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Spring, 1967 CE.Rafaela Barardi, trainedinmedicineto becomean ER doctor, instead goes to
Vietnam as an army nurse to find her cousin, an Army Green Beret. Heis on a confidential mission
and out of contact with his headquarters. Rafaela fears he may be missing in action somewherein
the highlands near the DMZ. Meanwhile, Aleck Morris, a reporter fora Midwesternmagazine, gets
approval to coverthe conflict from within “the shit.” When he winds up in a military hospital, he
soon becomesinvolvedinhisnurse’smissiontofindhercousin,nomatter what.

==== RAFAELA

I'waskind of a tough kid growing up on
my family’s farm in northern Ohio. For
me, according to my parents, the terrible
twos were more like the terrible ones,
twos, and threes. AsaninfantI didn’tmind
screamingat the top of my lungs especially
if[thought my parents were watching. As
I grew older, particularly whenItried to
speak in sentences, my frustrationseemed
togrow exponentially witheachfailed
attemptatmaking my wishesknownby
simply speaking them.Onmore thanone
occasion my folksthoughtsomething was
wrong withme. They planned totakeme
to adoctor, but that would have required
anexpeditionto gettoacitylarge enough
tosupportadoctor whomightknow

something aboutmy problem ...if there was a problem.

Thework on the farm, particularly milking cows twice each day every day year-round, usually
trumped the kind of planning and dreaming necessary to take trips of any kind, never mind trips for
important business like children’s health.

My parents, Marieand AngeloBarardi, are descendants of afamily thatemigrated fromItalyin
thelate 1800sfollowing the consolidation of Italy’snorthern and southern provinces. Unlike many
oftheltalian immigrants of that time the Barardis chose to settleinland on small farms miles away
from the ports in the bigger cities.

I grew up the eldest of three children. Though noisy as an infant and toddler I mostly kept to
myself as I grew older. I had learned how to curb my expressiveness, not so much because of
the irritation it caused others, but because I was growing more self-confident about my
understanding of the world and the people in it. I began to realize that few of the people
around me had answers to the questions I wanted to ask.

In school some of my classmates made the mistake of thinking I was a little slow.Iworked hard, and
Istudied hard.Iwasavoraciousreader. At homeIwasafull participantin the work of our
three-hundred-acre farm, where the primary cash crops were corn, wheat, soybeans, and clover.
Growingrequired alotofshovelingandalotoffarmequipmentthat could notbreak down whenit
wasneeded most. Froman early age I took prideinmy ability and knowledge of toolstohelp keep the
equipmentin good working order.
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There were cows and goats for milk, a couple of pigs for meat, and chickensforeggsonthefarm.
There wastheusual complementof dogs and cats running around; there was a single swaybacked
horseforus toride and learn to take care of.  took a particular interest in the good health, good
feeding, and good care of all of the animals.

ButIhad resolved early inhigh school thatIwould find away toescape the small farm townlife of
northern Ohio.Iknew my problem:Thad read too many books of too many different kinds on too
many different subjects.

WhenIthink of this timeinmylife,Ilamreminded of Shakespeare’s JuliusCaesar.Inanasideto
MarcAntony, Julius Caesarspeaksof oneof the conspirators: “Yon Cassius has aleanand hungry
look. He thinks too much!Suchmenare dangerous.” Thelineresonates constantlyintheback of my
mind.

My cousin, another Barardifamily offspring named Rafael, alsofelt the early need forescapeand
adventure. Wearenearly the same age, and we werevery close growing up, morelikebrotherandsister
thanlike cousins. During family gatherings we oftenleftthe adultsand younger children to find more
interesting adventures. Eventually some of the adults would notice our disappearance. There would be
momentary panic as they went looking for us, and great relief once we were found. Once found there
were always hugs and kisses for the two of us errant children. Occasionally, punishment would come
later for once again causing so much fear and consternation among the gathered friends and
family.

One early incident in particular raised concerns about us to a very high level. It was Easter Sunday.
Afterattending churchourfamilieshad gathered toeatand reconnect with family and friendswhohad
traveled from New York City to celebrate with their rural Ohio relatives.

The house was surrounded by woods. Wehad not yet sat down for dinner when the cry rang out:
“Where is Rafaela?”

My father, Angelo,looked toward hisbrother, Rafael’sfather, Fabio, his concern barely hidden.
ItwasRafaelwholater found me, hiding in the hayloftin thebarn.

Rafael resolved tojoin the army as soon as he turned seventeen. Our fathers were both disappointed
that Rafael wanted to leave the farm. They felthe was a strong, intelligent, and practical boy who would
beagreat asset tothe whole community if only he could be persuaded tostay. Even worse in the mind of
my father, Rafael keptbadgering me tostart applying to medical school instead of talking about it all
the time.

Inspring 1960 Rafael turned seventeen. Hehad already advised his draftboard thathewould
signupassoonashecameofagesolongas hecould pick hisservice and military occupational
specialty (MOS). He wanted tobe an airborne Ranger, and he wanted to dobasic training at Fort
Ord, California. His draftboard approved the request.

Myhighschool class of twelve studentshad graduated in the spring of 1959.1had earned straight As
allthrough high school.Iwas class valedictorian, thoughIdeclined the opportunity tomakea
graduation speech.

Rafael and I had been discussing plans to travel together to California. There I would take some
summer classes prior to entering the University of California at Berkeley for premed studies in the
fall. We were eager to get on the road as soon as possible.

ALECK
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My magazine, The Prairie Observer, sent meinto Vietnam a few months agoto get whatyoumight
call “local color” on the war. The magazine and stafflikeme donotsee ourselvesas “muckrakers,” nor
areweparticularly biased politically, though we do try to see that deserving workers get a fair deal
from the businesses that earn a profit off of their work. The thing is that we love writing. Welove the
process of journalism when it comes tofinding people whoknow somethingaboutsome difficult
aspectofour assigned topic. We know how to arrange interviews and ask the questions that might
uncover a story of interest to a wider audience.

The payiscrap and the work intense and never-ending, but we can’t think of anything better, or
more fun, to do with our time in these days. Besides, themanagingeditorusuallyletsusfollow our
nosesinfinding new stories and in working those stories once assigned.

Best of all, the prettiest of the editorial assistants, Penny Blue, is, like me, agraduatein English from
the University of Minnesota. She seems to enjoy my take on my reporting assignments. Penny’s
editorial re-writes of my work also help keep me clear, mostly, of problems with the editorial policies
of the magazine’s financiers and senior managers.

So far as we know from the national news, government spokesmen, and wire-service chatter, the
communistsbased in thenorth Vietnamese city of Hanoiaretrying totake overthelegitimate
governmentofthe south based in Saigon. The most consistent policy line out of the White House of
LyndonB.Johnsonhasalwaysbeen, up tillnow, thatthe North Vietnamese Armies (the NVA)are
mostly rice farmers whowouldnotbe abletosustaintheirwarmissionsinthefaceofaresponseby
thewell-equipped and well-trained US military.

Inlate October 1965, the battle for the [a Drang Valley, some two hundred miles outin the
boonies north of Saigon, changed all that. The policy line hasnot changed all that much, butthe
four-day battle caused somehigh-level peoplestateside to wake up to the difficulty of winning this
war.My magazine decided totry to getahead of it so they could cash in on contacts and local
knowledge as the war expanded.

Wehad been doing wire service “rip-and-read” news with press releases from Washington’sofficial
spokesmen on war matters. Wefigured it was time tobecome morerelevant, and we wanted toknow
more. Werealized that we were missing the real news of the conflict.

So, they sent me over to check it out. They did not send me so much because of my extraordinary
talent.Iam still pretty green on thejob.I think Idohaveenough talent to keep my facts straight, and I
havetheskillsand experience necessary to write asimple sentence.Ialsohave aninterestin the
history being built in this remote country. [ even wrote a paper on it for my senior thesis that the
magazine’seditors considered “insightful.”

Realistically, though, my assignment probably happened because I am singleand free of possible
complications for themagazineif something happens tome down therein the deep, deepjungle
boondocks.

The conflictin thelaDrang Valley broughtfour days of intensebattle by one thousand US Army
regulars, draftees, and specialized combat units using new, helicopter-based airmobile tactics
against about twenty-fivehundred ground-bound NVAtroops. Even withoutair-mobile assets, the
NVA proved themselves to be highly skilled, dedicated, well organized, and wellequipped.

AfterlaDrang all the earlier happy talk in the USmedia of an army of disorganized peasants and
rice farmers began to shift away from this blindnaivete. The NVA —though“defeated” inthela
Drang,accordingto thenews—hasshownitself tobe amore capable and dedicated military force
than the North Koreans had been 15 years before.
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There is some irony here. Like the north Vietnamese the North Koreans were a peasantarmy, but
they had the full supportof regular Chinese army troops and equipment with them on the field of
battle. By contrast the Vietnamese have beenin a battle of independence from the Chinese for more
than a thousand years. The south Vietnamese are siding with the USmilitary and fought alongside us
inthelaDrang. The NVA, on the other hand, isrelying entirely on their own manpower and
equipment.

Speaking now from the safety of hindsight I believe some of the US military planners who planned
the confrontationinthelaDrang probably now wishtheyhad paid moreattentiontothe
thousand-yearhistory of Vietnam’s war of independence from China.

Therewillbealotof American casualties, alot of politically unpleasant consequences, and alotof
bad press coverage. Whether found tobe good or bad, Ihad resolved to make my mark on history by
contributing my full share to the news coverage.

Because of the IaDrang, the sudden calls foran expanded draft grew louder by the early spring of
1966. My draftnumber was high enough thatIstood very little chance of getting called. By the timeI
graduated from college in May, I had decided thatI wasnot going to volunteer for military service.I
wasnotmuchinterested inspendingacouple of years being ordered to shoot people or being
ordered to getshotat.

On the other hand, am not a pacifist and had no intention of going to Canada.

The worst thing about military service, for me, was theidea that I might get shot at, hit, and crippled
for life. If it happens while I'm on assignment over here, I know I will feel even worse —very angry,
actually —if my crippling is the result of decisions by people who start sending all our bombs, bullets,
napalm, and armor plate to make war on people who live in mud huts and tin shacks, who make their
roofs out of tree branches and palm leaves, and who catch their food with nets they make by hand out
oftwigs and vines.

Evenwiththese troubling thoughtsIstill felt pulled by theromance and adventure of war. Asterrible
aswe canimagine war tobe, it still appeals to theimagination of younger guyslike me who are filled
more with the raging testosterone of youth than with the reluctance and caution of maturity and
responsibility.

Following my editor’sinstructions on whatI should dowhenIarrived in Saigon, I spent the early
weeks of my tour sitting at the rooftop bar of the Continental Hotel getting “acclimated.” That meant
sitting around listening tothe same correspondents getdrunkevery nightand talkabout theirtime “in
theshit.” Thisgot pretty tiresome. Themorellistened to them, themoreIbecame convinced that
theloudesttalkershadnever been anywhere near theshit.

Inearly’67,Saigonwasalong way fromany combat “shit,” though there were plenty ofkidson
scootersselling, or stealing, everything that a drunken, stupid, or horny GImight want tobuy, carry,
orsleep with. The shit wasin the streets of Saigon asfarasIwas concerned. Eventually, Idecided to
take my correspondent’scredentials and find away outinto the boonies to check out some of the
real action.

