, Kommershul, plastic, fast-n-EZ, and regimented as to be staggeringly harsh — assaults the senses.

			Of course, this is news to no one. But if you are suddenly thrown out of work, divorced, lose a loved one, or otherwise see your life flipped upside down by the fates and powers that be, this environment takes on a wholly new ugliness. Excluding perhaps the Gulag Archipelago, the poisonous rings of one or two distant planets, and certain parts of Cincinnati, no vista is so crushing in its irritating uniformity.

			Nobody ever said it was going to be a walk in the park, you tell yourself, and if you have a lick of sense you then go out and find a pretty girl and take a walk in the park. For weeks I did nothing but just that, walking in parks and assorted grassy places, humping the endless reaches of the boundless Smithsonian, seeing every show in town, rubbernecking at every famous monument, the great institutions of government, doing D.C.

			I was dating a fabulous-looking semi-android who worked as a part-time receptionist for a big record company, and I took her everywhere from the great art museums to the awe-inspiring, gilt-encrusted cathedrals of the nation’s capital. We walked for miles and miles. Each of us with the other out of habit more than desire. Both of us were in love with other people, she with a married steamfitter, and me with all trim. Not the perfect couple.

			When her company began to wear and my budget started giving glimpses of its underwear, I tired of the expensive French eateries and the aimlessness of my life. There were about six or eight weeks in a rooming house. I remember this time only vaguely, as if it was seen through gauze, a time of great lassitudes, of long, aching boredom spent watching the tube and reading and picking my dry cleaning up; small drudgeries performed somnambulistically. I was alone by then, my friend having found a lively surrogate for her steamfitter.

			The last few days before they made contact were very strange, melancholy mornings of rememberings. Mostly the mistakes and the incongruities and the disappointments and the endless humiliations of “the farm,” which was not a farm at all but a concentration camp for junior drones and good little Nazis willing to do anything in the name of “chust followink orderz.” The specialties of the house were subversion in ninety-seven flavors, and a particularly vicious Masters in Blackmail Administration. Cryptonym: “ISOLATION.” Right.

			Afternoons found me wandering around out at the airport, one of the world’s busiest confluences of the international air travel streams, pretending I was going somewhere (I was, it turned out) as I watched the passengers embark for Addis Ababa, Athens, or Atlanta, with a wretchedly purposeful demeanor as I sat or stood, slouched with lethargic indecision. I had arrived at a point where I was insanely contemplating squandering my last dollars on a one-way flight to — where? I could catch the red-eye to Baltimore and spend the rest of my savings in a week of decadence on “the block,” shacked with a pneumatic hooker go-go girl named Lynn. Then what?

			One memory is retained from those last days. I saw the most beautiful creature I have ever seen in my life there in the D.C. airport. And I’ve seen the young Liz Taylor running across a beach. But this woman was just heart-attack, full-mill beautiful. Men were dropping their luggage, women were running into things, it was that sort of a beauty. She had on a liberal coating of makeup, just this side of theatricality, and I ran up to her with the fatuous line, “On your way back to Vegas?” I gambled, smiling for all I was worth, which was about $238 and change.

			“L.A.,” she sneered breathily, with the same bored tone she always used on the six hundred guys a day who hit on her with dopey lines. On your way back to Vegas? Pitiful. On your way to the shit drawer, chump, and don’t come to play in the majors when you ain’t even got a bat. She was so beautiful that even as she turned around to ignore the semihuman vermin that had accosted her, bathing the airport in musk, and standing there on legs that seemed to go all the way up to her neck, I kept waiting for more, all blown out of my shoes, panting, looking at her gorgeous back. That’s how far down the well I’d fallen. Beggars can’t be choosers, isn’t that the line?

			Finally I just dove down into it. Down into the blackness, down in the murky depths below the lily pads, in the cool, muddy slime where time has no meaning, down below the bluegill and the perch, and I came to rest there on the bottom, in the Land of the Lost, amid the Campbell’s cans rusting away with the broken Griesedieck bottles. I was lying there on the bottom, waiting for the monster as big as a nine-mile lake to come and get me, when they made their approach.

			“Code name Rescue” blasting out of a PRC snaps me back to reality. I am a few thousand mites from Langley and McLean, deep in the green, green grass of USMACV, far from the madding crowds of Camp Peary and Quarters Eye and Foggy Bottom, and farther still from home.

			“ — is a three-man team offering short-term services worldwide to travel barriers and no taboos. We are a can-do unit, with complete flexibility and deep background in sea-air-land penetrations, removals, and other services. Reasonable fees and absolutely ironclad discretion is assured. Protect yourself when inquiring and keep a nice clean paper trail. We do the same. Rescue. Box 1001H, Agana, Guam 96909. And this is KILL Outlaw Radio on the air!

			“Want privacy assured for your special announcement on KILL or elsewhere? Send twenty dollars U.S. funds for one month’s forwarding to Seeker 2, Center Street 10, Auckland, New Zealand. Complete privacy, no questions asked, cash or money orders only please. And KILL has a new number following this brief message.”

			I lay there thinking about Chi. Wondering who and what. Thinking those thoughts you told me not to think, Rona, as I lay there on the muddy bottom of the lake there in the land of the lost souls. I felt the ground shudder in a great, heaving, sphincter-shrinking earth tremor, and in that split second of wondering whether it was an arc light or the thing as big as a nine-mile lake coming up from the core to swallow us, I saw something fine and white and irreplaceable disengage itself from me and leave.

			Wisdom: never swim alone in the Land of the Lost.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			“Protect yourself at all times.”

			— tagline routinely used in covert-type classifieds

			We are sweeping toward the far edge of a field bordered by thick hedgerows along the base of a hillside, moving toward the Z, in the deep, bad bush. This is the farthest north any of us have been.

			The closest thing to home from here is Firebase King, which is our northernmost base camp this side of the Z. King is a typical hilltop-support firebase. After that, it’s all injun country. We have taken the occasional sniper round this morning. A couple of AK-47s making their distinctive pops don’t come too close, but Charlie knows we’re here.

			As we reach the hedgerow, we hear a noise. From the distance it sounds like a wounded animal, then a baby crying. Everybody’s uptight at the sound.

			“Wwaaaaaahhhh!” The screaming is much louder. Big Merlin plunges into the hedgerow. It is a little kid lying in there, crying up a storm.

			“Hey! C’mere, there’s a little boy in here!” Merle walks toward the Vietnamese, who can’t be over eight or nine, on his back there in the hedgerow screaming and crying in pain, and just as he leans over to see what’s wrong with the little boy, something happens nobody can believe. I see it on my eyeball’s slo-mo instant replay again and again. This little tot pulls his hand out from under his leg and he has a fucking gun and pulls the trigger.

			Again, it is something that you just stand and watch for a heartbeat because nothing has ever prepared you for it. A little baby with a gun is a contradiction your mind isn’t going to deal with. Then one of us hollers as the gun goes off:

			“Lookout!”

			The gun is the loudest fucking .22 you’ve ever heard, and it jumps from his tiny hand as it fires. On reflex, Merlin blows the little boy away, just cuts the poor little bugger in two with a close burst, and then he drops his piece and he just stands there with the .22 in him. He’s not believing it, either.

			“Awww, hey, goddammit to hell! I’m shot!” he yells.

			“Eighty-ninth Med, Toledo Blade Six, over!”

			Cccrrrrrrrawwww.

			Crack! Crakaka-crack! AK-47 opens up on us. Sniper.

			“Wait one! Goddamit, gimme that fucker.”

			“Hold that dressing there.”

			“Eighty-ninth Medevac! Blade Six, do you read me over?”

			Ccccrrr “— vac, over.”

			“Wait one, med. Can anybody see him . . .? Fall back about five.”

			“See anybody?”

			“I think it’s more’n one.”

			“Eighty-ninth Med — we — uh, this is Blade Six Actual, emergency, we need an emergency medevac at these grid coor — ”

			“Hold it, wait one!”

			“Copy that request. Blade Six, say grid coordinates, over.”

			Finally El Tee gets him squared away.

			“Echo Tango Alpha ten minutes over?”

			“Rog that, thank you, eight-niner, Blade Six Actual out.”

			“I still don’t see ’em.”

			“Anybody got ’em?”

			“I got one made,” Shooter says. He has done about a pound of toot. He pops a pair of North Sonic Us into his ears and squints into his scope, laying the cross hairs on his target area.

			“Somebody draw his fire and I’ll pencil the fucker right now.”

			“Whatdya have in mind, Shooter, ya want me to have Washington stand up?”

			“Have yo’ mama stand up, Chuck.”

			“Stand on this.” Ci-rrakkk.

			We hear a long scream.

			“Shit! All fuckin’ right!”

			“Get some!”

			“Way to reach out and touch someone, my man!”

			Sarge has got Big Merle resting, but he looks like he’s going to go into shock any minute. He’s probably about as ripped from wasting the kid as he is from the wound.

			“Million-dollar wound, Big Merle.”

			“Yeah,” he mutters, “fuck it.”

			“There it is.”

			Merle looks like he’s about to go over the high side. He’s just about to redline. Come on, dust-off!

			We examine the gun. It is an American-made .22 derringer manufactured by the same folks who make the CIA silencer hit kits. Who the hell ever heard of anybody ever getting shot with a derringer? Wisdom: I’d rather be missed by a .44 Magnum than hit by a .22.

			Another first. Man, when they start putting eight- and nine-year-old assassins in the game, you can fuckin’ believe those dinks are out to eat your lunch. There is just no way Americans can grasp the concept of little kids sent out to war by their own families. It’s just too Martian to handle. All of us know somebody who was taken off by a little flower girl with a chi corn, but seeing something like this is pretty staggering.

			The other sniper, if there is one, has either booked or he’s waiting to pot us when the dust-off chopper comes in. We leave Harold with his M-60 and make a perimeter for bird security, splitting into two-man teams. The field is about one hundred meters in back of us, and it’s a natural LZ, as long as we don’t have that other AK-47 on our case. We gotta get Big Merlin out.

			We bring in the medevac bird OK, and Merlin is out in a shitstorm of flying rocks and crap, heading for a heart and an early DEROS. Lucky motha. You never can find a nine-year-old with a derringer when you need one.

			We find Shooter’s sniper. Local-forces type who looks like he might go all of sixty pounds soaking wet. Make that fifty-nine pounds, he’s about a quart low on gray matter, which has oozed out of a big hole in the back of his head in a funky, leaking mess of brains, skull, and spongy stuff.

			“Nailed him right between the horns there, Ace.”

			“Way to get some!”

			Hot as hell’s nuts out here. Stifling, breezeless, suffocatingly close from the humidity, rotting vegetation, stinking slime, and the everpresent smell of danger and death. Moving. White Laidlaw at the point. Rodriguez behind him on the radio counting down like some zombie astronaut:

			“Four . . . three . . . two . . . one . . . How do you read, over?”

			“Forces Radio, with transmitters in — ” Slowly I turn.

			South of the Z, heading through The Badlands toward Firebase King and the big green hurt locker out beyond. Waiting to drop into the quicklime and hunting KILL, which is shaping up to be a cesspool full of bad t-r-o-u-b-l-e.

			Corns, our new FO if he lives long enough, plunges off a muddy strip of embankment as we cross a rice field, and is standing there in knee-deep slime and stinking paddy water, hollering:

			“Ooooohhh. Goddamn, it hurts! Oooohhh, shit!”

			“Atsa way to go there, Corns,” the Dutchman says. “Whatja do, break ya’ ankle?”

			“Shit! I’m hurt!” We stop. We assume he’d twisted an ankle or whatever.

			“What’d you do — sprain your ankle?” asks El Tee.

			“Uuuunnnnnnnnn, oh! Get it out! Back of my leg!”

			Ewell checks him. There is a thin, needle-sharp piece of bamboo stuck through his left calf where he slid down off the paddy dike into the water and muck. Ewell and I get him out of the slime and he gets his pants off, slitting the one pantleg off with his blade. It isn’t the usual punji stick; there are a row of little bamboo needles implanted in the side of the embankment. Paddy seems to be full of them. They are very small, but long enough to do the damage, and he has broken this one off in his leg.

			“Watcha think, Roy?” Dutchman asks the El Tee.

			“Well. Looks like we gotta cut her out.”

			“There it is.”

			“Well, girls, let’s get it done.” We try to lift Corns as gently as possible and half carry him over to the tree line. It seems like it takes fucking forever.

			“Lucky the dinks didn’t use bigger bamboo on that fucker.”

			“Lucky your grandma didn’t have wheels, she’d been a trolley car.”

			“Lucky your mama didn’t have kids or they’d been pussies.”

			“Fuck your mama, cuntlips.” This shit ain’t getting nobody nowhere.

			“Let’s go — lift him there.”

			“Nnnnnnmmm mmmmmm.”

			“Here, get a hold like this here.”

			“Ahhhhummmm.”

			“Be careful there, goddammit!”

			We get Corns under a tree and try to start a fire. Even though it is hot as a bitch, stuff is still too soggy, so we flame up some C-4 and El Tee and Sarge hold him while we gather around to watch the big operation.

			“Anybody got a small pocketknife?” El Tee asks innocently, as a five-inch “007,” a Remington bullet, and a Super-auto “straight-ahead” all flick open in his face. Laughter.