I did have one interesting encounter with an Inuit GI from, I think he said, PointHope, Alaska. He
saidhewasaswiftboatdriver downinthe MekongDelta. Hewasuphereinthebigcity forsome
R&R.Hehada short, stocky body and almond-shaped eyesinhis round face.

“My people eatalot of muktuk,” he told me. “Muktukis a chunk of the skin ofahumpback whale
withabunch of fatattached. The muktuk plus alot of seal oil and caribou meat gives us Eskimos alot
ofbody fat so we cansurvive the winter.” Hefanned himself then. “Soit'sgoddamnhot for me herein
thejungle. A couple of my buds grew up on the North Slope of Alaska. WewereallinbasicatOrd
together. They couldn’ttakethe heat and the army sent‘em home. I'msstill here, butitis fuckin’ hot,
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man. Maybe I'll lucky and get senthome. That would be great becauseI miss my girl Mary. Ineed to
see her soon.”

We got to know each other a bit. He was quick to laugh at my jokes and I at his. At one point he took
out a small, beaded pouch of reindeer hide. There was a thumb-sized blue/violet stone inside. The
stone was beautiful. When I asked what it was, he said he got it a few years ago before he got drafted
from some scientist working at the mouth of a creek south of Point Hope. They were preparing for
some kind of atomic explosion.

“Hesaid thattheexplosion was going tomakeit possible forusto someday have green grass
around our houses for our pigs and chickens.” He broke into abig belly laugh at thisidea. “Pigs and
chickens, he said. Ilaughed my ass off. I tried to tell him we didn’thave any pigs or chickens; we have
muktuk, seal meat, and blueberries and quail eggs in the summertime. He didn’'tknow whatIwas
talking about, sohe gave me this stone as some kind of booby prize.Iam keeping it for my girlfriend,
Mary, while she is at school in Fairbanks.”

Then Iremembered thatI did know something about the stone. The Tiffany Companyin New York
had somehow gottenhold of themarketing rights to the class of gemstone that my Eskimo friend was
showing me.Itold him thestonewas probably worthalotof moneyand thatl would buy it from
him if he was interested in selling.

Hesaid he wasnot, so we parted ways a short while later whenIsaw one of my correspondent
buddies offinacorner of thebar. “I'veenjoyed talking with you,” Itold him. “Thope we can meet up
again sometime. You have me wanting to try a piece of muktuk.”

“Come onup to Point Hope, man. If I can survive this shithole business for another six months, I'll be
heading straight back up.I gotta give this stone to my girl Mary.”

When Ijoined my correspondent friend Jeb in the corner of the bar, he was straightup with me. He
told me thatif Ireally wanted to see some action, Ineeded to hop a supply flight up to Da Nang or Hue
near the DMZ, thenhookaride onasupply choppertothe combatbaseatKheSanh. “Gettoknow
some gruntsand have them take you out ona‘Lurp’ patrol. Getthe commanding officer’s permission to
goalongby takinghis picture and promising to getit published back in hishometown paper.”

“Youbetter make sure you really want to do this. Youcan get your ass blownoffup there,and you
won'tevenknow whathityou.” Afteranother swallow of beer, hesaid, “Imeanitaboutlosing yourass.
Youmight wake upinahospital with half yourbody gone, and the restbarely functional. Are you
ready forthat?”

“Icanhandleit,”Isaid, asifThad anyidea what “it” was, “...butwhat the hell is a Lurp patrol?”
Helooked askance foramomentthen decided hewould givemea straight answer, rather than
some smart-ass response to whatIlearned, later, wasapretty dumb question. Sofarasmost
correspondentswhohad been in the shit were concerned, everybody in the world knows whata
Lurp is, but I didnot.

“Lurp is short, basically, for Long Range Reconnaissance Patrol,” Jeb told me. “Lurps canbeas
largeasaplatoon of maybe fifty guysled by alieutenantorcaptain, orassmallasasquadofseven
guysledbya sergeant, oreventhe squadleader; an enlisted man of lower ranklike corporal. It
dependsonthe mission —the distance, the objective, theneed tobringalong technical specialists
and theirequipment, thelikelihood of enemy contact. Stufflike thatdeterminesthemanpowerand
firepower on a Lurp.

“Understand thata Lurpis the essence of infantry in war. If you want to understand war on the
ground, youhaveto goonaLurp;especially one thathas contact with the enemy. Maybe you will be
lucky and notgethurt and maybe you won't do something really stupid that gets some other dumb
grunt on your patrol hurt or killed.
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Itisabout450 crow-fly milesnorth from themain TanSon Nhut Air BaseinSaigon tothe portand
supplybaseatDaNang, butour “Herc” supply ship had to fly a secure route because of increasing
numbers of NVA ground units reportedly operating in south Vietnam. The several abruptchangesin
directiontoavoid ground firemadethetwo-hourflight closer to threehours.

Onceonthegroundandshutdown, theHHercpilottookmetotheops shack on the runway. From
DaNangit'sahundred-mile flight to the combatbasenear the village of Khe Sanin the highlands
closetotheDMZ. Thebaseisaboutsevenmileseastofthe Laotianborderalongtheeastwest
highway named Route 9. According to the pilot the Ho Chi Minh Trail suns north and south. Itkind of
threadsitself inside and outside the Lao border.

“You canjustabout throw arock to the west at the Laoborder and hit the trail,” hesaid.
“Westmoreland figuresifhe can dump enoughbombs on the trail, he can disrupt the NVA arms
shipmentsinto the south. He has his head up his ass on that, but what else is new?”

IntheopsshackIgotlucky. The Hercpilotintroduced metothe pilot of a supply chopper. After
hearing my pitch, the chopper pilotlooked at me with a quizzical look, buthe said I could ride along to
the combatbase if I didn’t mind sitting on ammo boxes and C rations.

Thepilot called the Crations “c-rats. “ Thatis the name the grunts have given them because, if they
were tobe eaten with any kind of pleasure, you had to think like arat while eating. Itall made sense
tome.

The combatbase wasoriginally established asaSpecial Forces airfield in August 1962. The base
represented the start of President Kennedy’s military reengagement with thenorth Vietnamese
enemy inIndochina following thedeparture oftheFrenchin1954. Kennedy’simmediate purpose
was to provide support for President Ngo Dinh Diem and the government of south Vietnam in
Saigon. Asthe NVAbegan toinfiltrate south Vietnam, Kennedy’s military adviser, General Maxwell
Taylor, recommended that General Paul D. Harkins take overall command of US military operations.

President Diem was a member of a very prominent family in the minority population of
Catholics left over from the French occupation that ended with the Battle of Dien Bien Phu. He had
spent the summer of 1963 carrying outa program of brutal suppression of the country’s majority
Buddhists. There wassomuchhostility growing against Diem and his family thathe and his brother
were assassinated by his own military on November 2,1963. Somebelieve that US officials met with
several unhappy officersin Diem’sgovernmentinlate Octoberand had notdiscouraged the idea of an
assassination.

Evenearlier, the self-immolation by Buddhist monk Thich Quang Duc at a busy Saigon intersection
onJune 11,1963, and the graphicimagery thataccompanied the globalnews coverageaftertheevent,
began toconvince many inthe population and among USdiplomats that Diem had to be removed
from office by whatever means necessary.

By the time of the Kennedy assassination on November 22, there were sixteen thousand “advisors”
onthegroundin Vietnam, including those atKhe San. Rumor hasitthat Kennedy never planned afull
commitment of combat troops to Vietnam, and that he was planning to withdraw all troops as soon
asit became politically feasible.

Now, inthelate summer 1967, the main pro south Vietnam guy around is General Westmoreland.
He was appointed by former Vice President LyndonB.JohnsonafterJohnsontookoverthe
president’soffice. Whatever Kennedy had intended for America’smilitary commitmentto the war,
there was very little talk of withdrawal in early 1964.

By thetimeofthebattleinthelaDrang Valley, our governmentofficials were openly discussing a
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military buildupinthesouthtoprotectthe south Vietnamese government from NVAmovements
southoftheDMZ.

Afterthosefiercefour daysofbattle, Westmoreland decided thatbases intheareaaround Khe San
wouldbeacritical partofhis plantocutoff the transport of war materials from the north to the south
tosupply the infiltrating NVA armies. He wanted alarge contingent of Marines at the Khe San base to
begin what he hoped tobe the destruction of the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

Thehead of the Marinesin Vietnam at this writing isone General Lewis Walt. According to
military scuttlebutt, Westmoreland and Walt had a major head-butting contest in the Pentagon over
Westmoreland's strategy of committing massive forces to the Ho Chi Minh Trail near the DMZ. Walt
was convinced thatevenif the trail could be severed, or NVA movements of armaments and troops
slowed significantly, it would have littleeffectonthegatheringstrengthoftheNVAalreadyinthe
south.

Afterall, Waltmay well have argued, the IaDrang Valleyis already twohundred miles south of
the DMZ, and the NVA was capable, even twoyears earlier, of fielding and supporting anarmy that
could stopa full-scale US military operation using well-trained troops and advanced tactics and
equipment.

Whatever the truth of it, Westmoreland, with Johnson’s help won the argumentoverstrategy,and
KheSan, supplied outof DaNangandstaffed by Marines, hasbecome amajor focus of the US
military buildup.

Asthe Marines moved in, the original occupants of the combatbase, thearmy “advisors” known
asGreenBeretsmoved outtoLang Vei, abouthalfway tothe Laoborder. There, they continue to
workwithlocal Montagnard peasants (the “Nards”) ontraining in USmilitary tacticsand
reconnaissance methods. The Nardsprofess themselvestobe politically aligned with the USinterest
in defeating the lowland north Vietnamese. They promise tohelp both USforces and the south
Vietnamese army, the ARVN, in disrupting the movement of military supplies over the Ho Chi Minh
Trail.

In their assurances of loyalty, though, the highland Nards may have understated their historic
conflict with the lowland Vietnamese, such as those wholived and governed in Saigon, a conflict that
has continued at least since the Vietnamese people established their independence from China more
than a thousand years before.

Kk k

Shortly afterleaving DaNang, the chopper pilot'svoice came over my headset. “Youbetter hunker
down and hang onback there. The NVA aresending upsome,” he paused, then, withaheavy French
accent,said, “fleurs du mal.I'm going to have tojerk the airplane around a little bitin order to stay
out of trouble.”

The pilotbegan to do some gut-wrenching dips, turns, and stalls with an airplane never designed
for such things. It crossed my mind that the pilot might be secretly French, and an enthusiast for
Baudelaire. Two loud bangs on the tail of the chopper followed by some ugly vibrations broke my
escapistreverie onthe ethnicoriginsandliterary preferences of chopper pilots.

Therattling and vibration got more intense, and the chopper started slewing fromsidetoside. The
pilot'surgentvoice came overtheheadset. “They clipped us. My steering is a little fucked up, and I
need to gether down on the deck. Check around your area and make sure you can seea way out of
either side of the aircraft in case I fuck up and we goin hot. If there are any loose boxes back there that
could fly loose and hurt somebody, throw ‘em out now. Weare about ten clicks out from the LZ at Khe
San.I'lltry to get somebody to help us outif the reception on the ground is too warm.”
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Weskidded around thesky forafew moreminutes.Iclung desperately to my seatbelt, and to the
side of the chopper, praying we wouldn’t take any more hits. The pilotcameonagain. Hisvoice
sounded slow and gravelly thistime, which led me to think he was wounded.

“Khe Sanisstraight ahead,” he said. “I can almost see the landing zone. Youneed tolook around the
horizon now to check for landmarks so you can walk out of here. My arm is fucked up, and I'm
losing feeling init. And I am getting dizzy. I'll puther down in the next clearing I see while I can still
control ourdescent.”

We flew on for another thirty seconds, then, suddenly, the chopper flipped ninety degrees to the
horizon and started to drop down, nose first. I braced, but I figured that this was pretty much the end
of it. At the last second the chopper flattened out, the pilot killed the engine, and we hit the ground
hard. The landing struts collapsed. There were trees all around us, and the blades above us were
winding down but still turning and slapping against some of the lower branches.

The pilot slumped forward against his straps. He didn’t move.

Icouldn’tfeel any brokenbones, butlwassoreashell with bruises whereI got banged into the
chopper’s metalwork and where one of the flyingboxesclipped me.Iunstrapped and crawled
forward overthe disarray behind the pilot'sseat. A sharp painshotthroughmyleftleg,and Iletouta
sharpyell.Iknewmylegwasnotbroken,butacornerofabox poked into it before flying out the
door.Ididn'tnotice until I put weight on it.

Inresponsetomyyell, the pilotseemed torousehimselfenoughto point toward the firstaid kit on
thebulkhead.Icrawled over, gritting my teeth and favoring my sore leg, then tried to find his wound.
Hislower rightarm wasabloody mess; he couldn’tmoveit, and hisflightjacket was shredded. Hisface
looked pale.Thavenoexperience withfirstaid beyond Boy Scouts and summer camp, butIfiguredI
needed tostop hisbleeding before I did anythingelse.

So,Igrabbed alargeroll of bandage outof thekitand wrapped it several times around the pilot’s
upper arm, sort of like a tourniquet. By stopping thebleeding, Ifigured Iwould havetime totry and
helphimget out of the chopper and onto the ground before he passed outagain. Then I could try to
find outhow badly he waswounded, and what more there was that Ineeded to do to help him.

I didn’t see any smoke or smell any fuel, so chances were good that there wouldn’tbe a fire. That
wasamajor piece of luck, butIfigured I needed to get moving right now.

Once I got him out and laying on some camo material on the ground, I checked his arm. The
bleeding seemed to have slowed a lot, so I loosened the tourniquet and reset it more carefully in the
hopesthatIcould quickly figure out if the bleeding was arterial.

I needed to decide what the hell I should do next. Jesus Christ, I thought. Twonightsago, I
wassitting inawarm and friendly bar having a beer and conversation. Nowlaminthe middle ofthe
goddamnjunglein hostile territory trying to help a wounded soldier whose pure flying skill just saved my
life. Nowitwasmyjobtosavehis.Ididn’tagreetothiswhenlI signed on to come to Vietnamin the

middle of agoddamn war.
Iasked the pilothow he was doing. He spoke not much above a whisper.

“Exceptforthe paininmyarm,I'mokay fornow, buttheremaybe hostile NVAlooking for us.
There should be an M2 Carbine between the seatsin the cockpit, and some of these ammo boxes
should have ammo forit. Check around the cockpit for a .45-caliber sidearm. Get the carbine, find and
load theammo, and I'll teach you something about fire-fights and perimeter defense. lhave my own
sidearm, butIonly have a couple of spareammoclips. Check theboxesfor.45-cal clipsand bring me
all that you can find. Call me Jack, by the way.”

“I'm Aleck Morris. From upper Minnesota. Nice to meet you.”Isounded stupid.levenreached for
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hisrighthand toshakebefore checking myself. He smiled and reached up with his left. We
shook.

Wow, Ithought. Thisguy hassomeballs.1crawled into theback of the Huey to see whatkind of
ammo and other weaponry I could find. Welost alot as Jack went through the gyrations to dodge
ground fire, but there weretwoboxes of carbineammoand abox of .45s.1alsofound theM2 and
started moving the stuff over towhereJack could checkitoutand try toload the weapons while I
continued to reconnoiter our situation and supplies.

Jackwhispered hoarsely tome, “Wecould behere foraday ortwo. Check thechopperforall the
C-ratsyoucanfind andbringthataid kit over.Seeifthereisany water.Ifnot, try tofind something
tocatchrainwater.I'mlooking around fora place toholeup away from the chopperin case we start to
get visitors.”

I asked Jack if the radio in the chopper worked.

“Maybe, butit probably won’ttake our NVA friendsverylongtofind us if we send aradio signal. We
need toreserve that asset until we know for sure thatitis our last resort if we are to keep from getting
killed or taken captive.”

What he said took my breath away. I had not even thought about being killed or captured. “Jesus
Christ!” I'said tomyselfagain. Thisisreal. This is as real as itgets.

Jack continued on. “I see what looks like a small rise about a hundred paces from here. If there is
some kind of a hollow behind it, we need to move our stuff and ourselves over there. Take the .45,
makesureithasa full clip, grab some spare clips then go check it out before you do anything else.”

AsIlooked attherise and considered the possibility of ahollow behind it, I started feeling hopeful
that we could atleasthold off a few of the enemy if they decided to attack. Wecould probably rest here
long enough to regainthestrengthwewouldneed tostartmovingtoward ourownforces around Khe
San. Withluck, theNVAwouldn’tfindus, ortheywould ignore uslong enough for Jackand I to
make our getaway.

WhenIgotback Jack told me to start hauling the ammo and food over to our new hiding place.

“T'llstay by the chopperto cover youifanybad guysshow up,”he whispered. “Getmoving. And
don’tlead theenemy tousbybreakingabunch of brancheswhile you'removing thisstuff. Step
carefullyand bethinking about how to either hide your tracks, or how to trick them into looking into
placeswherewearen’t. Oncewemoveinoverthere, wewon'tbe coming back to the chopper.”

Itwould soon be dark, soit was time to stop talking and start moving our stuff.
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Ittook a couple of hours to move everything, to help Jack move to our hiding spot, and todowhatI
could inthe darkening twilight to wipe out any sign of our movements. Jack was going in and out of
consciousness, and I realized that I was dead tired as well.

Later,Iwokeuptototal darkness, butsome stars were shining through thetrees.Jackwasstilleither
unconsciousorsleeping. Hischestwas rising and falling normally. I had the feeling somebody was
watching me. AsIlooked around, I hear a soft whisper very close to me.Ilaid my rifle downnexttome
before falling asleep, butit wasnolonger there.

“I moved your rifle so you wouldn’t accidently shoot me,” the whisperer said. “I'll give it back as soon
asI'msure you won’tdo anything stupid like shouting or thrashing around or trying to shoot me. Do
haveyourword that you won’'t do anything stupid?”

“Who the fuck are you?” I whispered back.
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“Mynameis SergeantMike Fredricksonfrom Brooklyn. GoMets, Fuck the Yankees.I'min this
shitholeof a placeasa Green Beret.Isaw your bird come downearliertoday,butIdidn’twanttolet
youknowuntill had abetter feel for whether or not Charlie was in the immediate neighborhood, and
whetherornotyou guysknewhow togetyourshitsquared away.”

“So, what did you find out?”

“So far, so good, butit pays toneverlet your guard down in this part of the world. You'relucky
your pilot gothisbird asfarashe could south and east of Khe San. Most of the enemy is west of here,
more toward the border with Laos. The guys who shot up your bird, though, probably saw you go
downwithoutafire. They are probably headed thisway toseeif there are any goodies they can

1

use.

“Okay.Ibelieveyou.” Isatup.“Canlhavemyrifleback?I'lltrynot todo anything stupid, butI
have towarn you that'majournalist, nota soldier.”

Istill could not see the whisperer, butInow felt the returned rifle next to my hand.

“Yeah.I know that. Youmovelike a pissed-off elephant at a rock concert.Iflam going to getyou
andyourbuddybacktoasaferarea, Iam goingtohavetogive yousome OJT onstealthwhen
movingandstaying the fuck out of sight when not. How is the pilot doing?”

“I'mnotsure.I'mnotadoctororamediceither.Helostsomeblood.I put ona tourniquet, buthe
seemed to be drifting in and out of consciousness before I fell asleep. He seems to be breathing okay
now.”

“Okay,” the voice said. “Here’s the deal. I work with one of thelocals on these kinds of long-range
patrols. I dress like a local and speak the language pretty well. I don’t speak at all when I am in
hostile company. My partner is a Hmong tribesman named Fres Thao. We don’t carry noisy
weapons on patrol, soI've senthim back to our base camp to see if he can round up some more help
in case Charlie shows up. He’s a fast runner, and I expect him back with a report before dawn. His
report will tell us what our real chances for survival are.”

“How far away is this help?” I asked.

“Probably five clicks to the Khe San combat base as the crow flies. Khe Sanis that way.” The figure of
the sergeant finally came into view.Isaw him pointa partially masked flashlight toward the groundina
direction thatlooked to me tobe a little to the right of where [ remembered the sun setting.

“Since the territory is likely hostile, that means it could take us two days to get there. Think about
how to get prepared for a long, fast hike with your wounded pilot,” he said. “I think you will be
awake for a while, so I am going to take a nap. If Fres comes back before I wake up, I told him to
wake me before announcing himself to you. I think your pilot will survive. He might need some
morphine for pain, and some help from us, but he should be able to walk out of here. If you have
any more questions keep them to yourself until I wake up.”

Mike seemed to fade away like the Cheshire Cat. Other than his whisper, I still had no idea what
Mike looked like: not his facial features, not the color of his hair or how it was cut, not his clothes or
native dress, or whether he was wearing a hat, orhad any weapons that make noise.

Eventhoughitistherainyseasonhere, theskywasclearofclouds. After some time, Ilooked up to
seeif there were any constellations that I would recognize, that might guide me inasafe direction if
the pilotand I had to walk out on our own. Polaris was too far north tobe seen through treesfromthis
lowangle.Ithoughtofthe constellation of Cassiopeia, beautiful mother of theeven morebeautiful
Andromeda, both punished by the ocean god Poseidon for theirarrogance. Cassiopeiaand herthrone
were upside down for half the night in the northern sky, across Polaris from the Big Dipper. In the
southern sky, I was only familiar with the Belt of Orion and the Southern Cross. Neither was visible
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through the trees.

KKk

RAFAELA
“Hey Matty, did I tell you thatI'll be headed to Vietnam in late summer?”

“Did youfinish your military training?” asked Matty Franchetti, my friend from grade school. “Do
youhave time toearn some money first? Don’t you still have alot of bills to pay after medical
school?”

The CedarPointseason had barely begun, butthe day washot. Wewere sunning ourselves on the
amusement park’s beach.

I'had recently completed medical school with an emphasis in emergency medicine, but I had not
yetsigned up for aresidency. Since high school, Matty had worked as a secretary and executive
assistantatthe New Departureballbearing manufacturing plantsouth of town. Unlike me, Matty
hadnotgonetocollege afterhighschool. Shehad takena series of business courses atalocal
extension of The Ohio State University,and shehad done wellin them. Her quick wit, native
intelligence, her ability to work hard and learn new business and factory floor procedures had earned
her alot of praise from a succession of managers.

Afterhigh school, we had lost contact with each other whileImoved to the east side of San Francisco
Bay toattend the University of California at Berkeley. When I was accepted into the medical school at
Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland, we reconnected.

Whilelhaveaflairfortraveland adventure, Mattyisanadmitted homebody. Despite these
differences we found few othersinnorthern Ohio, male orfemale, that offered the same kind of
humanand personal understanding —essentially that we could stand being around for more than a
few minutes at a time.