			“Very fuckin’ funny. Ya mind gettin’ that shit outta my face.”

			We get Corns back to his feet and he tries to walk, but he is in lots of pain. El Tee tries to get another bird in to cut us a huss, but no way. No more dust-offs. We sit around sandbagging while El Tee screams at some other lifer, but he can’t get it done this time. No birds available until tomorrow. No way we’re staying out here tonight.

			“Ed, you’re going to have to walk on that leg.”

			“I’ll try.” We’ve hit him with some good dope.

			We get him back to his feet again, and we take turns helping him as we drive on. We are carrying eight frags apiece, couple claymores each, a ton of ammo and water, the batteries, now we all got some of Corns’s shit too. What a foot-dragging, bamboo ball-buster of a hump this is turning out to be.

			“Goddammit, no-good rank ass cockshit fucked-up mothergrabbing remf pussydick faggot ballsucker-poguebait . . .” El Tee has gone a little nuts for a second and he just runs out of steam. Fucker hates it when he can’t get a dust-off, or a ride or whatever.

			“Gimme that goddamn sonofabitch again.”

			“Blade Six Actual. King Six over?”

			“Wait one.”

			Sizzle.

			“Yo. Six, King Six?”

			“We’re about a half a klick from Romeo Niner Sierra — ” and he gives grids of a main road that leads into King’s AO. “If we’d deploy to that position, what would be the chances of getting a lift on any wheels moving inbound, over?”

			Slim and none, I think and Slim left town.

			Rrrzzzawwr — “voy comin’ in supposed to be late afternoon. You might be able to rendezvous with them at your coordinates, but there are no guarantees. We can contact them to watch for you, over?”

			“Oh! Yes, sir, King Six, a definite rog on that. Thank you, sir! Out.”

			Roger that shit for sure. Man, we are so fucking tired it is no joke. We struggle into our rucks. I’d dump this damn batten in a heartbeat if I could figure out how to do it. And some of this fucking ammo too while I’m at it.

			“Saddle up, let’s go!” Ewell bellows.

			“Personal to Jim from Tony,” the radio crackles, “call me as soon as you get to Bangkok,” pleasant, cultured kill’s anonymous voice advises.

			“Call me Tony, I’ll bang your cock.”

			Sqwwwwaaaaaawwwwwuiwwwrrrrrri Judas H. Priest. Damn near pissed my drawers if I’d been wearing any. Only static.

			“ — wants to meet discreet clean couples or singles for some quote very hot and horny unquote sex. Not into drugs or pain. Call me at — ”

			“Too bad, hah hah, Dutchman, no heavy drugs or pain, or you coulda caned the bitch.”

			“Yeah, an’ too bad she wanted hot sex or you coulda called, eh?”

			“Call your mammy for that shit.”

			“Gonna be calling graves registration, you little fingerfuck.”

			“Hey, Dallas — ”

			“Yo.”

			“Hold up a minute. Hey, ya got any blow?”

			“Does Ray Charles wear long-sleeve shirts?”

			“Let’s have a tootski.”

			“Here, man, knock yourself right out.”

			“Gracias, my amigo — ”

			“Your grassy asshole, señor — ”

			“Do one of these.”

			The heat is intense and punishing. I wipe the sweat out of my eves to see what he’s holding in his hand.

			“Holy shit! Acid!” I laugh. “Are you fuckin’ crazy?”

			“Why the fuck not? This shit is a skate. Here, mano, pop one.”

			“Damn,” I say, doing the tab, taking a taste of Kool-Aid, wondering if I still have some ludes. “I can’t take you anywhere.”

			“Ain’t this a trip.”

			“We’ll see.” Gook sunshine.

			I see myself clearly for a moment. If Oreo was indeed the Prince of Darkness, how then can I not be the Emperor of Speed?

			“Code name Abracadabra — ”

			“What a vision!” I say.

			“There it is.”

			“Damn.” I see the word as it is meant to be seen. So clear! It is two words, you see. ABRACAD and the ABRA is the beginning of the second word, which ABRACADABABRACADABRABRACADABRA into infinity. It is the perfect word! Damn! What symmetry. I see it pregnant with implications, the A and the B and the R the size of a small town in Montana, each strung out across the fields in towering stone monoliths. Gigantic alphabetics to live on after Vietnam is a memory, after World War Four when the asphalt ball is unlivable and nobody won, to still sit here in an enormous puzzle that straddles the 17th Parallel in legendary letters, mute testimony of a millennium-old struggle as an alien culture ponders their prehistoric significance. A message from the gods: ABRACADABRA.

			“Say — ” I begin. Have you ever looked at the letter A before, I think. Consider the awesome perfection of its design. Finally it comes to me, for the first time I get the damn alphabet. But when I open my mouth to tell my friends, a red silken scarf flies out and ties itself into a lipstick kiss above my head. I hear them laugh with pleasure at the trick I’ve done, and their laughter sounds like fine crystal goblets breaking in a stone fireplace.

			I walk by, watching myself pass, and as the landscape flashes I understand both the meaning of art and the meaning of life in one great, heady, bittersweet, poignant rush of insight and flood of genuine understanding, and it is all so fucking simple. So that’s why every thing has shape and color! What a rush!

			The far hillside has receded into a single dimension, and it appears as a lumpy shape that has taken on the flat, nondimensional texture of flat green foam rubber, the silhouette of the hillside exactly that of a human brain, the clouds flattened against the curved sky, and painted according to the plan.

			The sky just whacks me out. It is a golden glow of ice picks that stab into my brain, and each tiny pinhole admits sound, sight, information, and comprehension. The sounds have the color of a used light bulb painted with a question mark and the smell of a brass nameplate. The act of breathing takes on a religious importance. My pores fill me with wonderment. I compose a mathematical riddle regarding the mysteries of the number nine, making it rhyme in iambic pentameter as a slight refinement, and decide God is the ultimate stand-up comic as I become helpless with laughter at the hilarious construction of the human knee.

			Lucy in the sky with diamonds.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			“Timor mortis conturbat me.”

			— Kenneth Rexroth

			Slowly, nothing out of the ordinary, the boy pulls his Chevy into the empty parking space and gets out. He is thin, wiry, quite nondescript, even innocuous in his calculated appearance, deferential in demeanor. He goes into the convenience store and a few moments later emerges with a small sack containing a bottle of cola, a cold six-pack of beer, and a small bag of chips. Placing the bag on the seat beside him, he gets back in his car, carefully backs out and drives to the apartment complex where he lives under an identity not his own.

			At this moment, in fact, Bobby Price has paid a young woman to find someone to begin establishing another residence for him in a nearby city. The residence will be not a safe house so much as a contingency location. It will be extremely costly insurance, involving elaborately contrived false documentation, a careful selection of realtors, and many other factors. Everything from his rent to mail cover will be arranged by long distance, and all of this will cost not a little. All for an address that may never be used. Bobby Price is a professional and it just goes with the territory.

			Price goes to his current apartment, locking the door behind him and placing the sack of items down on the counter in his tiny kitchenette. He lives frugally even though he is extremely wealthy. Bobby pops the top of the warm cola and pours it down the sink, boiling a pan of water and carefully washing and rinsing out the bottle, letting it dry thoroughly in the sink. He clamps a long piece of coat hanger to a rag and forces it into the bottle, meticulously drying and wiping the residue inside, and removing the wire and rag.

			Opening a drawer, he removes a small metal hose clamp and a spool of black electrician’s tape and one of silver duct tape. He pulls on a pair of soft gloves and places the items in a neat row beside the drying bottle, and goes into his bedroom. Using a small screwdriver blade, he chisels through the milk-based glue points in the back wall of his bedroom closet, freeing the panel that now is held in place by the magnets on each of the corners.

			Using a special tool made from a lock pick, he carefully pries the top of the wall panel away from the double-facing magnet positions, making a mental note to be sure he works with a strong light when he replaces the panel later. He will touch up the corner spots with a formula of brown watercolor and marker pen, blotting the end result in tissue to cover any trace of the lock-pick tool.

			He pulls the wall down, revealing a large storage space between the fake wall and actual closet wall. He pulls a heavy, painted aluminum case from within and lays it on the bed, flipping the catches open with loud snaps.

			He removes his scoped piece with great care, carrying it into the kitchen and double-checking his various measurements. When he is satisfied, he returns the piece to its resting place in the heavy, foam-lined case, which he’ll not load into his car before dark, and he packs all the rest of his equipment into another bag. He removes his gloves, flicks his stereo on, and pops one of the tabs on his six-pack of beer.

			Lying down on his bed, he pulls a scrapbook out and leafs through it. He has two, both incredible in their content, but impressive in both professional layout and comprehensive approach. They are obviously the end product of a lot of tender, loving care. They show the boy’s usual attention to detail and fastidious neatness.

			In less than four hours, Bobby Price will execute a contract that entails the removal of a human life in cold blood. It is his line of work. He is a teenager in years only. Bobby is as old and as cold as graveyard dirt. And he is very, very good.

			He is, in fact, the youngest executioner who has ever done whack-outs for the Texas Thing, which is what that particular crime family calls their loosely connected drug-gun-sex cartel, which they control as the operative arm of the state’s political, business, and law-enforcement combine.

			In that sense Bobby Price is a freelance assassin employed exclusively by what is laughingly referred to in Texas as “organized crime.” He is already a glowing legend within his field of endeavor, and he has killed for the Thing seven times in ten months.

			Robert Tinnon Price doesn’t need the money. He was born, as he used to say, “with a silver spoon up his ass.” His father, a successful Fort Worth businessman and a mean-spirited, treacherous, millionaire sonofabitch, and his mother, the illustrious Olivia Tinnon of Dallas, Curaçao, and Barbados, the preposterously rich petro-heiress and jet-set climber, haven’t seen their scion for two years.

			They think Bobby is working for a teenaged version of the Peace Corps in India, and it is his pleasure to mail-drop them outrageous postcards from Bangalore and Bombay from time to time, the missives bearing cryptic allusions to sacred cows and starving children. Bobby, as well as being fatally twisted, is a remorseless, icy-veined sociopathic killer. He is as dangerous as nineteen gets.

			At the moment he is lying on his bed smelling of solvent, gun oil, and Coors, and getting a hard-on as he leafs through a catalog of recent assignments, his one glaringly excessive vice. It would be so easy for Bobby to touch himself right now, but he knows he must not. If he shot a load of hot cum now and Mistress Leila found out, he knows what would happen to him tonight. As Bobby anticipates the stinging kisses of her leather flail, his penis threatens to punch through the mattress. Perhaps she will force him to wear the cock ring again.

			The Texas Thing found him, he didn’t find them. He was not your average punk teen with an assassin fantasy; those are the last people they wanted, Bobby was a discovery. He was, as they say down there, “found, and kept an eye on, and brawt along in the bidness.” Bobby was a shooting star.

			It wasn’t just his inordinate proclivity for violence or his breathtakingly spectacular marksmanship. It was his talent — and make no mistake, it is a talent — for destruction. Outwardly the typical, traditional good kid next door: clean, hardworking, temperate, polite to a fault. Quiet but not stuck up. A nice kid on the surface. Inside, it was a different story. Inside, Robert Tinnon Price’s heart of darkness was a fucking rat’s nest of freaked-out psychopathy.

			Darkness is Bobby’s time. He is a well-oiled, nocturnal creature of the night. He glides, slides, eases his way. Slick. Pulled together now and every move sure, subtle, unhurried. He is strong on preparation. He has done his homework. Pencil the fucker out, he told them.

			Thing about this line of work, it is a job of long dry spells, big rest periods, weeks of idle down time and then it once again is a job of sudden decisions one right after the other. There are always surprises. So in that way it is like a pro athlete. You can’t really fake it beyond a certain point. Talent is what gets you through it.

			There are always going to be last-minute changes. It is a business of improvisation. Always that one monkey wrench that is thrown into the machinery at the last second. It is the Murphy’s Law of mechanics: if something can surface to fuck you over, it will, count on it. So you deal with it. Your ability to make very fast, sound decisions and ride them out with commitment and verve helps you keep your edge. And the business is nothing if not edge.

			Because of the tremendous energies that must be summoned for this work, it is a job for the young man. There are surprisingly few middle-aged assassins, contrary to the wealth of popular fiction that would lead one to conclude otherwise. Barring cowboys and drug dealers, if you can survive in the life for five or six years, you qualify as an old-timer. You can’t go to the well too many times unless you are just stone crazy.

			Bobby Price gets in his car and drives. He stops at a rest area he has used once before and it doesn’t feel quite kosher, so he drives on. He pulls past a Ramada near the highway and pulls on around a big generator, where there is a garbage dump at the edge of some woods. He turns the Chevy around and cuts his lights.

			Turning in the seat, he flips the catches on the aluminum case and removes his piece with great care. With very sure hands he checks the bolt, sights down the bore, places the piece butt down in the far corner, puts the bottle on. Sliding the rubber washer down over the barrel where the blade sight was when he bought it, he wraps the end of the barrel in tape. It is close, when he tries the bottle for fit, but not quite. He wraps some more tape around it. He can just barely force the neck of the bottle around the taped barrel.

			He slides the small metal clamp down in position and screws the clamp firmly around the barrel. This is why he has the funny-looking scope perched atop a pair of extenders: the scope has to clear a gallon pop bottle. He takes a long piece from the roll of silver duct tape and begins wrapping the bottle at the middle, working toward the barrel, then wrapping around the small hose clamp, and working his way several inches down the barrel’s length.