“Hey, Rafe. Do you want to go over to Put-in-Bay later?” Matty asked.

Ihad beenlooking beyond Lake Erie toward the distanthorizon. “You know, Matt, thereisalot
going on this summer outin the Bay Area around San Francisco. Some of it has to do with protests
againstJohnson's escalation of the war, but there is alot of fun stuff, too. Ineed some of that kind of
mindless funbeforelleave for Vietnam. Medical school washard work, and my medical specialtyin
emergency medicine probably means I'll have a lifetime of it.”

Iadjusted the tie of my bathing suit and then turned to Matty. “I'mnot eventhinkingabout
Vietnamyet.Thearenoughaboutitonthenews every day.I'mstill wondering if Ishould have
volunteered to go. Then Ithink about my younger cousin. Rafael isin a Special Forces unit. The
family and Iworry because we don’thear from him, and thearmy won't give us any details, only that
heisonanextended confidential mission.”

“Iget that,” Matty said. “So, let'snot talk about it. What's going onin San Francisco?”

I'smiled at the clear war within her between trying to make me feel better and hoping that she
didn’thave toleave Ohio. “Alot of people are coming into the city as war protesters, and there are
already alot of hippies there. The radical fashions that you see around the Haight-Ash-
bury are exciting all by themselves. The more I think about it, the more I think I want to go back there
for at least a few weeks. I just want to see it, because it is so radical, so offensive, and so out of sight
thatI can’'timagine that it will last very long.

“It wouldn’t even have come into being at all, except that it is San Francisco, one of the most
beautiful cities on the planet. Want to go out there with me? You know, to kind of... check it out?
Don’t you have a bunch of paid time off saved up?”
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“Icould probably get the time off, Rafe, but whatever the USis doing in Vietnamhas caused the
demand forballbearingstogoupfast. My boss has got me reconnecting with our suppliersevery day
tomake sure our critical ordersformaterials stay on schedule. Healsohasme working almost full time
with the guys involved with the expansion of our production facilities.I'll think about what you are
asking, though.Itmightbe fun, and God knows I could use a break.”

“Good.” Irolled ontomy belly and untied the bikini top. “Put some suntan lotion on my back, Matt,
please.”

“You're such an animal,” she said.

“Afteryou’veseenwhatI'veseeninmedschool, you'llrealize thatyou have to see bodies asblobs of
flesh. Nothing special, and nothing to get too excited aboutif the mainjobissaving limbs orlives or
gray matter.”

“God, Rafe. Youmakeitall sound somechanical. Isitreally as simple as reconnecting all the wires,
and flipping a switch?”

“No.It'snot. It'scomplicated, but maybe that’s the real reason why I want to goback to the Bay. They
tell me sex out there is getting exciting again. The idea of rubbing and touching naked bodies without
having to worry about sterilizing the instruments appeals to me.”

Now I was speaking Matty’s language. “Okay,” she said. “You can count mein.I'll workitoutwith the
boss. Howdoyouwanttogetthere?”

kkok

A few weeks later, Matty and I were ata dinner party on a friend’sfarm near Vickery, Ohio, twelve
miles southwest of Sandusky.In theinterest of saving money for more important things than
transportation wehad boughtaused, fairly ratty 49 Ford sedan for our trip. Wedidn'timprove the
externallooksofitmuch, butwithMatty’shelp,loverhauled the engine, increased the
displacement, added two four-barrel carburetors, a racing camshaft,and mufflerbypassesonboth
tailpipes. Inthis way, we hoped to occasionally make the trip more interesting, especially when
dealing with people we weren’tinterested in spending time with.

Our friends Randall and Georgine Keegan had inherited their farm fromRandall’sparents. As
withmostfarmsinthis partof Ohio, they raised milk cows, hogs, chickens, and afew dogsand cats.
Theyhad about three hundred acres of corn, wheat, and soybeansin cultivation, including pasture for
the cows. They weren’t probably going to getrich, butthey worked hard, and they made a comfortable
living. Georgine was pregnant with their first child.

“Why in the world do you want to drive all the way across the country to San Francisco?” she asked.
“Ithoughtitwasbad enough that you were away from us for four years, let alone in that pit of sin and
corruption.”

“It' snotsuchabad place, Georgine.llearned alotattheuniversity.I metsome good people, and I
learned so many important things thatIwas never goingtoknow ifThad stayed here. Besides, you
know Iwas getting crazy bored inhigh school. That'swhyIkept getting in trouble, and that's where
learned that the good news about high school detention rooms was thatIcould read any bookI
wanted. Besides, peoplein San Francisco are asfine asany peopleI have metanywhere. Therearealot
of churches and placesofworship.Notall of them are Catholicor Lutheran, orany denomination
you might have ever heard about in Vickery. Come out sometime and let me show you around.”

Georginelooked down ather feet. Randalllooked out the window as if checking the weather,
thoughthewarm, sunny spring weatherhad not changed in a week. Matty’slook told me that had
probably said something offensive. Evenso,Thad also wondered at the sharpness of Georgine’s
remark.
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Matty reopened the conversation by asking about my upcoming military service. Randall suddenly
looked toward me; his steady gaze full of questions.

“What's that all about? “he asked.

“I'dbeen thinking aboutsigning up,”Isaid, “solfinally did afew monthsago. Youknow, my
cousin Rafaeljoined up with the Green Berets after President Kennedy setup thosespecial force units.
RafaelandIhave alwaysstayedintouch,and Ihave alwaysbeenimpressed with his commitment and
hisbelief that he is doing something important. Now that Iamamedical doctor with some valuable
skills, especiallyin wartime, I think it may be time I offered to do something important, too.”

Randallwastightlipped. “Idon’tknow if whatis going onin Vietnam canbe considered a war yet,
thoughIguess LB] wants tomakeitintoin oneassoonashecan. Remindsmeawholelotof the
“policeaction’in Korea. Whata goddamn joke. Hell, we are doing a worse job at defending
‘Americaninterests’ than the French did at defending the right to eat croissantsatbreakfastinthat
shittylittle country.” Hegotup.“Excuseme, I have to go out and slop the pigs.”

“Wait a minute,” Georgine said. “I'll come with you.”

Afterthey stepped out the door, Matty said, “Wow!Does any of that change your mind about
signing up?”

I worried my lip. “No. But maybe it is time for us to go.”

As we walked toward the car, Randall called out to us: “Wait!”

Heand Georginebothapproached. “Look,” hesaid, “I'msorry forbeing rude.”

“Iam, too,” Georgine said. “You are both among our very best friends, and wehavenorightto
judgewhatyouaregoingtodo. Wewanttoalwayssupportyouin whateveryoudo,evenifwedon’t
haveaclearideaof why you are doingit.”

I was relieved, and we joined the couple in a hug.

Randall took a step back and ran his hand through his hair a couple of times. “Idon’tknow about
thiskind of war.I'mafarmersolamalways exemptfromthedraftand militaryservice, butthis
kind of warseems different somehow from the war I grew up with in the early forties. We arenot
sending our tanksand planesagainstourenemy’stanksand planes. Wearesendingall of the
killing machinery and mightof our militaryagainstapeople whodon’tevenhave theirownuniforms,
and for whatreason? Are we making the world safe for democracy by bombing mud huts?Is
democracy and “Wethe People’ nolonger a considerationin these kinds of wars?”

Hepaused foramoment. “Ifear that thiswarwillend very badly because of that terrible
premise. I hate to see my very best friends gettinginvolved, butlalsounderstand thatbecause of the
draft, manygood young menarealready involved nomatterwhatthey think.” Helooked atme. “And
good young women like you are going even withoutadraft. Hopefully, you can balance the lunacy
and the lobbyists for the armamentsindustries thatIsee driving all this war talk from Washington.
You take care of yourself, Rafaela.”

“I will. Thank you.”

“Metoo,” Matty said, “thoughI'll be back in the neighborhood here after Rafe and I check out
some of that sinand corruption that Frisco is famous for.”

Georgine burst out laughing. “I love you both,” she said.
Randalldidn’tlaugh, buthe gaveeach ofusaseparatehug. “Takecare,” he said.

kkek
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Inearly June, the sun wasjust coming up behind usas we drove toward the Rocky Mountains. We
weresomewhereinthe Utah desert west of Salt Lake City, driving fastacross along, flat, dry lakebed.I
had bypassed the mufflers, and my speedometer read alittle over 100 miles per hour. We had picked
up ahitchhiker atthe University of Chicago to help with the driving. Hehad long, scraggly hair,a
tie-dyed T-shirt, and ratty old shorts and sandals. Healso carried alargejar of multicolored pills. He
was asleep behind me. Matty was riding shotgun, also asleep.

Igloried in the freedom —and the sound, through my open window — ofthe screamingengineand
openpipesechoing off thesurrounding hills. Suddenly, Inoticed the blip-blip-blip of a flashing red
lightin the rearview mirror.I knew our Ford was fast, butit was about fifty miles to the Nevada
border.Iwasbriefly tempted to make arun forit, butI probably couldn’toutrunthe patrol carbefore
my souped-upengineblew up. Worse, if was caught doing something like thatit would mean the
end of my careful plans to go looking for Rafael.

I pulled over, as did the police officer. The officer approached our car. He was calm but frowning.
“Did you see the twenty-five-mile speed limit in the town you just blew through?”

“I'msorry, officer.Isaw a couple of buildings, butI don’tremember seeingatown.IknowIam
overthespeedlimit,butI’'mamedical doctor,and Iam trying to getto FortOrd forsome
orientationtomyduty station in Vietnam. I'm running late, and the road ahead looked clear and
straight, and there were no cars coming.” Whatever littlefib it takes, I thought to myself.

Theofficerlooked skeptical. “Doyouhavesome papersthatwill confirm any of that?”

“Yes. I have a letter of congratulations from my medical school. I also have a letter from the
army telling me where to go when I have my personal business wrapped up.”

“Letme see‘em,” he said. “By the way, who'syour friend in the back?” He pointed at the scraggly
forminthebackseat, thebottle of pillshugged tightly to hisbody.

“Ahitchhikerwe picked upin Chicagotohelp withdrivingand gas money. He told us the pills
are diet supplements.”

Afterlooking at the papers for amoment the officer said, “Look.Iam goingtodoyouafavorby
letting you gowitha warning, but please dome a favor by reconnecting your mufflers and by trying to
stay somewhere close to the speed limit while you are in Utah.”

Ifeltaflood of relief. Thad gotten more stressed by the situation thanI thoughtIwould. “Iwill,
officer. Thank you very much.” The officer stood back from the car.I flipped thelever that reconnected
the mufflers and pulled back onto the main highway.

Matty lifted an eyelid. “Hey, Rafe. I'm really impressed.”
“Cool,” said the fellow in the back seat.

The remainder of the trip across the Rockies and the Sierra Nevada was routine, with the
exception of a wreck on one of the mountain passes west of Lake Tahoe. A car had gone through
arailing and rolled down a hill.

An ambulance and a state trooper were parked next to the break in the railing.

Mattywasdriving. “Pullup tothatstate trooper,” Isaid.Irolled my window downand spoke to
the officer. “I'mjust out of medical school, sir, trained for emergency medicine. Do you need help?”

“Yeah, maybe so, butitlooks pretty bad. Hold on for a second.” The officer turned to his walkie-talkie.
“I've got a young woman up here who says she is a med school graduate. Can she do anything useful
down there?”