			Bobby checks the solidity of the overall unit. He sights through the scope. Satisfactory. Holding the stock in place on the back seat, with the bottle end not touching the seat’s edge, he takes his foot off the brake and drives back down to the highway.

			He has silenced his scoped rifle for a one-shot kill. This is something most of us have no knowledge about, our only source of information being television and movies. TV heroes fire revolvers with silencers on them, which, of course, contradicts all known laws of physics. If a cylinder holds rounds, obviously it must revolve, therefore the gas has a way to escape the breech, which is why a silent revolver is really tough to make. A weapon makes two noises, the gun noise such as the operating slide on an automatic pistol slamming back to throw a spent casing from the ejector port, and the bullet noise when the hot gases are shot out of the barrel by the fired projectile’s speed.

			Aside from tampering with the bullet itself (as in .22 silent loads), what you want to do is disperse the gas from the muzzle blast to some extent before it reaches the end of the barrel and goes bang. So you have sound suppressors with baffles, gadgets, gas ports, rings, springs, packing, wrapping, all manner of gimmicks to hold the noise down. None of them is any too perfect. And only a couple can come anywhere near the muffled pppffftt we associate with Bond movies. Physics, instead, prevails — baaaannnnngg!!

			In a closed room, an excellent silencer will muffle a .22 so it sounds like a loud door slam. In an open field there is proportionately that much less decibel-level of perceived report. His suppressors were one-shot pop bottle specials. He made them not because he couldn’t afford to buy good silencers, but because it kept him from having to deal with the arms people who were rife with snitches, undercover cops, and other slime. His homemade units gave him self-sufficiency, a minimum of contacts that might ever backfire.

			It was in the areas of battered ego and bust-out drug habit that Bobby Price was not so careful. His brain loved cocaine and he loved/hated himself to the extent that in those areas of dope and ego, Bobby had some serious vulnerability. But what the hell. Nobody’s perfect.

			He waited on the shoulder of the overpass, where just the night before he had spotted a bear parked with his scanner and two-way blaring, cooping and waiting, ready to fuck with the truckers’ minds. Bobby would waste heat just as fast as you could say Waxahatchie three times fast. State rods didn’t mean diddlyshit to Shooter Price.

			He spotted the marked car with his special glasses. His very expensive glasses picked up the big X he’d put on the top of the car the night before last. He hoped the right driver was behind the wheel. He brought a shell up into the lightly oiled chamber, checked to see if any cars were coming from front, back, or exit lane, laid the barrel in the window, and put her on autopilot. Sighting without sighting. Knowing the nuances of the piece the way a dancer knows the music, totally giving himself to it, loving it, pointing with the flawless instincts of his craft, allowing for wind, movement, shadow, as you allow for distance when you walk up a flight of stairs, every movement second-nature, leading, breathing in, holding, squeezing with the practiced, mechanical naturalness of a professional.

			As a fiery explosion breaks the ring out of the bottle, it almost simultaneously reaches out and takes the car’s driver behind the wheel in the outbound traffic. And Bobby senses within the same heartbeat the driver crying out in pain as his head explodes just as the windshield disintegrates in a shatter of spider-tracked glass around the bullet hole and he loses control and begins to die in a blood-drenched sledgehammer of startled trauma and anguish.

			Shooter drives quickly away, speeding only slightly as everyone does there, oblivious to passersby who might have seen the muzzle flash or witnesses who could have observed the gun in the car window. He hasn’t a care in the world. He drives to the bottom of a ravine, a landfill being used as a dump, stops the car, and opens the trunk, removing post-hole digger, shovel, gloves, and the cased piece. He walks over to where the cats and dozers have just been working and excavates a two-foot-deep grave in the moist Texas ground, digging out a hole big enough for the case. He drops it into the hole, tamping packed earth down over the weapon, and throwing in the gloves as he passes the dump nearby. He covers the tracks in the earth back to the Chevy, tosses in the tools, and leaves.

			Driving over a small iron bridge, he gets out and pitches in the tools, spent brass, the taped bottle, everything else. He has a small, battery-powered vacuum, which he uses to vacuum out the car floorboards, and then throws the bag over the bridge.

			Bobby Price has earned a few hours of relaxation and fun, but Shooter’s idea of kicks is not quite your typical teenager’s drive-in double date. Bobby pays for what he wants. He whimpers in anticipation as he drives across town to get on the Central Expressway.

			Mistress Leila sees Bobby, as she does all her regulars, only by previous telephone appointment, and punctuality is mandatory. Bobby has plenty of time and waits out in front in his Chevy for twelve minutes, humming contentedly. He is standing on her doorstep, eyes riveted to the second hand on his gold Rolex wristwatch, and at the exact second of his appointment he rings the bell. It chimes inside and in a few seconds a gorgeous woman of indeterminate age opens the door and effuses:

			“Why, hello, Bobby! Come on in, honey,” she says in warm, musical, Texas-accented tones. Shooter Price enters, and she closes and locks and deadbolts the door.

			“How y’all been doin’, you sweet boy,” she asks softly. She is exquisite, with flawless alabaster skin and naturally reddish-brown hair that falls in a lush cascade halfway down her back. She is wearing a robe that is open and cut low in front, exposing a pair of large, creamy, jiggling breasts, and she is holding her right hand at her side as Shooter begins to answer politely, “Well, pretty goo — ”

			She slaps him across the left side of the face as hard as she can, really putting her weight into it and hitting his cheek with her open hand, then pushing him down as he lets her make him drop to his knees, weeping from the humiliation and the sudden pain. It is a tooth-rattling slap that stings her palm and makes a loud, resounding noise inside his head.

			“How dare you speak to me, you sniveling piece of shit! Lick my high-heeled boots, you worthless, whining mama’s boy pussy! Lick ’em! You lick ’em right now, you no-good sonofabitch cunt! Lick! Fall to the floor and lick, damn you!” The voice sounds like it belongs to another person, a harsh, hardened bark seething with malevolence.

			Shooter, eyes full of tears, face stinging and throbbing from Leila’s slap, does as he is commanded, and as he begins licking the toes of her shiny black boots, she lets her robe fall open.

			“No! Not like that, you fucking whore of a castrated, spineless, ball-less perverted wonder! You lick them, goddamn your little ass! Lick faster! Tongue them, cocksucker! Lick those boots with your wet tongue! Make them shine with your foul spit, you dickless piece of trash! Lick, goddamn you!” She pulls her booted foot back and kicks Shooter as hard as she can in the bleep of his left arm. It is a vicious, balanced kick from a muscular, lovely leg that has done a lot of dancing and exercise. She sends him tumbling in fear and rage and submissive pain into a cowering figure huddling against the wall.

			“Get back over here and apologize to me, you prickless freak!” She is screaming like a maniac, really getting into it as she always does.

			“Uh — oh — I — ”

			“Spit it out, you bastard, and stop that mumbling. Are you sorry your clumsy licking irritated your mistress — answer me!”

			“Yes, Mistress,” Shooter says as he rolls his eyes up at the statuesque dominatrix. “Please, Mistress, let your bad little slave lick your boots with my sore, wet tongue?” He drops and begins to lick frantically, hoping to please her and knowing that he has set himself an impossible task. He is crying and whimpering as he licks the high-heeled boots. She draws back a foot again and he cringes, expecting to be kicked, but instead she places a toe against him, urging him to move.

			One of the reasons she can charge her high fees is that she can read a john with nearly flawless intuition. Knowing just how far to take each of her specials and sensing when to draw back is an integral element of this kind of number. She wants to end this soon, as she and her girlfriend are going out in a while, so she decides to get him off again.

			“Roll over on your back, you miserable little faggot. Now!” He rolls over, wishing he could rub that sore arm, but he knows it would only infuriate her.

			“Good doggie. Now, you cunt. Let’s see what you’ve got down there.” She grinds the stiletto heel of her boot into his crotch. He cries out in pain, but she sees the wetness spreading across the tent of his pants. No pain, no stain, she thinks. She knows how to bring him along real fast now, so he’ll leave thinking he really got his ashes hauled. She drops the robe and gestures.

			Quickly, fumbling at his buckle and trousers, Shooter unbuckles the belt and jerks his pants down around his ankles. His groin is slick with cum. She watches him looking up at her sheer, shiny nylons and large, full breasts with the freaky nipples the size of shot glasses.

			“Now, you listen to me very carefully, you cringing excuse for a man. You will do exactly as I command, you little prick, or I will make you regret you ever became my slave. One slip-up and I will go get my riding crop and I’ll beat you on that little ass until you beg for mercy. Do you understand? Answer me!”

			“Yes, Mistress.”

			“What one thing do you wish you could do to me if you weren’t such a little pissy-assed mama’s boy cunt, and if I would let you do it, what would you like to do to my beautiful body? Answer, damn you!”

			“Oh, Mistress. I’d give anything if you’d let me suck those big nipples on your lovely tits. Oh, please, Mistress!”

			“Fuck you, cocksucker! I’ll never let you even touch me there, especially with that dirty mouth of yours. You can forget ever touching my breasts. That is off-limits, cunt, and you’re lucky I even let you look at them. You will never so much as touch your tongue to one of these big, hot nipples, do you understand me? Answer!”

			“Yes, Mistress Leila,” he whimpers. He is playing with his penis.

			“Listen, slimeface, you will look up at my perfect and untouchable, unattainable body, and you will play with yourself like a little kid as you watch me. You’ll never touch those tits. All you’ll ever touch is that miniature excuse for a dick of yours. Now you can play with that cock until you get it nice and hard and just about to spun, but then you will stop, understand? Answer me!”

			“Yes — I — ” He is whacking away now. Good.

			“Now play with it! Harder, you limp-wristed faggot, jack that dick off while you watch your mistress and think about sucking those big nipples!”

			“Unnnnmmmmm.”

			“Now when you get that baby cock good and stiff, we’re going to roll you over and I’m going to get my nice, hard, giant dildo, and believe me, it is the size of a real man’s dick, and I will fuck you in your skinny butt with it just like you were a woman. That’s right, you pussy-whipped wonder, your Mistress Leila is going to fuck you. Then I’ll shove one of my nice six-inch heels up that sore red rosebud of a shitty asshole!”

			Gee, she thought, he’s about to shoot already.

			“Don’t you cum on my clean floor, you dirty prick. Stop! Stop that!” She kicks his hand away from himself. “I can see you need a cooling off. I’m going to have to give you a nice bath in my golden piss. I think you need to drink my piss first, though, don’t you? Answer me!” Shooter Price, who has filled seven syndicate contracts, looks up at his Mistress Leila and nods obediently.

			“Yes, Mistress.”

			“I hope you smother in my pussy when I make you drink my piss, you fag. You will not try to eat my pussy. If you so much as lick my clit once or touch that tongue to me except to suck my piss out, I will beat your little butt to a purple pulp. Understand?” Shooter nods like his head is going to fall off. His erect penis is waving around on its own. He grabs it and starts jacking off.

			What a way to make a living, she thinks as she looks down at the goofy young john lying on her floor whacking off. Well, whatever makes your boat float. She wonders idly what time it is.

			By the time Shooter Price ended up in the Nam, drafted, as irony would have it, and reluctant for reasons too unfathomable to explain to avoid the service, he had largely abrogated control of his psychomotor responses to a certain crystalline alkaloid. The computers sorted him right out, naturally, and he became an instant star of the kaleidoscopic spike team.

			He was right at home in the blurry kinescope of speeders, mushroom eaters, hash and dope smokers, acid trippers, smack shooters, dusters, opium smokers, and coke heads. He had a way of leaving folks robbed, raped, and ripped, and in that unrestrained environment he blossomed and flourished.

			Shooter was a sniper of textbook-perfect dimensions. Wired wall to wall, armed and dangerous, locked and loaded and waiting, he was a Katie-bar-the-door expert at putting folks’ lights out. Shooter’s nervous system, stimulated as it so often was into a pharmacological frenzy, was at best unstable and at worst hazardous to your health. But never mind how many bucks he put up his nostrils in top-line snort, or how anaesthetized he was in the field. If he focused those eyes on you in a certain way, it was white-knuckled, wet-palmed, lump-in-the-throat, nobody’s-home time. And when the trigger finger started taking up the slack, it was a deathgram with real bad news: dear occupant, this is the end of your world. Stop.

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			INTER-OFFICE CORRESPONDENCE

			To: All Personnel

			From: Management

			Bringing liquor or controlled substances into this facility will result in immediate termination.

			“Hello, Hello. . . . Testing, one-two-three, testing. Is this working? I don’t see anything on the — oh, there it is . . . good. OK. Testing, one-two-three-four.

			“This recording being made on 14 June” — (several words unintelligible) — “it in the commo bunker. I want to record some thoughts about this highly classified covert mission, and the recording will be retained for security precaution, just in case some” — (several words unintelligible) — “so I would have a record of the events for which I might be held responsible.

			“I suppose this act could be construed as being unmilitary, or a violation of basic security, but sometimes you have to protect yourself, and this recording may never be used. On completion of the mission, if there are no repercussions or incidents, of course the tape will be immediately destroyed. I’m mindful of the line in Euripides’ Phoenician Women where it says ‘Better a safe commander than a bold.’ I’m going to stop the tape and play this much back to see if it is indeed recording, and then I’ll resume recording.”