The connection had a lot of static, but a voice came through. “I don’t think so. Hisneck isatabad
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angle, and I can’t get any vital signs.I don’t think there is much to do but cleanup and
paperwork.”

“I'd like to go down anyway, officer.”
He looked closely at me. “Knock yourself out,” he finally said.

But there wasn’tmuch anybody could do.Icould seeata glance that nothing could be done to
bring the twisted form back to life.

Theambulance crew thanked me for coming down thehill, and for being willing to stay in
contact.

The three of us drove on.

ALECK
“Get up. We have to move... NOW!”

Irolled over to grab my helmet and rifle. Somebody grabbed my shirt and pulled meup.Itwas
barelylightenough tosee, solwashaving trouble keeping my feet under me and moving in the right
direction. A man I assumed was Mike was crouched and running ahead of me. “Where’s Jack?” I
whispered.

“He’sahead of us. Don'tworry, wehavehim,” Mikesaid. “Keep quiet. Charlie’s coming.”

Wekept crouching, ducking, and trying to move as fast as we could through themud and brush.
Therising sun wasbehind us, sol knew we were running in the general direction of Khe San, but I
hadnoideahow far we had togo.

Afteraboutahalf hour of running, my feet began to drag. Mike noticed and stepped off the trail
wherethebrushwaspartially cleared. He pulled me into some denser undergrowth.

“How you doin’, cowboy?” he asked, his voice low.

Iwanted to throw my weapon and extra clips away because they were heavy and cutting into my
skin, butTknew I couldn’t.“I'm out of breath and feeling totally beat up. How much farther?”

“My guide cut some brush for us, soaslong as we can stay on this trail, we should be able to getto
Khe Sanby nightfall. Otherwise we play Boy Scout for another night. The only trouble is if Charlie
finds this trail, he can move along it faster than we can.”

“Do you know if Charlie is close to us?” I asked.

“No,Idon’t,butif you stay quiet, I'll listen for noise that might tell us something.” Isatback to
catchmybreath. Suddenly it occurred tome why Mike was sohard toseein the dark. Hewas
black.Thadtoask: “Ithought Green Berets were all white boys from the Ivy League.” I tried to
keep my tone light, but I don’t think Mike took it that way.

“Shutyourmouth, whiteboy.I'll talk to youinaminute about that.”

Itried listening to the ambient sounds to seeif  could detect any signs of trouble. There were many
birds, probably some monkeys chattering and snakes slithering, butnohuman sounds thatIcould
hear.Norwere there the kinds of sounds that go with human activity: metallic clicks, bumps,
scratching through cloth, branchesbreaking. Mikelooked atme with his finger to his lips, so I
stayed quiet.

He puthishand on my rifle, then waved a finger at me toindicate thatI should stay calm. Suddenly,
therewasadisturbanceinthebrushacouple of yards away, and I almost crapped my pants. The leaves
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nextto Mike opened slightly, and alocal man stuck hishead out. By now Mike had a death grip on my
rifle. I couldn’thave moved itif I wanted to. Mike and the visitor talked quietly in what sounded like the
visitor's native language for afew moments, then the visitor moved back into thebrush and
disappeared.

“ThatwasFres,” Mikeexplained. “Wealmosthave your pilotback tothe Khe San base. He can move
on his own, butheis pretty weak. Mostly we had to carry him onastretcher. Youand Fresand Iareon
ourown, but your pilot has a squad of Marines to take care of stretcher-bearing and perimeter
defense.”

“WherehasFresgone?” Iasked.Iwanted toknow aboutourown chances for survival.

“Freswas with the other group until he felt they were safe. Now, heis moving back along the trail
toseeif Charlieis anywhere around. If he finds Charlie, he may take him and his friends out. We
won’tevenknow aboutit.Ithink wearesafefornow, solet'smoveoutasfastaswecan. Stay low.
How’s yourleg?”

“Okay,”Ireplied, “butIdon’tthinkIcanrun very far, or very fastif we get into trouble.”

“I'llkeepaneyeonyou, butImay getahead of youand youwon’t know wherelam. Try tokeep
calmbecause youneed tokeepmoving.In general, I'llbemoving toward the setting sun. Aslong asyou
moveinthat same direction, Fres or [ will find you. If you lose sight of the sun or start feeling disoriented
and panicky, stop where you are, make yourself invisible, and wait. If it gets dark, get comfortable, and
try to get some sleep.”

Jesus Christ, Ithoughttomyself. Whatthe hellwasIthinkingwhen I asked for this assignment?

Idid pretty well, butit got dark, and I had lost track of Mike a couple of hoursbefore.Istoppedina
place whereIthoughtIcould survive the nightand covered myself with some branches and leaves.I
fellasleep immediately.

Thesky tothe east was growinglight whenIfeltahand onmyshoulder. I opened one eye and saw
Mike. He motioned me to my feet, and then to follow him. Afterafew hours weslipped through the
perimeter defenses and into the compound set up around the Khe San Combatbase.

Wearehome,Isaid tomyself, atleastforthetimebeing, andasmuchas a forward combat base can
be thought of as a home.

Kk k

RAFAELA

Matty, ourtie-dyed passenger, and Idrove over the crest of the Coastal Range onRoute80aboutten
milesabove Vallejo. Alocal Latinorock station was on. As we continued south toward my old stomping
grounds, the Golden Gate bridge came into view in the west.

“It's beautiful,” Matty said.

Ifelt more athome here than any place else [ had ever been on the planet. “Especially soin
thisbeautiful morning sun,” Isaid.

“This is really cool,” said the guy from the back.

“Youknow, Tie-Dye,” Ilooked athim in the rearview, “we don’teven know your name.”.
“My friends call me Habit Forming, but you all can call me Hab.”

Matty turned toask, “Okay, butwhat'syourrealname, Hab?”

“Shit.I'mbusted,” hesaid. “My realnameis George Steiner. What's
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yours?”

Mattturned to George and extended her hand. “I'm glad to meet you, George. My name is Matty, but
you can call me Matt. Her nameis Rafaela. You can call her Rafe.”

“Are you guys new to the Bay Area?”
“I am,” Matty said. “Rafe graduated from Berkeley.”

“Cool,” said George. “Iwasbornandraised in the city, over on Van Ness. My parentstaughtlaw
atSanFranciscoState. Iwasin Chicago gettingamaster’sdegreein math, but mostly trying tobeat the
draft. That only works for solong. I finally got my notice. Thave toreport forbasicat Fort Ord in
about a week.”

“I'know the feeling,” I said. “I have to report to the Letterman hospital on the Presidioin two weeks.
Doyouwantustodropyouatyour parents” house?”

“No.My parents don’tlive here anymore. The gang Irun withnow are all over on North Beach. You
can drop me off anyplace, butif you want to go over to North Beach, I can probably get us something
toeatand tell you some fun placesto gothisevening. Why are you reporting to Letterman?”

“Tjust finished med school, butThaven'tdone aresidency yet, solhave worked outadeal whereIgo
asanurseand basically pick my assignment. The army said Ishould complete theresidency and get
certified asan MD, then come back. The problem with thatis that there are almost no female medical
doctorsanywherein Vietnam, certainly notanywhere near any frontlines,and Iwantto getto
Vietnamsoon. AndIwantto gettothe bush.Ihavea cousin there that Thaven’theard from in months.
Thearmy only tells me thatheis on an extended mission thatis classified.”

“Whoa,” George said. “Where do you want to go?”

“Thehighlandsaround the DMZ. There’sanevacuationhospitalnear Phu Bai thatis the first stop
forthose wounded in the highlands. Thelast Theard my cousin was assigned toa unitnearthe
Laotianborder.”

“Man. Yougotsomesetofballs,lady.I'mgoing tospend mytimein thisman'sarmytryingtoavoid
doinganything dangerous, orevenalittle risky, or difficultinany way,and here you arejumpinginto
themiddle of the shit. Jesus Christ.”

“Letme change the subject,” Matty said. “Whataresome good placesto goin North Beach? I've
heard of City Lights, Fisherman’'s Wharf, Visuvio... are there otherplaces?”

“Therearemany places. Nomatter whatkind of entertainmentyoulike, North Beachistheplaceto
go.Youcanfinditallthere, especiallywhen youhaveanamelikeRafaela. North Beachisbasically an
Italian fishing community. There are alot of retired fishermen from the old country scattered around
theneighborhoods.”

“I'mgoing todrive over there,” Matty said. “Canyou show ussomeof the sights, George? Maybe
introduce us to some people?”

George got us settled into a cheap room in a fishermen’s retirement hotel. In the hallway on our
floor, we were greeted by a couple of old fishermen who were cooking a pot of fish stew. They
welcomed usto San Francisco and asked if we were hungry. The stew smelled delicious. “Starving,”
we said inunison.

Aftereatingandhelping the old mencleanup, we caughtup with George, his shirt off, down on
docks in the marina sunning himself. We walked around fora while then decided totakeacable car
downtown for some sightseeing. I could feel myself getting bored, though. My mood did not
improve on meeting some of George’s friends ata lunch counter down on Market Street. Some of them
were stoned, and othershad been in that conditionnotlongbefore. Somelooked asthough they might
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have been stoned for the past several weeks.

Wehung out for a while at a bar and strip club that evening, but I said I was going to beg off from a
lateevening. After several days ontheroad, I felt like I needed to catch up on some sleep.

Matty had been somewhat wide-eyed asshe tookinall the sights, sounds,and colorful
inhabitantsofthecity. Atthesightofablackman walking armin arm with a very pregnant white
woman, Matty’smouth fell open. Further along, atthe sight of two Chinese menin vivid dragand high
heels, she almostswooned.

“There is nothing like this in Sandusky,” she said, sotto voce. I smiled to myself. “No, there
isnot.”

Matty had alsohad a full day of it, then, and decided to come with me back toourroom. “I'mgoing
tostick with Rafe,” she told George. “Thank you for showing usaround and introducing us to your
friends.”

Georgehadbeengettingmorestoned asthenight progressed. Hegave us abrief two-finger wave
and alopsided smile. He turned back tohis friends, who were equally out of it.

Aswewalked out the door, Inoticed a poster for the Monterey Pop Festival for the coming weekend,
about one hundred miles down the coast.

I pointed at the poster. “How about this pop festival? We will have to rearrange our schedule, but it
might be worth it.”

“I'mup forit. I think I can work out a few more days on the West Coast,” Matty said.

“Good. Say, I know a great Chinese place a few blocks from here. Let's gothere and eat, and figure
whattodo.Iknow onething Ineed todo: after I visit the Presidio; I'dlike to deliver our car to a friend
onthefaculty atBerkeley.I'msurehecanbe persuaded towork withyourschedule, and to drive you
to the airport when it’s actually time to leave.”

Matty crinkled hernose and stared atme. “Isthis a‘special friend,” Rafe?”
“He’s pretty good in the sack if that’s what you mean.”

Kk k

ALECK
It’s fall in the highlands, and it rains a lot.

I'vetakenafew daystorecoup and try tocatchup withmyeditors after the trip up from Saigon
and the helicopter crash back there in the boonies.Jackmadeithere, buttheyhavemedevacked
himouttothe mobilehospitalat Pleiku. They tell me heis okay, but probably done with this war.I got
towish him well as they loaded him into the chopper. He told me not to take any more helicopter
rides.

“Youneverknow how those things are gonna go,” he said withabig smile. Welaughed and
shook left hands.