			(Pause of thirty-one seconds in recording.)

			“This is the night before the culmination of a mission that is taking us into the Demilitarized Zone, which is pretty much of a joke in itself, being about as militarized as you can get, but that is the direction of this week-long probe, which may finalize tomorrow with any luck.

			“The code name is Operation Toledo Blade, like the sword. It is the spike team probe to find and destroy an outlaw radio station called KILL, with transmitters at a so-far unknown location. But because of the nature of the team’s unmilitary composition, the modus operandi of our unit in general, and my past experiences with this outfit, I have had some serious second thoughts about the mission, and about the motivation behind our orders which are supposedly from the commander-in-chief himself.

			“To me, Toledo Blade is beginning to have the feet of a real scapegoat operation, and that is why I want to put some of my thoughts down for later reference. I’ve had some experience being a scapegoat for the military, and the buck is going to stop with me again, I’m afraid.

			“We supposedly are empowered by the Security Council directive under which we operate hand in glove which MACV to rove autonomously on this sort of a penetration. It is also assumed that if we are captured by the enemy, or in any way incapacitated, that we are to commit suicide. That is how valuable human life is to the individuals who have planned this and similar missions. We would be such an embarrassment to our country that we cannot compromise it by being taken alive, and yet the mission is sufficiently insensitive that we can be employing contract killers who make no pretense of taking orders. There is no way this can be what it appears.

			“Both myself and Gunnery Sergeant Ewell have specific instructions as to the disposition of the team members in the event anyone is wounded under circumstances that would prevent exfiltration of that individual. The orders are to terminate, under those conditions, and naturally that applies to both Ewell and myself. All in all, this operation is enough to grow hairs on a billiard ball, and it has been dumped right in my lap.

			“The other time I went across the line was the mission into Laos, so perhaps I should see this as punishment for the way events turned out. Certain guarantees were made to me by my superiors at the time of that mission, and those guarantees were at least in part breached. The same kinds of assurances have been made here, in another context, and I no longer believe what I’m told, there being limits to blind faith.

			“The orders I followed in the execution of the Laos thing were in my opinion almost designed to guarantee failure. Because I am an officer in the United States Marine Corps, and because I must follow the orders of my superiors, the chain of command was observed and the results were that I had a platoon of men zapped out from under me. I was made the scapegoat for the failure of that mission even though I was promised that would not happen.

			“This insertion tomorrow has a built-in ‘plausible deniability’ factor, which is both for national security and to prevent any heat from reaching senior officers. Insulation. If this mission fails or backfires in any way, I can forget any future in the Corps, both in spite of my overall record and what praise my former CO put in my package.

			“That is fair enough, but there are several things that don’t feel right. I’ve had the feeling we are being jerked around out here, that it is supposed to look on the books as if we are an inept, poorly led unit, which has me a little spooked. It isn’t anything you can isolate, and because of the way we are building a recon cover, it is nothing provable. But when you combine that with the fact that we are going in with only the sketchiest exfiltration plans, I have to question the nature of the mission. First, are we really supposed to find and destroy our objective, and second, are we supposed to survive the mission?

			“The basic premise behind the mission makes no sense to me whatsoever. I find it impossible to believe that with our wealth of combined military, industrial, and intelligence technology, we cannot locate the transmission source of a single clandestine radio station in South Vietnam, or that we cannot jam the telephone landline system by which the station supposedly receives listener input. The technology can’t be that advanced. Therefore, if the premise is not what it seems, does that mean we really don’t want the station silenced? If so, what are we doing here?

			“I also have trouble buying the concept that an English-language operation thought to be maintained by the Soviet KGB is only worth a small, obviously expendable spike team. And there are some similar inconsistencies that make this look like something other than what I’ve been led to believe.

			“In Laos I was leading a combat-tested, highly motivated and well-trained platoon of Marines. Tomorrow I go in with a ragtag outfit of paid mercenaries, civilian personnel including misfits and a couple of out-and-out psychos, assorted dope addicts, and ex-criminals who will follow orders only as long as they think it is in their best interests to do so. So once again, as in Laos, I’ve been ordered to accomplish what would appear to be impossible.

			“Because it may later prove useful in analyzing the real reason why I was selected to lead this unit, I want to review some details of a personal nature. I’ve been in the Corps for four years. I joined at seventeen with my folks’ signatures if not blessings, and by the time I was the beneficiary of a Southeast Asian field commission I found myself a nineteen-year-old platoon commander, a baby butter bar who believed in the tightness of the Marine Corps and the legacy of heroes. Now, after two tours over here, I’m not so sure I can say that anymore.

			“I have seen the best people die and the worst people elevated to higher and higher rank. Don’t misunderstand this — just because I was a nineteen-year-old Papa Charlie I’m not so stupid as to think I’m any better than my peers. There are plenty of sharp sergeants who refuse commissions because they don’t want the hassles and pressures of added responsibility. But I’m talking about real incompetent people being elevated to high rank.

			“Had Laos not happened, I could have really climbed the ladder fast in this man’s Marine Corps, and I’m not bragging. With any luck at all I’d have probably been a company commander by now. Again, because of the pressures and accountability factors, the competition was just not that stiff.

			“It is one thing to lose men, or to be responsible for errors in judgment that result in loss of life, but when you are in charge at the field operational level — ” (Recorded reel-to-reel tape B-A-4 ends.)

			— end of transcript —

			The man in the security booth closes the transcript and stops the reel-to-reel tape. Because he is a perfectionist, he insisted on comparing the written transcription to the original recording. The sanitized room is a “hung chamber” in ACID, jargon for the Agent Control Cover Division. The chamber is suspended at the corners and sides by an ingenious webbing of steel springs and baffling, and continually sound-swept by computer-operated bug-killers.

			He puts the materials back in the large pouch marked secret and double-checks the contents with the cover sheet:

			REFERENCE T-21-901H

			ALL REQUESTED MATERIALS ENCLOSED

			1. confiscated recording

			2. transcript of confiscated recording

			3. duplicate of transcript B-A-4, no further copies retained

			4. original memorandum pad with secretariat entries and corrections

			5. typewriter cartridge

			6. recorded file dub, no further copies

			Noting with satisfaction the file entry on the cover sheet — subject disposition — — and the handwritten insert, he drops everything into the burn box, tapping an intercom button on the conference phone beside him. A light blinks below the dial and he hears the voice of the warrant officer on duty say, “Allied Chemical.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			“Three tears in the bucket — ”

			 — unfinished latrine graffiti

			Rain. It has driven everybody into their hootches, tents, and bunkers, drenching mortars, ma deuces, recoilless rifles, and red birds, turning Viet-Spam into a huge, rusty-assed pigpen of a loblolly. FB King is a sprawling mudpile of red, nasty, sucking, gumbo-gooey hilltop that is the last thing standing between apple pie and the injuns.

			I have just finished one of those fits of secondary depression that like to come and squat over me now and again, and a number of controlled substances are beginning to get me right. Someone suggests I’m high on life.

			“Hi!”

			“No, not yet. But I’m fixin’ to get thataway.”

			The hootch smells like fish that have been left out on a riverbank for three days. We lay naked, or barely clothed, trying not to breathe in more of the stinking humidity than is necessary. It is stifling, close, oppressive, a militant thing that pinches your nostrils with one hand as it stuffs a pair of socks in your mouth with the other and says, “Now try to breathe, cocksucker!”

			We lie motionless with the patience of a herd of Herefords, pasture fat, waiting, enduring, as we listen to the rain ball-peen down on the tin hootch roof like mini-rounds of incoming.

			A big salty stream of sweat drips down onto my weed as I sit up with an agonizing sigh of bored decay and fear paralysis. I flip the dead jay under Ewell’s cot, hoping it will set fire to his cot while he’s asleep, burning him to a charred crisp as I fight to save him from the flames, winning the Silver Star, the Meritorious, Glorious Dildo of Valor, the Medal of Honor, the Blue Max, the Iron Cross, and a minor singed eyebrow that gets me medevaced to Tokyo and the Xaviera Hollandaise Burn Clinic where a lovely young nurse will sit on my face.

			“Got anything that’ll get me off?” I ask D’Allesandro.

			“Hell, yes. Ever fuck a nun?”

			“I watched your mama fuck a nun once. Come on, man, I need to get all right here.”

			“Uh-huh.” He taps a cigarette out of a beat-looking pack.

			“What the fuck I want with a damn Marlboro?”

			“Trust me.” He flames his Zippo under it.

			“Holy Keee-rist!” I cough for about five minutes. “What is this shit?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			I can sense impending menace trickling through the brain rot. A clot of screaming paranoia is eating its way downward through the atrophied wrinkles of gray matter, dripping down like the colors on a phrenology chart left out in the monsoon. A nagging and formless fear intrudes on my thoughts, much the same as a photographer’s negative materializes in a tray of developer, coming in from hazy nothingness to vague outlines to a darkened shape of things to come. Time is ticking away.

			I inhale deeply, holding the noxious weed in as long as I can stand it, blowing it all out in a gasp of exorcised spirits. Jesus, what is this shit? Whooooa. I have willed myself to demobilize and failed. Only one avenue remains. I must get sandblasted. And this is the ticket right here.

			“I hope you realize,” D’Allesandro says, “I don’t lay that shit on just every speeder and junkie who comes beggin’. That is some licensed-to-kill Special Recipe, mano. Treat it right and it’ll get you right.”

			“What is this shit?” I ask again, coughing.

			“Jay Dee’s Special Recipe: take a Marlboro, remove all the tobacco. Take some of this here” — he sits up and shows me a Bull Durham sack full of powdery stuff — “then mix in some of your Thai stick, then mix in a little Story of O, and then some of Mother D’Allesandro’s el primo bach bien, then stick that fucker in one of your seven bodily orifices and kick out the jams.”

			“Waaaugh,” I gag, “some righteous shit there.”

			“Anything to knock some of the smell off.”

			“Knock some of this — whew.”

			“Ummmmmmnnnnn.” He lets out poisonous Special Recipe that washes the interior of the stifling hootch in hallucinogenic fumes. The Dutchman has lumbered over. I know this shit must really stink because Dutch is right down in my face and I can’t smell anything. The Dutchman fell in a stream about twelve-and-a-half months ago, but other than that he doesn’t have what you call your scrupulous habits of personal hygiene. The fucker stinks like a goddamn dead skunk. He takes a hit.

			“Motherfucker!” he says, letting out a toke of Special Recipe, “what the fuck is this shit anyway?”

			“Um-hmm. Thas right.” He passes the evil weed to Dusty, who inhales it down to a few tiny cinders, the greedy coon dope fiend.

			“Hot damn!”

			“I can do battle behind some of that shit. Gimme another hit.”

			“Shit, Dusty done sucked the whole thing down to a cinder.”

			“Here, gimme some of that powder and some of your el primo. I’ll mix you some fuckin’ shit.” I pop a handful of uppers and downers and shit into an empty can and begin powdering them with the butt end of my K-Bar. (Headline: “bodies found in unexplained i corps mass suicide.”)

			“Hey, do these, take off the ragged highs.” Somebody drops a handful of reds in. I mash everything up. We sprinkle coke and some of the bitchin’ bach bien (heroin) in.

			“We goin’ smoke it or eat it or shoot that shit?”

			“Fuck, I dunno.”

			“Here, let’s get that shit right.” D’Allesandro drops a few tabs in.

			“Acid!” (Sub-headline: “hearts and minds missing.”)

			“Motherfucker!”

			“That shit never go’n burn.”

			“I’ve thought of that, for chrissakes, I’m a licensed pharmacist.” I make a little funnel out of a piece of cardboard and pour the mix carefully into my canteen half full of Jack Daniel’s. “Now. Let’s see how that ages. OK. Time’s up.” I take a careful sip.

			“Bbbbllllllllaaaaaaaaaaaaggggggggggg!” I spew a fine mist out across the sweaty faces nearby.

			“Damn.”

			“That shit gotta be smooth.” Laughter.

			“Holy . . . shit!” All it needs are a few peyote caps and some Dilaudid.

			“Needs just a little soupcon of — uh, garlic salt!” Nobody has any. I refuse Tabasco.

			“Wanna drop some o’ this in there?” Shit, why not? It all goes in.

			Just about close enough. Darvon, Demerol. Percodans. Meth. Some unknown substance. A little cough syrup with codeine, and a few shakes of sugar to take the sting off her. A last shake of dust and ersatz Spanish fly.

			“Ummmm. Be with some of this shit.”

			“Ummmnnn.” Gagging. “Whhhhheeeegggghhh . . . nice.” Fucking nice. It is rapid black-and-silver death swirling around in that canteen. Fuck it, take a big hit. (“speed freak found fanged by militant teenage dope werewolves.”)

			As I listen to the rain, getting wrecked out of my skull, it occurs to me that we have messed in our mess kit with this Toledo Blade bullshit. Dig it: when this mission started we were a fourteen-man spike team, allowing for an FO. Now — with a scout and an extra RTO — we’re still light, and that doesn’t begin to count Harold. I figure with him we were about double in combat effectiveness in the field. Early morning we boogie, with or without him. I start thinking about everything else that’s totally fucked about this op, but the Special Recipe Black Jack is taking me where I really want to go.

			“Far fuckin’ out,” I say. I am more ripped than recalcitrant, but my mind waxes eristical. I corruscate, prickle, wink out. Silently I curse the green machine, the dope oligopoly. Mom, the flag, and fuck you, Chesty, wherever you are. Sweat drips in tempo with the rain. Time ticks, I begin to wane.

			“This is the stuff to which my bod will become accustomed, right, Dusty?”

			“There it is, soul.”

			“‘I wanted the gold, and I sought it: I scrabbled and mucked like a slave. Was it famine or scurvy — I fought it. I hurled my youth into a grave.’ Know who wrote those poetic words?” I challenge them.

			“General Harkins?”

			“Rap Brown?” Fucking wiseasses.

			“No, my twisted dope fiend colleagues, it was none other than the immortal Robert W. Service.”

			“F.T. Service far as I’m concerned, Jim. Fuck the green turd-suckin’ motherfuckerer.”

			“Fuckerer? Why, you dangerously wasted heroin addict junkie honkie dickeye handjob, we be trying to hold an intelligent constipation here and you can’t even fucking shit talk plain, you pig-fuckin’ hillbilly asshole.”

			“Somebody say somethin’ about my pig, man?” White stumbles over, half asleep.

			“Crap on your nap, dap, lap some o’ dis sap.” He tilts back the canteen and swallows a huge drink of it. Jesus, the fucker’s dead for sure. This will mean a lot of damn explaining.

			“How’s that shit, Mr. Laidlaw?”

			Laughter. Nothing.

			He licks his lips. “Yumm. Real tasty.”

			He turns and walks across the hootch, heading out the door while we look at each other in amazement. He acts like it was a swallow of water. I sniff the canteen. White makes it halfway out the door before he pukes in a stream of mustard-colored barfola that splatters out across the soaked mud.

			We fall off our cots laughing and roll around on the floor as White loses it.

			“All aboard the Vomit Comet.”

			“If you wasn’t such a fuckin’ pig.”

			“Pig. There you go talkin’ ’bout his pig again!”

			Laughter dissolves into exhaustion. We are getting fuckin’ wrecked. The humidity and the pills and the acid and the dope and the smack and the booze all blend into a deadly miasma of toxicity that leaves us little more than throbbing skin sacks of wasted protoplasm.

			“You know what this shit is?” I address my canteen.

			“This shit is.”

			“This is fuckin’ Black Water Fever!” I take a hit that really puts my lights out. I am down on the floorboards in a pile of mud and rat pills. A class act as always. Down there with the rat turds and grass seeds.

			“If I get sick and fucking die from this puke juice of yours,” we can hear White hitching from the doorway where he is slumped in a puddle, “maybe I won’t have to go to VietdamnNam.”

			“Fuckin’ lifers go around sniffin’ snuffles to see if they be smokin’ grass, and the fuckers is smokin’ heroin right in their damn faces.”

			“Shit, that’s cool. I don’t blame ’em. This el primo is got to be a bitch.”

			“This guy in Armored was wasted and lightning hit his tank while he was sittin’ astraddle the hatch, and it fuckin’ zapped both his legs and both his balls right off. He never felt shit he was so damn ripped. Som’bitch is still alive, he’s back in the world with a commendation or some shit and disability, sittin’ in some chair thinkin’ how he wishes he had his balls back.”

			“Shit, that ain’t nothin’. I wish I had my balls back and I ain’t never been in no fuckin’ tank.”

			“Said it sliced them legs and balls right off. Left the poor devil a dick to piss outta and nothin’ to go with the sucker. Ain’t that a bite.”

			“I thought you was gonna say lightning hit him in the balls so they made him a fuckin’ colonel.”

			“I fucked a colonel once.”

			Somebody has finally managed to turn one of the big PRCs on and KILL blasts out of the speaker,

			“White rock . . . Blowtorch . . . Skyhook . . . Michigan . . . Viceroy . . . Bulkhead . . .”

			“Blowjob . . . Headjob . . .” someone mimics.

			“Lancelot . . . Oklahoma . . . Tomahawk . . . Scalpel . . .”

			“Fuck that shit, get some fuckin’ music on that whore.”

			“Up, up and awavvvyeeeeeaaaaaayyyy — ”

			“Fuck that.”

			“Silver Blade . . . Wisconsin . . .”

			“Silver Blade! All-damn-right!”

			“I wanna hear some goddam music, motherfucks.”

			“Zebra . . . Escapade . . . Masher . . .”

			“ — One out to all the gungies in Bravo Two/Five! And especially to Wild Bill Bonner who — ”

			“What’s goin’ on, fer chrissakes? It stinks like burnt shit in here. You assholes been smokin’ dope?” Ewell says, raising up on one elbow.

			“No fuckin’ way. What’s to it, Gunny?”

			“Hey, what’s Laidlaw doin’ out there in the goddamn rain. Get back in here, fer chrissakes.”

			“He cain’t, Top, his balls was hit by lightnin’.”

			“Yeah. White lightning.”

			There it is, white lightning and rolling thunder. And the winner gets an all-expense-paid one-way ticket right smack into the diseased heart of never-never land with a charming crew of frightened, murderous, young, drug-muddled assassins.

			“Good-bye forever, cocksucks,” I tell them, probably for the last time, as the Black Water Fever sweeps over me, extinguishing my pilot light.

			“Checkpoint . . . Zigzag . . . Florida . . . Jack-knife . . . Rescue . . .” the code stream rolls on, crackling out of the wet, heavy Vietnamese air to uncaring ears, “Oxcart . . . Quebec . . . Abracadabra . . .” I snore on unperturbed, drugged and dreamless, blissful amid the rest of the filth and ratshit there on the floor. Black Water Fever takes no prisoners.

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			“Awake, awake, utter a song!”

			 — Judges 5:12

			Calming herself, forcing herself to be methodical and thorough, she packed her tapes and books and records. God! She had never imagined that she’d amassed so big a library. Macaulay and Mailer and Malraux and Marx going cheek by jowl into a carton with de Beauvoir and de Maupassant and de Sade. Weighty, incomprehensible Sartre and Kierkegaard and Rand. Had she really read all this stuff? Pound, Joyce, Eliot, Rilke, Yeats, James, Fielding, Freud, Jung, and her mind was wandering as she packed by the size of the hardcover volumes.

			“Good old Proo, Ca-mue, Croff-tay-bing,” she sang melodiously to the tune of “Reuben, Reuben” as Proust, Camus, and Krafft-Ebing plopped down into their new cardboard home. Carefully she started stacking her albums in a shipping carton: Bach, Basie, Beatles, Bartok, Brown (Cliffie), Brahms, Bird, Bernstein, her whole life was in here. Lovingly she placed Chetty Baker beside the Blue Stars. Her face registered great amusement as she realized she’d been humming “I Feel Pretty” to herself.

			She stood and looked at herself in the only full-length mirror she owned. She saw a perfectly ordinary-looking young woman standing there, quite filthy, wearing a mannish shirt with rolled-up sleeves, short cutoffs bleached white, shoeless. I stink, she thought, and unbuttoned the shirt and the cutoff jeans and dropped them in a pile which she kicked into a corner.

			It was warm in her rooms, even with the air conditioning, and a long, luxurious bath would feel wonderful. She examined herself in the mirror. The scars and pockmarks that covered her face might as well have been invisible. She had always seen herself that way, so there was no sense of shock or even mild irritation. Since she looked beyond the ravages, there was no particular perception of ugliness. She saw countenance, the inward degree of control, mood, physiognomy; all manner of expressions and reflections, everything but what others saw.

			Only her friend had understood about the scars. And one other acquaintance of hers who had undergone skin grafts for severe facial burns as a child, only these two had been able to grasp the way she saw herself. She wore her scars as a badge. She would no more think of having cosmetic surgery than she would have breast implants. Take her or leave her.

			She was well built. Small, high breasts with prominent nipples, and a really terrific-looking ass and long, shapely legs. She went to the greatest lengths to cover up these attributes, saving her knockout Halstons for her private life, and preferring for the working hours more mannish clothing and ao dais which were tailored to show as little of her shape as possible.

			She considered her mode of dress a kind of disguise. Camouflage. It was another way of protecting herself, another barrier between whatever was out there in the cruel world, and Priscilla Ho.

			Right now she just wanted to make love to her very favorite person, and she could do that quite easily in the bathtub. Escape was a hell of a turn-on, she thought.

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			25 April, 1964

			Dear Mr. 

			I have been advised that, because of your talents and unique skills in communications, you might be interested in pursuing this type position with a component of the U.S. Government.

			Other than to inform you that the employment would make maximum use of your background in broadcasting, and would necessitate travel overseas, I cannot give you at this time any detailed information because of the sensitive nature of the government projects involved.

			If you are interested in applying for a position of this type, which will give you the opportunity to contribute to the effectiveness of the national security effort, please advise us as soon as possible and we will furnish you with the necessary application materials.

			Very Truly Yours,

			My eyes, even behind my shades, are being poleaxed mercilessly by the unyielding rays of the early morning sun as it beats down on the pierced steel planking and sandbags and huge wooden sign that reads,

			           
fire support base king

			Home of the Mighty Ninety & the 

			FORMULA FOR VICTORY

			READINESS

			+ VALOR

			= THE WINNING TEAM!

			Crap on a broom handle, friends, cut me a fuckin’ huss with this shit. Somehow, during the night, mad Aztec surgeons infiltrated our hootch and beat me to a pulp, threw me on the floor in some sort of primitive religious sacrifice, and opened my veins, giving me a complete transfusion. All of my blood has been drained and replaced by paraffin. Where once precious bodily red flowed, wax now solidifies. My mouth tastes like I spent the night licking candles. My tongue wears a wool-lined latex sleeve, a precaution against any further such unnatural acts or excesses. My hair has begun growing backward down into the root follicles, or whatever the fuck they’re called, and piercing the epidermis as each hair drives down into the skull, aiming at my brain.

			I have not taken any photographs of FB King to press into the crumbling pages of my nostalgia scrapbook so that years later we can all look back on this and laugh. The concept of years later, however, has a very definite attractiveness. I am way too short for this shit. I would even, reluctantly, stay here on gumbo hill if I didn’t have to get on the bird this morning and go for a ride with these other fools. I consider willing myself to have a seizure of some kind, throwing myself to the PSP in a kicking, screaming, whirling dervish holy-roller freak-out.

			“Gaw damn fucker’s hot awready,” White croaks in a voice that sounds like fingernails on a blackboard. “Ahm gettin’ heat flustration out here.”

			“That’s heat frustration, you simple shit, can’t you get anything right?”

			My mind is a sewer of paranoia. In a land seething with conspiracy and revolution, spy and counterspy, traitor and patriot/traitor, intrigue and duplicity, plot and counterplot, ruse and gambit, all acts eventually filter down through the sieve of metaphysical mumbo-jumbo that is the Vietnamese mindset. I can feel myself taking on this strange, perverse kind of mental thing. An attitude that blends quite nicely with my normal speed freak paranoia, turning my brain into a screaming nightmare swamp of thrashing alligators and manta rays and bamboo vipers.

			I hear a whomp whomp whomp high overhead and look up as a flock of bloodthirsty vampire bats flap past.

			“You won’t get any from me, you rabid bastards. I gave at work!” I yell.

			Washington, who looks like he’s still tripping, smiles at me and says wetly, “Check it out.” He is wearing a bandoleer of sorts made from small vials of skag. I’m not fucking believing it. About every fourth vial is green.

			“Them’s tracers.” Uh-huh. Not up here, mo-fuck. Can’t function on that smoke now. This is the ballgame.

			“Harold ain’t showed.”

			“Where’s Harold?” somebody else asks.

			“How the fuck do I know? Do I look like his fuckin’ mother?”

			“Yeah, you look like you fucked his mother.”

			“Where’s Hog?”

			“Come on, girls,” Ewell says, “let’s go, goddammit.”

			The blinding morning sun has turned the baking ships into infernos. I hit my canteen. Ahhhh, that’s right. This looks like a job for Superdex!

			“Let’s motivate,” says our chopper pilot, Snake Six.

			“Move it!” screams Ewell. Some crew chief artist has painted savage justice across the ship, but wear and tear has taken its toll and the j-u-s-t has peeled off, so that until you get up close it looks like savage ice, a better name in the first damn place. The ship is painted black and otherwise unmarked.

			“Wind that fucker.” The starter cranks in a pained scream, and the rotor blades pick up speed as the big turbine whirls to life with a roar.

			A screech of feedback of deafening volume blasts through the enclosure of intense heat.

			“Beautiful morning for an insertion!” the pilot, Snake Six, shouts back at us.

			“Insert my dick,” someone says.

			The feedback continues until somebody shouts, “Will you fix that fucker?”

			Each of the Hueys holds a basic fireteam. Our slick contains pilot, copilot, door gunner (an old dude nicknamed Papa Pig), White, Washington, Ewell, me, and Shooter, who looks a little pale, like maybe he just snorted the white lines off the fucking chopper pad.

			This is Big Boy City Titty. All systems are go for KILL. We have a prop/piston T-plane flying circles somewhere, a Cobra, a Loach, a trio of skinships, two radio teams, and lots, lots more.

			When we home in on the KILL beam and have a locked target, we’ll have all the backup we can handle.