Foratime, I shared ahooch with alieutenant grunt named Parker. He's from Georgia, and his
nicknameis Chip. Heisacombatcommander responsible for Company C,3rd Regiment, 26th
Marines, and heistelling me abouta guynamed Rafael. Rafael wasborn and raised innorth central
Ohio. His parents are partof abigItalian family in thatarea, most of whom work in some way
with Great Lakes Shipping.

“Itell you this for background on this guy,” Chip said. “Most of these GreenBeret gruntsare
collegekidswhoarelooking foralittlemore action than you can getin Kennedy’s Peace Corps, but
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Rafaelistruly a ghostamong ghosts outhere. Backin the world, though, heisasolid guy with solid
roots in the Midwest. When you go out on this Lurp you've talked yourself into, I want you to keep
an eye out for him.

“Now thatIthink aboutit,’keep aneye out’is probably amisstatement. Youwon'tsee Rafael until
heisontop of you.Icould say ‘keep anear out, butactually, that probably won’t work either. You
won’tsee him or hear him, but you might smellhim. Helikes to wear aflowerin whatever native hat
he decides to wear.

“You'llalso know if you feel his touch, but you probably won'tlike the feeling.Ifhe doesn’tknow
whoyouare, orwhyyouareonhisturf, he may putyouinadeath gripbefore he asks any questions.”
Chip patted me on the shoulder. “Butl am sure you won'thave any problems. Get some sleep.”

Then he said, “Onelast thing. It'snot like [ know anything about his mission, buthe saved myass
once, andI gottoknow him while we were trying get out from behind enemy lines.Idon’t want to
lose track of him if thereisanythingIcandotoavoidit.Ifheisintroubleand needsmy help, I want
to make sure he gets whatever he needs.”

Parker wasrightaboutmy having talked myselfinto going onaLurp. The combat base
commander—a light colonel known to the Marines under hiscommand, butnevertohisface, as
Butthead Bukowski—saidI should getsomesleepbecausehe wasnotsending meanywhere untilhe
felt my chances of screwing up the mission were zero, and the chances of my surviving a crippling
injury were better than fifty-fifty, whatever that meant.

“Alllneedisforsomedog-shitreporter from somechicken-shit anti-warraginthe Midwest to
screw up my mission, and getkilled, or
captured, or physically fucked-up on my watch,” is what he actually said. “If the ‘request’ thatItry to
accommodate you hadn’t come down from fairly high up, you'dbesittin’around here with your
thumbup yourass untilitwastimeforyoutogohome.” Hepaused and gavemehisbest
penetrating glare. “Gotit?”

“Yes, sir, 1 gotit. Thank you for setting me straight, sir,” Isaid. “Do you still want me to get your
picture published in your paperback home?”

“Getthe fuck out of here, shithead,” Colonel Butthead Bukowski said.

Asitturned out, though, Isataround for several weeks with my thumb up my ass anyway.Ialso
spent time hanging out with Lt. Parker, who I considertobeapretty straightshooter. Hegavemea
lotofgoodbackground onwhatacombatbaseisand whatafirebase does,and onthe strategic
importance of the Khe San combatbase at this stage of the war.

There had been a lot of action at Khe San before I got here, but it was fairly quiet now that we
were into the rainy season. The lull gave Parker and me a lot of time to talk in between my
attempts to send some copy off to Penny Blue, over a flaky and irregular connection, about the
situation here. We also smoked the occasional doobie and toked on some opium whenever
somebody brought some onto the base that they were also, rarely, willing to share.

Parkeralso gave me somebasictraining with the weaponry used ona Lurp. I'spentalot of time
perfecting my aim with an M-16, blowing up bottlesand stumpswithhand grenades, and getting to
know someofthe grunts who actually did the ground-pounding.

kkek

Itisnow November 1967. Each day is generally dark and rainy. Chip and I have cracked some C-rats
and are chowing down. The USAF B-52 bomber air raids are continuing, weather permitting, along
the Ho Chi Minh Trail, and we canhear thebombs exploding. The B-52s can fly above the clouds,
so they can still do some damage with radar-guided bombs. Other aircraft, like lighter bombers and
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our supply choppers, can’t flyinthis weather. Suppliesover Route9 from DaNangarealso disrupted
because of VC sappers working along the route.

This is all part of Westmoreland’s strategy.

Whatajoke. Some of the scuttlebutt has it that the UShas dropped as much ordnance on the trail as
all of the ordinance dropped in Europe during World WarII. Once they figure outhow easy itis for
the NVA to anticipate thoseraids, how easy to then move most of thehardware and personnel off the
roads and into the woods, and to have the damage to thetrailrepaired withinafew hours, maybethey
willstopdisturbing our sleep with all thenoise.

Our military planners in this war should have paid more attention to the costsand benefitsof the
bombing campaignsagainstGermanyin World WarlI, specifically one raid in particular, the
October 14,1943 raid ontheextensiveballbearingworksinSchweinfurt. Forallof theB-17
bombers, crews, and bombs assembled for theraid by the US8th Air Force, the production of ball
bearingsin Schweinfurtwasback topre-raid production levels in a matter of weeks.

Eventheatomicbombs on Hiroshimaand Nagasakimighthavehad the sameeffecton]Japan’'s
warmaking machinery ifitwasn’tfor the pure shock value of asingle plane dropping abomb that
could causesomuch damage and fiery death to so many people.

Theshockvaluetotheenemy after, say, thetenthnuclear weapon dropped onacityandkilling
hundredsofthousandswilllikely be zeroin terms of an ability to discourage an enemy’s desire to
make more war.

The thing thatkilled the Japanese war effort was theimmediate surrender of Emperor Hirohito
withinaday ortwoafter the USdropped its second, and last available of the original three
mission-ready Atomic bombs produced at Los Alamos on the city of Nagasaki.

Whatever anybody else believes, so far as I'm concerned, the atomic bombhad preciselyno
effectonJapan’sdesiretofighttothe death to protect their homeland. In Germany, the war effort
finally collapsed when AdolfHitlercommitted suicide withhismistressinstead of surrendering tothe
Russianarmiesclosinginonhisbunkerdeepundergroundina Berlin neighborhood.

Now, twodecadesorsoafter Hiroshima, thereisno “pureshock value” associated with theuse of
atomicweapons. Theeyewitnessestotheblasts areeither dead or dying, and thenarrative about the
reasons forusing the bombs then was mostly transactional. In other words, the rationale for using
them at the time, according to President Truman, was toreduce the loss of American lives that would
resultif the USinvaded Japan witha ground force.

Thereisnolongeramoral or ethical dimension to the decision-making involved with strategic
bombing, nuclearbombs ornot; thereis only the cost-benefit analysis, like being in a grocery store and
deciding tobuy chocolateorpeanutbutter. Nowonderthegruntsonthegroundhere
are suffering such low morale; no wonder there is so much escape from reality. I am beginning to
think that there is no reality here, only a faint disturbance in the global propaganda and mutual
stroking that sustains these actions and this war effort.

I'm sure that Westmoreland is considering the use of nuclear weapons onthe HoChiMinh Trail,
justtoprovetohismany critics—inthe press, in the government, and within the military itself —that
his strategy is correct in dealing with his military problem. Itis a problem so severe that Westmorland
believed thatthe use of nuclearweaponsisjustified. If he did get approval from Washington touse
them, [justhope he would dousthe courtesy of giving usnews guysand the gruntsaround the trail
enough time to get the hell out of the way.

kekk
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Colonel Butthead finally gave me permission to go out with a Lurp. The mission willinvolvea
squad of Marines from the combatbase doing recon along a trail to a Green Beret outpost at Lang Vei.
Lang Veiis very close to the Lao border. Weleave at 04:00 tomorrow. Butthead told me I would have
to gain the trust of each of the members of the squad beforeI could go with them.

“Ifany squad member doesn’t want you to go, then you don’tgo. Got it?”
“Yes, sir. Got it, sir,” I said. “Where do I find the squad?”
“They aregatheringtheirgearand suppliesovernexttotheopsshack. You better get over there.”

Hestarted away, then paused and turned back to me. “Onelast thing. I havebeenimpressed with the
work youhavebeen doing with Lt. Parker. Heisalsoimpressed withtheimprovementinyourweapon
handling, and inyour physicalability tohandle thesheerhard workinvolved onaLurp. Hehasbeen
your strongestadvocate,” Butthead said, “and hehasagreed to go along tolook out for you. Youbetter
getamove on. Find Parker and take him with you to help break the ice with the squad.”

Parker caughtuptomeasImademyway tothe opsshack. Hehad removedhisinsignia of rank.
Thesquad members wereinbattlefatigues, and were already packing up their gear, getting ready for
theearly morning start. Parker introduced me to the squad leader for this mission, Sergeant Jerry
Collins. Collinsis a big guy, atleast six-three or six-four. He shook my hand butdidn'tsay anything.
Hepointed tothe other members of thesquad, then givesanicknameashe pointstoeachone. A
short, stubby guyis “Hap.” A skinny guy with sideburnsand barely abeard is “Ralphie.” Anotherbig
guy, moreheavy thantall, isan AmericanIndian named “Sitting Bull, sometimes just Bull.”

Aftertheintroductions, Collinsturned toParkerandaskedifhewanted to say anything aboutme.

Parker told them he hasbeen working with me and has been training me on weaponsand fitness.
“I'llbe going out with you guystohelp Aleck get his story about what we do, and to know how to keep
out of the way while you doit. He’sa good guy, and he has been working hard tobe able todothiswith
you.Idooutrank Collins, butheisyourcommanderon this mission. Don’tforget it. If Iam forced to
remind any of you tolook to Collins forleadershipif things gettricky, I'll remind you, once again, that
Collinsis theboss, and Iwill remind youin ways that you won'tforget for the rest of your tour of
duty.

“GiveMorris something useful todoon the Lurp. Otherwise, he’ll start thinking thisisjustalong
hikelike the onesheused to goonholding hands withhis sweetheartbackin Minnesota. Givehim
some gear tohaul and beresponsible for,and make sure thathe getsaweapon witha couple of clipsto
useifthingsgetbadintheshit.Ihavebeentrainingwithhim. Heknowshow tohandleyour
weapons, heunderstandsbasictactics,and heisabettershotthanalot of the other combat gruntsI
know on this base.”

One of the guys, “Mary Jane,” asks, “What the fuck you doin” here, man? Youdon'teven have tobe
here in this shithole, and you all are going out on a combat mission? You'refuckin’ nuts, man. We're
gonna get ourasses shot at, and some swingin’ dick’s gonna get hurt, guaranteed. “

Ididn’thaveany quickanswersforMaryJane, butlknewIhadtosay something. “Look, Iknow
you seemeas probably more of aliability than an asset to this mission. Going on this patrol is probably
the mostimportantthingIwilldowhilelamin Vietnam, and I promiseIwilldoeverything I can to
not let you guys down.”

Another guy —name of Choi, a weapons guy —asked what I would do if Parker and Collins got into a
pissing contest duringafirefight. “Whoyou gonna go with?”

“Collins,” I answered with no hesitation.

Another guy butted in. “Is Parker your babysitter?”
“I don’t have a babysitter. Collins is squad leader. Collins is the boss.” From the back, I heard,
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“Good answer.” A guy smiled my way and said, “Not common over here in the shit.”
“Let’s cut the bull and get you some gear,” Collins said. “Pollock, you help him out.”
The guy from the back nodded. “Got it, Sarge.” “Sounds good to me,” I said.