			Besides the standard complement of kickass arty, recoilless rifles, MGs, 81-mm mortar tubes, FB King has all kinds of heavyweight tac-support. They have six 105s (105-mm howitzers) backed up with a pair of the humongous 155s. These are the awesome ground movers that will shake, rattle, and, you can fucking believe, roll over some names.

			Corns, our new FO, is here to call in delta tangos (defensive target strike coordinates) for our protection. A computer on board a cruiser or a destroyer anchored not far off the coastline to our east registers all that good shit, so if the FO says the word, he can walk monster six-inchers right in there on the sons of bitches. For the coup de grace, a brace of baaaad-ass Phantoms are ready to come in and dig KILL a deep, black grave.

			“Snake Six, loaded.”

			“Rog.”

			“Snake Seven, loaded.”

			“That’s a rog. Snake Six up on three.”

			“Snake Six up.”

			“Rog.” Code numbers are pouring in and for a second I think we have KILL on the copilot’s radio set or something:

			“One-two-eight . . . Bravo Mike Sierra Zulu Three . . . Hotel Eleven . . .”

			This is an all-pro op here. These guys aren’t fucking around. You don’t last long this far into injun country unless you’re for real.

			King runs forward support and deployment for the Mikes (Mobile Strike Force units), largely Nung mercs, who are jump-qualified and green-beanie-led headhunters.

			We leave King as we found it — totally fucked.

			“Sierra Tango 990-760 . . . Code Blue . . . niner-niner . . .” Radio garbage. Spookspeak heightens the paranoia.

			“Roger that.” Our mission has taken on a final twist; we are probing into the heart of the Z with firm orders — avoid contact wherever necessary now — going in for the K-I-L-L kill.

			A pink team will go in first, an OH-6 Loach and an AH-1G Cobra. The light observation bird goes down on the deck, searching for the signs of Charlie while the Cobra is the two of the one-two punch, ready to blanket any enemy in rockets and mini-gunfire.

			Only the sound of about forty-seven helicopters and airplanes and shit to let ’em know we’re coming. Sometimes you wonder what the fuckers could be thinking about, I look over at White and shout, “Total noise discipline, don’t forget!”

			“Hhhuuuuuuuu?” He can’t hear shit over the racket.

			“Total — aw, fuck it.” I shoot him the one-fingered peace sign and he pats his hog in response.

			What sounds like the bone-rattling crump of heavy artillery booms ominously somewhere in the distance. We don’t think too much about it. No fucking way we’re there yet, we just left. Again, another tooth-jarring thump of big guns.

			“Shit, that’s incoming,” somebody yells over the noise.

			“No sweat,” the copilot shouts back. “Those are ours!” And in that moment I feel like I do when I’m at the movies and this sexy fox wiggles her tail end across the screen and the straight man says to the comic, “Walk this way.”

			All of a sudden, I know what’s coming next.

			Ccccrrooommmmmmmmpppp!!

			“Holy shit, that fucker — ”

			“Too fuckin’ close!” someone else says as if he’s finishing the other guy’s sentence.

			Static blast.

			“Shotgun Arty Six, you are firing short!”

			Cccrrrrrrociooommmmmnmmmppp!!

			“God damn!”

			“Hey! Shit, that was — ”

			Raawwwrrrr “ — say again, Snake Six?”

			“Correct your fire, goddammit, you’re comin’ down way short! Right on top of us! Correct your fire!”

			Zzzccrrrracccckkk! “ — what the fuck you tryin’ to do there, goddammit — ”

			My eyes try to jump out of my skull.

			“Gawd damn motherfu — ”

			A symphony of ear-ripping noise and disorienting sights pounds down across our field of vision and encircles our sphere of hearing in a kind of tactile blanket, wrapping our minds in panic and shock and fear as this unexpected sequence of events unwinds. It is like the projectionist got the last reel of our movie mixed up with somebody else’s. No way this shit was supposed to happen, I think, as a little Loach whirls out in front of us like some drugged-out dragonfly gone insane.

			The gunship flares and its miniguns spit at something. All of this happens in the quarter second it takes to hear and sense that 155 or whatever the fuck it is come screaming down out of the sky at us like a rattling, mad, roaring engine of destruction.

			“Seven, up on — ”

			“Holy shit!”

			“Jesus!” We whirl through the black smoke.

			Our radio answers somebody else’s radio. Feedback replying to static in a crazed blat of tearing steel sound. You can fucking forget that radio, I think. Ain’t nobody home, Jim. This sumbitch is shaking like a Magic Fingers bed run amok. Whoooaaa, Daddy!

			“You’re right on top of us, Shotgun Arty, correct fire, goddammit!”

			Crrroooooooooooommmmmmpppp!

			“Oh, my God! Shit!”

			“Sonofamotheringbitch!”

			“Oh! Jesus!”

			“Correct fire! Correct fire!”

			Zzzrrrrrrmwuiwrrrr “ — Snake Six, over?”

			“Why are those fuckers shooting at us for chrissake, goddammit!?”

			“Jesus!”

			“Correct fire, you dumb motherfuckers!”

			Cccrrrrrrromminmmppppppp! Snake Six kicks the ship into a heart-stopping evade, and we see Snake Seven’s black belly flip into our field of blurring vision and then out of it all in the half a heartbeat it takes to hear that next screaming, whistling shell come rattling down through the clouds with our name on it.

			“Seven, look out!”

			A screaming, metallic madness stabs toward the brain.

			Jackhammer jazz. “ — Seven, those are one five fives!”

			“ — shooting short goddammitohell. Extend, you sorry fuckers, you’re right on top of us with that — ”

			“ — seven King leader — ”

			Cr-rrrrraaaawwwwww “ — top of me with that. You copy over?”

			Cccrrrroooooommmmmmppppp!

			“Aw, shit, this fuckin’ shit is gonna — ”

			“Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now and at the hour —”

			Zzzzzzrrrrraaaaaawwwwwrrrr “ — shotgun Any Six?”

			Crraavnrwwwr “ — Snake Six. King — ”

			And the train is running right on time, baby. It is the 7:14, and you are tied to a heavy wooden cross tie that spans two rusty railroad tracks, just like the wide-eyed heroine in an old-time chapter play. And now it is Episode 15: The Wheels of Doom!

			The old 7:14 is never early or late, always as dependable as a railroad man’s Elgin. And now the old southbound 7:14 comes around the bend in the distance, and that faggot Dick Daring is no-goddamn-where to be found.

			Here she comes, chugging, snorting, and whooooo-whooooooing for all she is worth. And just as the fireman pours the coal to her and she comes a-grinding, slamming, blasting down the track toward you, that cowcatcher looking as big as the QMS as she roars across your twisting, straining, screaming body that is about to be sliced, diced, cracked, crushed, and chewed into nothing but some fine reddish mist by a force so hard, fast, terrible, unstoppable that it kills by shock waves alone.

			“Help me! Help me. Help me! Help me goddammit helpppppppp­mmmme­eeeeeee!” You scream in mindless terror as you feel the giant, churning wheels bite through you even in that last second screaming His name, begging, pleading without shame. “Oh God, I’ll do anything just get me out of here alive, God, I promise I swear I’ll — ”

			But it is too late and you know it and He knows it and still you scream, yelling as your tongue rips loose, screaming His name in a final, last-gasp all-purpose prayer-and-imprecation, just as the steel slices down through your life and you scream.

			“Jeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeesusssssss!” and of course then you know exactly why they call the thing that holds the rotor blades on the helicopter a “Jesus nut.” Because when that son of a buck goes, you have just time enough to yell His name.

			When you remember this moment twenty years later if you live through it, you will see it as a freeze frame. You will see it as an unforgettable still life as you feel the blades go and the eight of you poor humans in savage — ice watch that whirling dervish of a spinning death-star, a shiruken or a shaken or whatever the fuck they call those goony throwing stars, spinning away into space as the pitch vanishes and the noises all change and suddenly in an awful, shuddering catch of breath, this big steel coffin starts plunging down and suddenly omygodohno We’ve lost the fucking rotor blades! Jesus! Jesus nut. What a name for it.

			“Oh!”

			“Oh, God!”

			“Oooooohhhhhhh Jesus!”

			You will never remember falling. Only the vision that comes with the fall. You can visualize the sight of that big silver, spinning, deadly blade slicing out and down through the sky between you and a sharply banking AH-1G that you can still see firing its rockets out into nothingness as the picture tilts crazily and you see the sky and the clouds and the black smoke puffs drop as the blue and green of the rice fields and hootches and paddies and tree lines come flipping over the horizon in your blur of color and awful vibration of impact.

			And there in that frozen fraction of a blink, it takes all your senses with such a big, devastating pile driver of concussive force that you think your eyeballs have been kicked loose out of their sockets and as the world spins and you plummet to your death in that whistling, crashing, scream-filled second of bottomless, piss-soaked “friendly” fire, your mind refuses to relinquish control. And somehow there’s time to sort out the interesting piece of trivia that this close to the ground, in a bladeless, falling bird, you can tell the difference between 105s and 155s.

			Well. No shit. Very interesting. I’ll just file that away under A for Arty, and in case I’m ever killed again I’ll have all this fucking information right there at my charred fucking fingertips. J E S U S, you hear someone scream as you realize with some detachment that your mouth is wide open and you are praying to your Lord high in Heaven above and you pray your way I pray mine and when I have time I get down on my knees, but when I don’t have the time I scrunch down into the fetal ball inside a dropping Huey slick and shriek His holy name at the top of my lungs J E S U S!!!!

			And that little ice man with his evil, icicle-colored heart, you know the one I mean, that little mother that was there at Little Big Horn, and Waterloo, and at San Clemente, he opens his mouth with his lips right there by your ear, and he whispers something dirty to you, but you refuse to listen and, blind, burnt, hurt, you drag yourself away from it over ground heaving under the impact of this high explosive hell, just as you see a Huey tear apart in midair in a great, liquid fireball of allkill that you see with your ears in a last booming flash of overwhelming annihilation, in a sight that you hear down in the depths of your deafened, blackened soul.

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			Fleur Du Mal	
“Mine is the Head of the Hawk! Abracadabra!”

			 — The Equinox of the Gods, Aleister Crowley, 666 The Beast

			Later and in another place, a man sits reading about the fate of the spike team and smiling his chilling smile. Most of them are dead now and he feels nothing as he reads this, the KIAs appended to the usual jargon that will ultimately be reduced to bland computer spoonfeed. KIAs typed by some suited eunuch who has never heard the deafening explosions or been soaked in the blood-drenched horror or smelled the last foul breath of death.

			This man is something else again. He knows death the way you know your own name, and it holds no terrors for him. He thinks of death only in the prosaic terms of any other workaday toot. A pair of gloves, a sack of nails, a pound of death. He plies a very ancient trade.

			His profession goes back to the earliest memories of mankind, when weaker men banded together to form a tribe, and looked to the stronger warrior for their survival. But he sees himself not as a warrior. His profession actually crystallized in October, in the Year of Our Lord Ten Hundred and Sixty One, with the literal execution of the Ismaili’s first contract against the Sunni government, when the act of premeditated murder as a political tool became so commonplace a new word was added to the vocabulary. This being the origin of the noun and transitive verb forms of the word taken from the Muslim Order of Ismaili Assassins.

			But he sees himself as neither warrior nor assassin. He is simply a worker. Just as he was when he helped his family slaughter animals, just as he was when he killed livestock for a living. Man. Animal-Killing was killing. He could kill with a hammer, or a gun, or an order. It was all wet work. His kills were cold, emotionless, extremely precise. He smiled because long ago his level of expertise had reached the point where he thought of his work as a game. He reads:

			ULTRA TOP SECRET ULTRA TOP SECRET

			PERINTREP 680-K/CLANDESTINE SERVICES

			Disposition of Covert Action Team Mike-3510

			Cryptonym “Operation Toledo Blade”

			Cryptonymic “False Spikenard” (Smilacina racemosa)

			“Common woodland species”

			Brown, Vernon (18), Radio Telephone Operator, Memphis, Tennessee. KIA

			Cryptonymic “Heal-all” (Prunella vulgaris)

			“Terminal spikes”

			Corns, Edwin Allen (21), Forward Observer, Winston-Salem, North Carolina, KIA

			Cryptonymic “Spotted Cowbane”

			(Cicuta maculata) “Poisonous plant”

			D’Allesandro, Jonathan (19), Weapons and Demolition, New York, N.Y., KIA

			Cryptonymic “Purple Joe-Pye-Weed” (Eupatorium purpureum)

			“Large, coarsely toothed”

			Ewell, Andrew Llewellyn (24), Grenadier, Edina, Minnesota, KIA

			Cryptonymic “Canadian Burnet” (Sanguisorba canadensis)

			Means “to absorb blood”

			Hedgepath, Merlin Lyle (22), Special Weapons, Wooddale, Illinois, WIA, deceased

			Cryptonymic “Dayflower” (Commelina communis)

			“A native of Asia”

			Kuang, Tran Van (20), Indigenous Scout, KIA

			Cryptonymic “White Hellebore” (Veratrum viride)

			“Very poisonous”

			Laidlaw, William Lee (18), Machine Gunner, Weapons, Amazonia, Mississippi, KIA

			Cryptonymic “Blazing Star” (Liatris spicata)

			Other names include “gayfeather”

			McAllen, Thomas Joyner (20), Medical/Liaison, Blytheville, Arkansas, KIA

			Cryptonymic “Fly-Poison” (Amianthium muscae-toxicum)

			“Very toxic”

			Price, Robert Tinnon (19), Sniper, Fort Worth, Texas *see watch file e/e388-t

			Last seen: Iviza (Ibiza) Spain, 1982, present whereabouts unknown

			Cryptonymic “Catfoot” (Gnaphalium obtusifolium)

			“Thrives in waste places”

			Rodriguez, Albert (20), Radio Telephone Operator, Bettendorf, Iowa, KIA

			Cryptonymic “Fringed Phacelia (Phacelia fimbriata)

			“Handsome little plant”

			Smith, Merle Edward Neal (18), Rifleman, Special Weapons, Elmhurst, New York, KIA

			Cryptonymic “Viper’s Bugloss” (Echium vulgare)

			“Supposed to resemble the head of a poisonous serpent”

			Spangler, Roy (21), Topographical Exploitation Officer, Carson City, Nevada, KIA

			Cryptonymic “Black-eyed Susan” (Rudbeckia hirta)

			“An obnoxious weed”

			Warren, Cleotis (18), Rifleman, Richmond, Virginia, KIA

			Cryptonymic “Wild potato-vine” (Ipomoea pandurata)

			“An enormous root”

			Washington, LeRoi Malcolm (19), Grenadier, Special Weapons, Detroit, Michigan, KIA

			Cryptonymic “Erect trillium” (Trillium erectum)

			“Due to its unpleasant scent, this plant is sometimes known as Stinking Willie”

			Vandervoort, Franklin Thomas (21), Machine Gunner, Special Weapons, Chino, California, KIA

			Cryptonymic “Poison Hemlock” (Conium maculatum)

			“Deadly”

			Grein, Harold Ovid (20), Special Weapons, Machine Gunner, Demolition, Grenadier, Kansas City, Kansas. *see watch file e, e294-t Sep. certificates/reftel a-101M-3.

			Grein is carried as an open Watch File, officially listed “MIA,” subject probably deceased.

			A seventeenth team member, Cryptonymic “Common Speedwell” is officially deleted by Clandestine Services.

			Cryptonym “Hawkhead,” whose identity remains unknown even to ACCD (pronounced “acid”) administration, smiles at his own entry in the team report and closes the dossier. Once again, reports of his death have been greatly exaggerated.

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			“Eat shit: 50,000 toilets can’t be wrong.”

			— latrine graffiti

			The young man had watched the building for many hours now, and yet he felt only exhilaration. He had always found offensive tactics a great stimulant. There was even backup in the form of an “insurance policy” of sorts, and the job was paying such a lot of money. Enough to take him far away. When he finally saw the car pull up to the front of the building and the two men emerge, he double-checked the small photograph he carried in his pocket to make sure that it was Toby Beals. Satisfied, he picked up his heavy bag of tricks and crossed the street, crossing in shadow, using the water-snake-across-the-bank glide as he had been taught.

			Princess had been clever, making sure that her friend’s lover had a key to the back entrance of the studio, where there were no surveillance cameras as there were in the front of the building. The young man entered quietly, carrying the bag with great respect. He had some firsthand experience in witnessing the destructive power of shaped demolition “satchel” charges such as this, and the detonating equipment in particular was extraordinarily sensitive.

			He used the key and quickly crossed the threshold of the back entranceway, pulling the heavy steel door closed and locking it soundlessly. He walked down the hallway, moving in the manner he had learned as the sliding-pu (literally, slide step or slide walk), which is a gliding, ball-of-the-foot-forward movement. He focused his energies on performing the step without sound, convincing himself that he was a deadly, invisible force. Deadly, yes. Invisible, not quite.

			Sorry, Princess, there were surveillance cameras in the rear of the building too. And at that moment when the young man glided up to the threshold of the first studio doorway, there were in fact eight men watching various monitors, who could attest to his being very visible indeed. There were eight watchers because Toby Beals did not acquire his twenty-eight mil by being stupid. There were eight watchers because Toby, Toby’s partners, and Toby’s real partners had all been warned that a penetration team was coming.

			Eagle operated within the need-to-know strictures, except when it was in his best interests not to. He waited until Hawkhead confirmed the termination of Operation Toledo Blade, and at that second signaled another party to tell “The Big Man” about the mission coming in to destroy KILL, and how Eagle’s team was drawing a line through it, true to the spirit of “their understanding.”

			Said gratuitous leak was tunneled outside his office, through what Eagle thought of as his independent channel, the Joint Chiefs having provided him with a thirty-year power base, and it became simply a thing of one general whispering in the ear of another. This last whisper, transmitted directly into the misshapen ear of The Big Man, was accompanied by a price tag to be eventually repaid in like coinage. Hot air rising. Thus did a prominent Saigon industrialist come to learn right from the dragon’s mouth — so to speak — of a skein of events that might result in jeopardy to KILL.

			So when the young man glided around the threshold of the doorway, he glided into a world of hurt. The fired projectiles of three automatic weapons, one of which immediately jammed, blasted their target in a hail of seventy-one rounds, an aggregate cluster of forty-three striking him somewhere on his body, all of this happening in that eye blink that it took him to fall from an erect posture to the bullet-pocked, blood-smeared wall, and down to the floor, death claiming him within that instant.

			Toby Beals and his partners did not die in the blast from the satchel charge that blew when the bag flew against the wall, the explosion taking four lives as it took out the entire back section of the building in which “China Production Services” made its tape-delay recordings for KILL’s main northern relay.

			They perished one minute and seven seconds later, when the timer clicked its red pointer to “zero” and two wires were allowed to touch, electrically detonating twenty-five kilos of high explosive up through the guts of the R-9K auto-destruct unit, blowing Beals Joint Ventures of Southeast Asia and all who sailed in her into a smoking pile of charred rubble and miscellaneous fragments of human corpses.

			When Kim Lee came in the front way with his package for Broadcast Control/Engineering, presumably to pick up the next day’s tapes, nobody thought anything about it as he walked past the surveillance monitors. And that was why, when the young North Vietnamese deserter had first heard about Princess’s offer, he had built his plan inside-out, having known Kim Lee since he’d defected to the south.

			He knew that Kim could easily slip behind the big transmitter, and simply press the round, red-colored activate button that was now being operated in the dangerous “on” mode. Kim Lee would then have one hundred twenty seconds to get as far away from the building as he could, having been taught how to easily defeat the alarms on the warning system of the auto-destruct. The little boy had been an inexpensive insurance policy. Nobody pays any attention to the little ten-year-old courier always parking his bicycle in the foyer, always running a few minutes late. Besides, little kids don’t blow up production studios. So you don’t watch ten-year-olds. Especially not when you’re busy watching a mysterious intruder carrying a bag full of explosives who happens to be walking down your hallway. A little inadvertent misdirection as it turned out. Tick-tick-tick-tick . . . (Bannnngggg!)

			 . . . Surprise!

			Abracadabra, you might say. Now you see it. Now you don’t.

			And of course the young man who came in KILL’s back door was a Vietnamese street cowboy who had been handsomely paid for his time and expertise. The young North Vietnamese deserter had done the only prudent thing. He had farmed out the contract.

			It amused both him and his ladylove to no end that the vastly wealthy Mr. Beals, forewarned and forearmed, surrounded by bodyguards and security systems, had been careless enough to let himself get offed by a ten-year-old kid. Xin Loi, motherfucker.

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			 “flash! bulletin! Kennedy slain in motorcade in Dallas. Bustit. Bustit. Correction. Kennedy wounded — ”

			Princess strode past some of the most beautiful flowers she had ever seen in her life, as commonplace here as the color green had been in Southeast Asia. God, she thought, what majestic beauty. She was so happy here. Her first week on the air had been a blast. Everybody loved her voice and people were falling all over themselves welcoming her to the station, telling her how great she sounded, and it wasn’t going to be so bad after all.

			She’d never stay here, of course. Her standard of living had dropped to the basement, as she saw it, but she figured she’d enjoy the beaches and the natural beauty and the climate for a year or so, then make a move back up the ladder to one of the big metros. She could make a real name for herself here, where the competition was all but nonexistent.

			She’d found an apartment that was livable, if drab, typical of someone in her income strata, and she’d be able to fix it up. She was going to concentrate on enjoying life for a few months and just not worry about the money. With her American holdings, what she had in the Caymans, the South African Dutch Hartebeest stock, the old AT&T chunk, the low six-figure bundle that she planned to roll over again this year, and what was left in Switzerland, the ridiculous emolument the station paid would stretch.

			“Hi!” said the vapid but friendly switchboard girl.

			“Good morning.” Princess was not used to lots of employee warmth, and she made a mental note to remember to smile, chat a bit, renew some of the social graces.

			“How you like the Islands? Found a place yet?” the girl asked as she walked by the front desk.

			“Wonderful. I love it! And, yeah, they found me a cute little place.” Watch it, she thought in Chinese, don’t be too enthusiastic about everything. Remember you should act normally today. Don’t be too happy. Don’t be overly sad later. She had carefully practiced a calculated facade of astonishment with just the right edge of tragedy. Always the prepared pro, she knew it would play easily.

			“Hey, Priscilla, what’s cookin’, good lookin’?” Said without any great malice by a young engineer as she walked down the hall.

			“You are, handsome,” she flirted, my God in Heaven, friendly engineers. Can this be a radio station?

			Striding purposefully as always, she wheeled into the music room and began pulling the few records she would play during her three-hour board trick. It was an odd, heavy talk, music, and news operation playing “AOR-formatted” popular records. But the all-girl concept, the station calling itself Virgins 7, a spinoff of the frequency numbers, amused her, and she took the gig without any haggling. She liked being a big frog in a little pond, and being free.

			She was watching the clock, as always, with a practiced eye, and as the time inched toward the top of the hour, she went into the teletype alcove and ripped a five-foot length of yellow newswire copy off the quietly clacking machine. She’d have to remember to ask how to change the ribbons. She had exactly fourteen seconds left by the time she had her copy stacked and ripped, and popped open the control room door. The heavyset redhead who worked the shift before hers quickly cued a record and jumped out of the way saying, good-naturedly, “Hey, Pris, Jesus Christ, you don’t cut it very short or anything!”

			“Whatdya mean, Rusty, I had six-and-a-half seconds left!”

			They both laughed, and the scarred, pockmarked young woman from Vietnam opened her program mike switch with two perfectly manicured, blood-red nails and said, in a voice sexy enough to peel an unripened banana, “You’re in tune with Virgins Seven! Seven-ninety on your radio dial, K-Vee Radio for the beautiful Virgin Islands, from sun-splashed St. Thomas!” She touched a mercury switch, and the time jingle played as she segued into the news intro cart, cutting her mike for a moment as she stacked her two news spots. She was trembling slightly, which would appear to be normal new-station control room jitters to any staffer who might see it. She faded up her pot as the intro peaked, saying on cue in her lovely voice:

			“Vietnam War headlines: the news this hour on this metropolitan edition of K-Vee radio news . . .” She began reading the first stories on the war, the president, Congress, on down through the copy. Reading the phrases without having any idea what she was reading until she came to her first spot break and her trembling fingers hit the commercial cartridge and she cut her mike for a brief coughing spasm.

			Settle down, she gentled herself in Chinese. Be calm. Be at peace. You are safe now. Be careful. Just read the story in the usual way as if the words have no extra meaning, just as you would handle it under ordinary, normal conditions. Take a deep breath. The spot is ending. Open your microphone now.

			“Dateline: Cholon. Broadcast pioneer Tobias ‘Toby’ Beals, fifty-seven, of Nassau in the Bahamas, called one of the leading exponents of so-called ‘pirate radio’ operations, is believed to be among those persons killed in a series of explosions that rocked the Chinese section of Saigon in South Vietnam early Monday.

			“The remains of eight to ten other persons, allegedly including Saigonese industrialist Vo Phat Chin, and several other unidentified persons believed to be employees of China Production Services, were found in the wreckage of the Cholon offices of the production company owned by Beals Joint Ventures, the Southeast Asian division of the Beals broadcasting empire.

			“Toby Beals was acknowledged to be the pioneer of rebroadcast-style or pirate-type radio operations, with highly successful stations in England, Australia, and Europe. Police and military authorities determined the explosives had been planted inside the structure in which the Beals company China Production Services was housed. An unidentified official said the bombing is believed to be the work of Viet Cong terrorists.

			“On the lighter side of today’s news . . .”

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Inside the womb of limitless infinity, a monstrous giant of unfathomable force is spawned from the titanic, cataclysmic afterbirth of colliding, exploding galaxies. Whirling, spinning, surging, radiating, self-replicating, unstoppable, blazing hot, this thing from deepest thermohell eats gravity, gobbles light, plays with time, turns space inside out, negates relativity, inhales matter, redefines mass, curves polarity, refutes direction — is at once blacker than any black hole and brighter than any sun. And she is female.

			The bitch goddess of destruction is asleep and her eye is closed so that nothing can be discerned. Inside her womb all is blacker than the darkest absence. A depthless, devastating domain of dimension lessness surrounds and blankets. Although she cannot be seen, she is very beautiful, seductively savage and fickle. She may decide to shelter you or destroy you in a quarter-second, taking you down and leaving you where no human will ever think to look for your remains. She can embrace you or show no mercy.