RAFAELA
*okk

Despite ourbestefforts, we did notfind adecenthotel near the festival in Monterey. Rather than
sleepin some fleabag a ways out of town, we decided to find some space on the beach to camp
out.

Even the beach was crowded with transient festivalgoers who could not afford to or did not want to
buy hotel space, but who were in the mood for a big party. For two attractive women from northern
Ohio, ournight was full. Wegot up late the next day, and spent some time finding something to eat
and deciding which acts we were mostinterested in.

Overacheesy croissant, Mattsuggested that Big Brother and the Holding Company were
featuring their incredible singer Janis Joplin, and that they would be onstage early Saturday morning.
“The George known as Hab told me that she and the band have been playing the clubsin the Haight,
and her singing will literally “blow your socks off”ishow I think heputit.Ithinkifwedonothingelse
here, weneedtohear]JanisJoplin sing.”

kkok

Back in San Francisco at the Presidio on Monday, I drove to my appointment witha Captain Dave
Margolis, head of themedical unit. He grinned and shook my hand, then invited me to sitdown.
“Welcome, Doctor.”

“I'mnot quite a full doctor yet, though I hope to be one as soon as I complete my obligationshere,
and getintoaresidency,” Isaid.

“Well,” said Margolis, “Thope wecanhelpmakethatpossible. Your papersare squared away,and
I'vegotclearance toputyouonabustoFort Ord tomorrow. Are you ready to travel?”

“Yes, sir, [ am.”

“Askany soldier whereitis. Youwill do about ninety days of training on how tolook and actlike a
lieutenant whois also a military nurse. Once thatisdone, asIunderstandit, you'llbeflownoutto
Saigon, thendispatched out to the 22nd surgical hospital at Phu Bai up by the DMZ. The
commanding officer at PhuBaiis Captain Tom Burgess from Tuscaloosa.

He graduated from Ol Miss. He is a good guy, but he talks funny and can be rough around the
edges. He has a lot of experience with combat trauma, though. He has been briefed about you
and is looking forward to the medical help you can provide. The nurses up there tell me he
knows his stuff, but he can be a real shithead about procedure if you get on his bad side. Unless
youhave any more questions of me, good luckand Godspeed.”

kkek

Ihad to “fitin” during my time in the Officer Candidate School training company so that I could
become one of the army’s desperately needed ninety-day wonders--second lieutenants, in other
words. Inthistraining company the drill instructor was a frustrated student of medicine herself.
Shehad anundergrad degreein pre-med but thenlostascholarship and couldnotaffordtogoonto
med school.Shejoined thearmyandis taking night coursesinnursing. The DI hated theidea that
wasalready adoctor and wasnow learning how tobe anurse, and I couldn’tsay I blamed her.
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Atthe company’sfirst muster, our DI walked into the room. “Attention. My name is Sergeant
Genevieve Carson. Iam your drill instructor, and believe you me I will be on your ass for the full
ninety days of your time here —assuming, or course, thatyouhaveenoughleadinyourassor grit
enoughinyourbackbone to putup withmeand stay the fullninety days.

“My job is to find out what you do have to offer us and what you don’t have to offer us. I'm
damn good at finding things about you that you never thought you had, good or bad. If you
don’t have what it takes, I am going to send you back to your pathetic, enlisted grunt job so fast
you won’t know what hit you. You will probably cry on the way out of my office. You might
even start begging for another chance. But you know what?” The DI looked around the room,
allowing a few moments while her new charges let their imaginations run wild. “I'm not even
going to give a shit. Now get in front of your bunk and get ready to sound off with your name,
rank, and MOS.”

WhenIgave myname, the DIlet her eyeslinger on me fora moment before moving on.

Afternameshadbeen given, she walked uptome. “Listenup,allyou grunts.ThisisaDOCTOR
trainingtobeanurse.” Shepaused. “My fuckin’ ass.”

The DIlooked around at the other trainees, then, since she was much shorter, back up atme.

“Who the fuck do you think you are, Barardi?” she asked. “Youhaven’teven been through army
basic yetlike the rest of these poor bitches and you arealready trained and ready tostartearning
millions of fuckin” bucks for sticking your finger up people’sasses. Why don'tyou drop and giveme
fifty soyou can getafeel for what those asshole male doctorsare going to do to you outin some field
tentin the boondocks —and I don’t mean they are only going to ask you to get them coffee. Getdown
onyour skinny belly and give me fifty. ... NOW, God damn it!”

Iwasingood shape, butThadn’tdonefifty push-upssince college basketball. Nevertheless, I
completed the taskand stood up toface the DI, out of breath.

“Come to attention when you finish doing whatItell youtodo, DOCTOR. Say, “Thank you,
sergeant.” Say itloud, say it right now.”

“THANK YOU, SERGEANT!”

“Good. Don'teversay, Thank you, sir.” If you do you willhave to doit all over again. Are we
clear?”

“YES, SERGEANT! THANK YOU, SERGEANT.”

“That'sgood, Barardi. You'renotas dumb as youlook. Yoube my good little poodle dog forninety
daysand maybe wewillgetalong.” Sergeant Carson moved away to her next object of abuse. All the
other women were standing at stiff attention and staring straight ahead.

Iwondered tomyselfjust whatIhad gotten myselfinto.
Kk k

ALECK

Collinswaspissed. Theradiowasfucked up,and theradio guy, Easterman, couldn’t callinan
airstrike on an NVA position set up below them across Highway 9, about a mile west.

The NVAwastoofaraway for oursharpshooter, soCollinsdetermined to get closer. Iwasn’t too
happy with thatidea. I guess my recent experience in the deep bush in hostile territory still lingered
with me, butIreally couldn’tsay anythingaboutthat, and Ireally couldn’tsay thatIdidn’t want to go. I
started picking up my gear to move out.
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Collins spoke up. “Things could get hot, lieutenant. You and Morris may wanttostay uphere
whilewetake care of business downbelow. We'll get back to you as soon as we can.”

Parkerlooked in my direction, butI kept my face expressionless. I continued gathering my gear, but
amillion thoughts were running through my mind. Then Collins looked at me, and I blurted out: “I
need to come with you, butIdon’twant to screw up tactics or get caughtin any crossfire.Istherea
placewherelcanseewhat'sgoingon,and youguyscan find me after it is over?”

Collinslooked down foramoment, thentothe west. “Yousee that rocky outcrop about a half
click from here? Youhave to stay behind us, but you can follow us solong as you can keep usin sight.
If youlose us, head for the outcrop. Wewill get there when we get there. If we dont get back to you,
figure you are probably on your own. Plan on staying the night, then make your way toLang Veiat
firstlighttomorrow morning. There is a firebase there with abunch of Green Berets. If you can make
contact with them, they will get you back to Khe San.

“The main thing to remember is that all of Route 9 is contested territory. Wemight controlapiece
ofitoneday;thenthe VCwilltakecontrol of the same piece thenext day. Typically, what either of us
does whenwe firstretake control of a piece oftheroadishideand setupanambush. Beforeyou
showyourselfanywhereontheroad, stop,look, andlisten. Don’tmake a move until you know for
sure whoisin control.

“Allthose B-52sthathavebeenbombingtheshitoutofthetreesand dirtalongthe trailhaven't
really done any more than stirup abig hornet’s nest. NVAtroop strengthisbuildingin thiswhole
areaeveryday.So, watchyour ass, stay in the woods, and stay off anything thatlookslike a regular
trail.”

Mary Jane sat nearby with an ear cocked in our direction. “Uncle Ho has figured that Uncle
Sammie thinks the war can be won by bombing the trail. The Ho Ho man wants to send enough
troops and weaponry into this area to keep Johnson and Westmoreland thinking that the bombing
is the only way to stop the NVA providing support for their NVA buddies in the south. If the
NVA collapses in the south, why, shit, man, those two think we can be home by Christmas.” He
Jane broke out into a raucous laugh, then stopped. “What a fuckin” joke.”

Mary Janelooked like he had more tosay, but Collins cuthim off. “Let’s go.”

Parker grabbed his gear. Wewaited for afew minutes before following the squad down the hill
toward the NVA position. Itbecame clear right away that we could neither keepup norkeep the squad
insight. They disappeared almost immediately. Collins’ comments about the NVA buildup in the area
also began to work on our minds.

Parker spoke first. “Weneed to clear our heads about what, exactly, we’redoing. Wecan’tbe
anywherenear thatsquadifthey getintoa
firefight. If Charlie finds us, we can’t survive on our own away from the squad anyway, even with the
weapons we have, even if Charlie does something stupid .. which he is not probably going to do.

“Weneed tomovenow to the outcropand seewhathappensfrom there. Maybe we will getlucky
andhaveagood view of theNVA position so you can get your story.”

kkek

Iwas familiar with this kind of bushwhacking because of my escape after the helicopter crash on
the way up to Khe San with Jack. Thenumber onerule: stay away from anything thatlookslike a trail,
becauseitis probablybooby-trapped.Booby-trapped ornot, Charlie willrecognize yourfootprints
andwillcomeafteryouifyougivehimatrail of shoe prints. Remember that Charlieisprobably
wearingold, worn-outshoes thatmayhavebeenrepaired by strapping pieces of old tirestogether. He
might track down his own motherif it meant he could get anew pair of shoes.
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Wewerenow a couple of hundred yards from the outcrop. Parker signaled forabreak,and wesat
down. Thebushwasfairly dense, sowe couldn’t see much.

Suddenly, an Asianfaceappeared infront of me with hishandsup and his palms out toward me. His
face was no more than two feet from mine. I recognized Fres, the Hmong tracker with Mike
Fredrickson, the Green Beretwhohelped getmetherestoftheway toKheSanafterthecrash.

Fres had his finger to his lips, so I reached over to touch Parker, who had his back to me. Hehad not yet
seen Fres.Ididn'twant Parker tosuddenly turn around and see an enemy.

Parker was astonished, but Fres and I both had our fingers to our lips and our other hands up with
the palm facing him. Parker looked at me quizzically, buthe did not pullhisservicerevolver.Ideferred
toFres, who indicated that we should stay putand wait. Heturned around and disappeared into the
brush.

Abouttenminuteslater, the bush parted onceagain, and Mike Fredrickson appeared. “Hey,
guys. What'sup?”

“Hey, Mike.It'sgood to see you again, I think. Thisismy pal, Lieutenant Chip Parker.”

“Hey Chip,how’sithangin’?” Mike didn'twaitforananswer. “Here’sthe deal. You guyshave busted
into one of our ops. Weare trying to take out thatNVAinstallation down therejustoffthe highway.
Theyhavebeendoingalot of damage since they setup afew days ago. Wewere ready to do it this
morning until we saw you guys come on the scene. Rafael is trying togettoyourguysbeforetheyall
getwipedout.Charliehasprobably been watchingsince you left Khe San; they probably have the
ambushset. They might be watching you, actually the four of us, now.”

“Did you say Rafael?” Parker asked.

“Yes, 1did. He is one of our best. The only reason I use his name is because you know him. And he
knows you.”

Fres punched Mike on theshoulderand pointed toward atruck coming up the highway. It
appeared to be Russian, which meant NVA.

“We'vegottogetdown toyourteam. C'mon. Try and keep up. Fres will help you.”

Mike disappeared into the brush. Asthe truck got closer to us, gunfire broke outfrom what I knew to
be Collins’ position. Parker and Ifollowed Fresdownthehillside, tryingourbestnottotriponthe
underbrush.I caughtaglimpse oftheNVApositiononthehighway,andnoted that they were
lookingtoward Collins, probably trying tofind where the gunfire was coming from. One of them
pointed arifleathis position, then dropped as though shot.