			I feel her tremble and the movement sends a shudder of chill and fear through me. My body is stretched out flat, as close to her as I can get. I will myself to melt into her, for her to take me and hold me from harm. My eyes are fixed on the deep nothingness, but as she trembles, they open and squint ferociously into her absolute inkiness. Form in the formless black reshapes hallucinatory dragons and splendid pagodas and the bright jade eyes of a golden Buddha, imagined silhouettes and details in sickening and fearsome shapelessness, seen and imagined like the conjured figures in a faraway cloud bank. I shudder as she trembles, and my heart pounds to the mighty rhythm of the bitch goddess.

			My body aches against her cold, damp skin, and I know that I am far from safety and sanctuary, and this thought wakes me up and at once paralyzes me with fright. I have been asleep in her invisible soaring measureless black towers of night, vulnerable to her thousand million crippling and killing stings and stabs and slashes, inside the womb-temple of omnipotence and doom.

			I shake and come awake, terrified, straining to see, and — fingers spread — I awake caressing her slimy skin in the death grip of all-pervasive, absolute horror and shock. I am hurt, dazed, scared shitless, yet I am alive and torn from the womb of the mother.

			Coming back is a madness of weeks. Weeks lost to memory. Sleeping during the unbearable days. Traumatized and ravaged by fever. Drinking from leaves, Halazoned stream water, eating whatever didn’t eat me first. Following a blue feature that wound and wound, meandering without maps, going with the flow of the blue, moving only at night, giving myself to her. Weeks of hell mercifully lost. Only tattered fragments of the time of returning still remain.

			There is a memory of a time out there when all was lost. Out where the third layer of the triple canopy began to give way to sky; tiny slivers of sunlight filtering in amid the huge trees and sun sparkling like silver metal, like the blades of long, thin swords dipped down into her blackness. Like Toledo blades in black.

			Moving into more dappled sunlight. Thirty-five-, forty-, fifty-foot giants, then a riot of greens. Improbable, sky-scraping palms anchor themselves down in the muddy water’s edge. A woman with eyes downcast carries two tin pails suspended from a bamboo pole. She bends low over the dirty water as the pails fill. Slowly she turns. She carefully steps back up on the slick bank as two of her smallest children play naked in the water nearby. She does not look up at their screams or at the frond-covered sampan and the two men in conical hats who shout something.

			They see me and the sampan heads for shore. Noise of their unmistakable gunfire as I force myself to run.

			Right behind me. Small and wiry men, hardly more than boys but men, shouting profanities and firing assault rifles, small and determined, profane men running through the double-thick foliage as I blunder weakly ahead across her great body. Footsteps on decaying, dead leaves and twigs and rotten pathway. Massive picture-book ferns and wait-a-minutes as I dodge AK-47 rounds crashing through undergrowth.

			Into tall, screaming, razor-edged saw-grass. Nightmare green of slicing terror and noise, green of river willows, emeralds on velvet, gators and crocs, fire-breathing salamanders. Tricking the eye like a patchwork quilt of multihued earth tones — green and rust. She takes me and decides she will not kill me this time.

			I thought I was in green hell, but not yet. And I cannot write about that part of it. Some hells are too private to recount, much less to share. Nor will I write about the canvas snakes. Only that the other day I watched a harmless two-foot blacksnake climbing high up in an ash. (For what? There were no bird’s nests there.) Twenty-five, maybe thirty feet above the ground. I watched him coiling around the symmetrical perfection of the ash and turn himself slightly, almost disappearing in an awesome trick of camouflage.

			The blacksnake’s gray-black belly so closely matched the coloration of the ash’s bark that he disappeared, ninja-like, before my eves, yet without more than a suggestion of movement. Then he suddenly reappeared and dropped about two feet down into a mass of leaves, wrapping himself around a fragile limb that sagged with his weight, and for just that second or two when I thought the limb wasn’t going to hold and the snake was going to drop out of the tree on me, I flashed on the little bamboo vipers dropping. It was like a vehicle backfire after thirteen months of mortars and arty and you yell “Incoming!” and hit the deck in the middle of the shopping mall with all the people looking at you and snickering.

			Nor will I detail my eventual parting from Chi. Except to say that ultimately I crossed the river into Saigon’s Chinese section, where I lived in hiding for a long time. Most of that time was spent with Chi, and the conditions were far from conducive to providing a foundation for a solid, lasting relationship. It neither ended badly nor well; it simply ended after a time, in a tiresome series of arguments over nothing, made more distasteful by the unpleasantness of the circumstances.

			I had a lot of time on my hands to design an escape avenue, and plot my own revenges. I recall one of my first plans involved putting a lot of this shit down on paper and arranging it so that the three major networks and the anti-war papers would have photocopies if I wasn’t back in the world, contract payout in hand, healthy and wealthy, by X date. I had figured certain precautions so that torturing me for contacts and so on would be mutually destructive. I thought I’d fabricated a plan that would put Ellsberg’s shit back on the op-ed pages. Can you imagine what some politicians would have done with knowledge of the U.S. military coopting a mission involving convicted murderers? That was one of the first plans that came off the drawing board and went sailing straight into the big round file. We’d already seen that movie.

			When I got out, toward the end of it all, I came out like a blurred simulacrum of a ghost, a shadow of an eidolon, all insubstantial form and phantasmic image, the illusion of a figment of a dream. Incorporeal. A trompe l’oeil collage. An apparition. Now you see me, now you don’t. Abracadabra.

			And then I dreamed that I had dreamed myself out. And this was the worst nightmare of all, coming only at night, stalking the shadows of bedrooms and motel rooms all made palatable by the decorating firm of I.W. Harper, lighting up the dark corners of my subconscious with scenes of frightening clarity and minute attention to detail. I would wake up just on the edge of the nightmare each time, seconds from putting my painstakingly contrived escape plans into motion, choking on the smell of Southeast Asian jungle and canvas snakes, drenched in fear-soaked sheets of sweat, paying for remembered sins for the five hundredth time, dreaming that I was awake and not knowing yet that my mind’s eye was still imprisoned within the bamboo cages of my captors, still caught inside my cruel dream.

			Once, I recall vividly, the damn thing was so real and so powerfully strong that I could see myself swinging my legs off the side of the bed in some Ramada or Best Western and coming down not on the floor but in a sea of tall, undulating elephant grass, walking away from the bed with that funny, twisting, grass-mashing walk we used in the tall grass to beat a pathway for the men behind. And just as I dreamed I awoke in the microsecond of startling insight, something opened that showed me what it was all about. I wish I could explain it for you too.

			Let it suffice that I caught a glimpse of the parallel stage of waking as it slid by the sleep stage in a receding blur, and a secret revealed itself to me as I got a quick peek up the skirts of lady truth. I learned that Heaven and Hell do exist. Everlasting punishment or life eternal — it’s all there. The infinite lives we will relive again and again down through the endless tunnel of perpetual timelessness.

			But on the other hand, perhaps I did too many drugs in the sixties, and this is payback. Whatever the case, I found another born-again dreamer in 1974, in Canada. Just another of those strange quirks of fate that like to elbow me in the ribs once in a while to see if they can get my attention.

			I’d been in Providence. I forget why. And I was driving up the Atlantic seaboard, more or less aimlessly, the way I did everything, following the blue feature that wound and wound, heading more or less north, meandering without maps, going with the flow of the blue, moving only at night, totally giving myself to it — sound familiar? — freezing in the chill salt spray of the nearby ocean breezes, going with the curves and twists of the coastline that will eventually take you up through Maine and into Canada if you don’t give a shit how many days it takes. It’s funny what stays in your mind. I remember crying alone in the darkness at the sweet smell of the ocean night — someplace called Rye Beach.

			I had become a victim of my own expertise. Like a confused chameleon, I had so mastered the art of the delusive appearance that somewhere along the line I had lost my own identity. I suppose I was either running from myself, from my own reality, or running to find it. Whichever. Gasoline was no more costly than psychoanalysis. Finally, after days of aimlessness I managed to hit customs.

			I had stopped for gas in a pretty little village just across the line called Sault Saint Marie, and was driving in the daylight for a change when the beauty of a view got me. Always the American tourist, I pulled out a Polaroid to preserve the scene. It stayed in my mind because of maybe three thousand photographs I’ve taken over the years, using twenty-eight different cameras, each more expensive and worthless than the last, it was the only picture that was perfect. I shot the clouds and a church spire reflected in the blues and whites of the local riverway, and the beauty of the mirrored scene just blew me away.

			So I’m at this little gas station, listening to French-Canadian radio and trying to get my head together when some kids come running up to the car next to mine, pointing at a beautiful German shepherd in the back seat. Big mother, just gorgeous. A fabulous animal with a white-masked face that gave it the look of part coyote or part wolf. The kids were excited when they saw the dog and had run across the street for a closer look at it, jabbering, “Ooh la la! Poochee! Ooh la la! Poochee!”

			The dog was a knockout. I got out of the car to get a better look at the animal myself, and a familiar voice said in a thin whisper, “Man, this better be a fuckin’ coincidence.” The man sitting in the front seat was Shooter Price, cocaine eyes asparkle.

			“Shit me not, man. I thought you were dead.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“I didn’t know anybody else walked away from that mess.”

			“No problem. Listen, what I need you to do, just be real cool, man, like when these kids move on, what I want is you to walk up ahead about twenty feet. I’m going to pull up to where you are real slow, just keep your hands where I can see them, OK?”

			“Uh. Yeah. Sure.” I walked. The kids were moving off. The dog barked once.

			“Fine. Real good. Just stay there now.” The car started and Shooter moved up out of the service area. When he was even with me, he motioned me over and opened the door on his side.

			“Real easy now, just lean in here like we are talking, please,” he said, putting a hand along my back as I leaned in and beginning an expert pat-down, “so — uh, how you been and like that.” The dog growled slightly. “No, Prince,” he said.

			“Prince, huh?”

			“Good boy.” I don’t know if he meant me or the dog. He was busy running his left hand up my leg, and I don’t think he was measuring my inseam or that glad to see me.

			“I’m not carrying, babe.”

			“Sure, I can be OK with that.” He kept his right hand inside a paper sack on his lap. My back was getting a nice cramp.

			“Walk around and get in the front seat, please.” I walked. I got in the car. Prince was about three inches behind my head. I didn’t turn around.

			“He gonna bite?”

			“Naw. He’s cool. Just relax.” Shooter reached over and did a frisk job on my ankles, one more time around the fly (I was starting to like it), and a few more professional pats and squeezes. He tossed the sack in the backseat next to Prince and tucked a leg up under him.

			“What did you have in the sack?”

			“Can of Alpo.”

			“So.”

			“Yeah. Sorry, mano, but I hadda check, you know how it is.”

			“Oh, not really. No. How is it?”

			“Well. You could have found me up here, right.”

			“Why would I want to do that — old time’s sake?”

			“Somebody blew our shit away that day, my man. That was fuckin’ friendly fire; that goddamn arty was comin’ from in back of us.”

			“Yeah, pard, but remember me? I was on that bird right there witcha, remember?”

			“That don’t mean shit and you know it. How the fuck I know what you been up to since the mid-sixties, man. I don’t know who you work for, now or then, and don’t rightly give a fuck.”

			“How come you let me in the car, then? I mean you coulda blowed my ass away right then and there, man. How do you know I don’t have a curare dart in my belt buckle or some of that Ian Fleming jive shit? I could have a bomb in my asshole for all you know.”

			“You gonna take me and Prince, man? No fuckin’ way.”

			“Right. Hey, well, good to see ya, man, hello, and I must be leaving.”

			“No hard feelings, pal.”

			“No. Course not. Like I say, I was just here, been driving up from New England. I didn’t even know you were alive. I didn’t see anybody else walk away from that bird. Did anybody else make it?”

			“No. I saw you get out and I saw it blow. If they weren’t already dead when we crashed, they died then. You and I are it. And Harold.”

			“Harold?”

			“So I heard, man. I was around for a while, figurin’ how to get my ass out of there. I knew a dude was close to some Nung up in the hills. Said there were stories about some ugly dude was hiding for a while and walked into King about the time our team got lit up. Real skinny, ugly fucker. That sounds like it had to be our friend Harold.”

			“Jesus.”

			“What happened when you went back?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“How come they didn’t find some way to take you off? Whoever was determined to abort that mission coulda done a job on you real easy. But you’re still here. That’s what looks a little strange, no offense.”

			I went back to the beginning and laid the whole thing on him. I guess he bought it because I’m still here.

			“Well, whatever works,” he said.

			“There it is.” Long-ass pause. Prince is breathing down my neck. “Uh . . . you still in the same — er, line of work?”

			“No way. Too many amateurs in that shit now. I’m out of it.”

			“That’s cool. Well, listen, man, good to see you and that crap. I’m gonna leave if you have no objections.”

			“OK. Take care.”

			“Yeah, man. You too.” I start to open the door real easy like. You never fucking know about Shooter. I ease out the door waiting to feel some real sharp fangs sink into my hippie haircut when Price says, “Hey, mano. C’mere a minute.” Oh, fuck.

			“What.”

			“You know what has more bones than a fish?”

			“Uhhh. . . . No, what?”

			“A graveyard, baby.” Shooter laughs.
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