AnNVA machine gun opened up and began tearing up the hillside around Collins. Anotherrifle
openedupnear Collins” positionand took out the NVA machine gunner. He was quickly replaced,
and thenew gunner continued tofire.

“That’s Rafe,” Mike said. “He’s working alone. I have to get down there tohelphimout. Fres, seeif
you cangetParkerand Aleck to Collins’ position. If Collins has a radio, try to get through to our
guys, and get them outhere ASAP, ready to dosome evacuations and some hunting. The weatheris
shitty, butit might be breaking up. Seeif you canraise a chopper from Khe San tohelp us out. We
may have casualties.”

Parker spoke up. “Wait.I owe Rafe. I promised myself if he ever gotin trouble, I'dgive him all the
helpIcould.I'm coming with you.If youneed me tolay in some covering fire while you guys do your
magic, I'll doit. Morrisis good in the bush, and he knows the weaponry. He canhelp Fres take care of
whatever Collins is dealing with.”

Itook note of the truck and was glad to see thatit was backing up, trying togetaway from the
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firefight. That was good news; itsaid they were more transport than combat. It took Fres and I about
fifteen minutes of bushwhacking to get down to Collins. Collins was out with a head wound. I looked
for Pollock.

“We'vetakensomehits,” hesaid. “MaryJaneand Hapare gone. Collins is functional but groggy. The
only good newsIhaveforyouistheradio. I think Easterman has almost gotit going again. Weneed
some help, and theonly way wecangetitistheradio.Ifeitheryouoryourpal canget that radio to at
least get some kind of a signal back tobase, I'll put all you greenies in for some kind of amedal, or at
leastabeerbackin yourhooch in Lang Vei. Even you, Morris.”

I had gotten to know Easterman on the way here. Whatever had happened totheradiowas
probably caused by rainwater gettingintothe works rather than any operator error. We found him
busy drying parts and connections. Freshelped with this. Inhistime working with the Green
Berets, Mike told me that Freshad made himself useful by working with the electronics. His English
was still pretty rocky, buthe was a fast learner, and he jumped right in with Easterman to dry parts.

Pretty soon they were able to get the radio to light up, but there was no real way to test the sending
signal except to start sending a signal for help on the channels for Khe San and Lang Vei and keep
repeatingit.

Pollock came over to us. “I'm seeing some action from the NVA across the road. I think they are
calling heavier firepower into our position. That'sbad news for us. Unless the shooters are able to
take them out, our only hope is that your signal is getting out, and the white hats can get to us most
ricky-tick. Is the radio working?”

“Looks good so far,” Easterman said. “We're getting a signal out.”

Aminutelater,anartillery shell cameoverandblewupsometrees about a hundred yards above
us. Dirt, branches, and rocks started falling. Easterman spread hisarms over the radio to protect it. The
NVA were bracketing our position with artillery shells. A couple more shots and they would have us.
Washington and Choi, the BAR man and the sharpshooter, werescrambling togettofiring positions
totheleftandright away from the squad and the radio. Washingtonbegan firing the BAR in short
bursts, while Choi concentrated on repeated aiming and firing with his sniper rifle.

Ilooked down and saw that Rafael and Parker were scrambling to cross the road, covering each
other while one or the other tried to get close enough to use grenades and hand-to-hand knife work
on whoever remained at Charlie’s position.

Somebody in the NVA position was calling in corrections to their artillery. The sharpshooters knew
they would have tofind him and take him outbeforehewasabletoguidetheartillery to Collinsand
theradio.

Yesterday, [ woke up groggy with my head and shoulder bandaged up. Not knowing where I was, I
started trying to get out of the bed. A nurse came running up to me with some kind of a needle.

Atleast, Ithinkitwasyesterday.Itmighthavebeenlastweek. Anyway, the nursejabbed me with the
needle, and I'fell back tosleep.Ifeel alittle more alert now, but have noidea whereIam or what
happened tome. LastIremember, anartillery shellwasheadingmy way duringafirefight
somewhere out on Route9.

Iamnotinaregular hospital, though.Iam in some kind of tent with several beds. Some of the
otherbedsinmy area are occupied by others with war wounds. I guess that thisis a field hospital. I
hear gunfire in the far distance, so [ suppose we are near some action, but Idon’tknow where.Ican
feel paininseveral places onmybody. The painin my head isintense. My lefteyeis covered witha
bandage.Icanseeand hear,
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though, and my thinking is clear enough thatIamless worried about the severity of theinjuries.

Mostimportant, there are nobandages and no pain down near my private parts. Thank god. I have
dodged “the wound to end all wounds.” Scuttlebutt hasit that a GI will give up any other body part to
acombat war wound, butnot those little babies between his legs.

Today, afemale lieutenant with a stethoscope approached mybed. “Hey, soldier. Welcome.If you
arereallyawake, I'llbetyouhavealotof questions.I'mgoing totake yourtemperatureand check out
somevital signs while we talk.”

“Okay. First, 'mnot a soldier.I'ma correspondent with The Prairie Observer, alittlereview of
currenteventsand news outof Minneapolis. My first question is who are you?”

“I'mRafaela.I'mnew onthejob here, butldohave amedical degree andIdoplantodomy
residency forarealMDand arealhospital ER job whenIget out. How in the world did you get
yourselfattached toa combat mission as a correspondent?”

“Ihadtoworkforitbutgoingoutwithasquad onaLurpisthemost important thingIwilldoasa
correspondent here. I promised the squad that [would write about it for the folks back home ina way
that would help themunderstand what this warisallabout.Ican’tbelieve my good luckinstill
havingallmy partsand most of my wits after getting wounded like this.”

“Yes. You are very lucky.”

Rafaela has beautiful eyes, dark skin, and beautiful dark, curly hair. More important than her
looks, she has a way of looking at me that is totally engaging. With that bedside manner she is
going tobeahell of adoctor.Idiscovered thatIwas getting a hard-on.Iwastorn between
hoping she wasnotembarrassed by it, on the onehand, and, on the other, wishingIwas mobileenough
and knew enough abouther tomake some friendlymoves. “Doyouknow anything abouttheother
guysonmy squad?”

“Yes, I do,” she said. “How much detail do you want?”

“Irecall that two were already dead by the time I got to their position. The squad leader, asergeant
named Collins, had been hit, and was pretty much outofit. Pollock and the rest of the squad were
basically functional. Twosharpshooters were moving into better firing positions, butIdon’t recall
them shooting atanybody. I was working with the radio operator, Easterman, trying to get a signal
back tobase for some help. There wasa Hmong by the name of Fres Thao also working on the
radio.

“Freswasworking withablack Green Beretnamed Fredrickson who helped me get out of abad
situation whenIfirst came up here from Saigon. Therewasalieutenantnamed Parker whohadbeen
helping meout, and was with me on the Lurp, buthe went to help another Green Beret named
Rafael who he owed a favor.”

Rafaela’seyes grew wide atthe mention of thename. Shebecame short of breath, and her talk was
suddenly rushed.

“Is something the matter? I asked.

“Rafaelismy cousin.'mactually here because [am trying to find him. Hehasbeen outoftouch for
severalmonths. Allwe cangetoutofthe military is thatheis on an extended confidential mission.
Youmightbe thefirst personI’vemethere who mighthhave actually laid eyes onhim.”

“I'msorryldon’tknowmore.” Actually,Idid knowmore, butIwas reluctanttotell this particular
nurseanythingaboutit. “I'msorry, [don't remember anything after that except the noise of an
artillery shell that was headed my way.”

Rafaelahad finally managed torelax asI related this information to her.“That’sokay,” shesaid.
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“Youhave givenme somehope thathemight still bealive.Ihave to caution you, though, aboutsaying
anythingabout Green Berets or their operationsin thisarea. I don't think their presence hereisa
secret, but the things they do on some of their missions are. Just be discreet.I'dliketo talk to you
more, butI'vegottolookinonsome other patients. I'll beback.”

She turned back to me: “By the way, you are in a temporary field hospital at Khe San. The weather
and enemy artillery and other actions are preventing evacuations for now. We hope to get you and
others out of here to Da Nang in a day or two. Your friend Easterman is two beds down. He hasn’t
returned to consciousness yet, but he will soon. If you both like cribbage I'll see if I can rustle up a
board.”

“Justone more question. Do you know how I gothere from the firefight?” I asked.

Shelooked impatiently ather watch. “No, I really don’t. Alllknow for sureisthatfivedaysagoone
oftheairmobilehelicopters cameinhot withsome damage from ground fire.Iwastold by one of the
othernurses that you and Easterman were on the floor of it, unconscious. Between the weatherand
hostilefire going outand comingback, according to the pilot and gunner, you were all lucky to get
here atall.”

“How about the others?” I asked.
“Idon’tknow.Sorry. The pilot went outagain, buthe didn’tcomeback this time.”
“What happened to Fres? Do you know?”

“Therewasnomentionofanynatives, Montagnard, Hmong, orotherwise, being involved in that
particular action.”

Ithoughtforamoment asRafaela turned to go again. “Wait,” I said. She paused. “I don’tknow how
thebattle up on the highway turned out, so
Idon’tknow if Ishould tell you this.” Rafaela turned back tolook at me, her eyes wide and herlook
intense. “One of the last things I remember is Rafael and one of our riflemen moving in on the
artillery setup that finally did my squad in. Those were heroicacts thatIintend toreporton. I wish I
could tell you if they were successful.”

Rafaela’s voice quavered. “You were right to tell me. Thank you.” She turned away from me then and
left the room.

Ihaveresolved totry and getastory aboutall thistoPenny Blueas soonas possible.Ineeda
typewriter, though, and Ihope that Rafaela can find one I could borrow.I'm sure her operating room
calm will return soon, but the constant uncertainty about her cousin Rafael over all these months has
to betough.

She returned later to change my “stop-the-bleeding” dressings into something less scary and
more travel-worthy.

The next day a doctor came to see me. He told me my wounds were not particularly serious, but they
would need attention over the next few days. “You are not confined to your bed, but you need to rest,
and you need to stay close by. I don’t want to have to go looking for you if we catch a break on
transportation. Apparently the NVA is putting a major offensive together so I would like to get
everybody outof hereassoonas possible.”

“Thanks for the update, doctor, but Ileft some good men up on the DMZ.Is there any way I can
getback up there to seeif I can help out?”

Heshookhishead. “Youhavetobecrazyasshittoeventhinkabout doing that, and I have tobe
crazy as shittoeven think about giving you a go-ahead. Don’taskme thatagain. Besides, you'rea
goddamn correspondent. Youaren'teven gruntinfantry. Youwouldn’tknow whattodowith an
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AR-15if itjumped up and bit you on the ass.”

This didn’tsit with me quiteright, soI decided to set him straight. “Ah, yes,” Isaid, sitting up asbestI
could on my hospital cot. “Youdon'tunderstand, butI very much would know what to do with an
AR-15 and with any number of other standard-issue small arms. So why don’t you quit giving me so
much shitabout my going back up theroad? Youall have a firebaseat Lang Vei.If youhaveasupply
chopperortruck going up there, and the pilot hasno objections, what are you going to doif I ride
along?”

He wasn’tbacking down withouta fight. “If you value your career asa journalist,” he said, “you
probably don’t want to piss off somebody like me.Ihavealotofimportantshittoworry about, and I
amnotgoing spend any timearguing with youabout this.Iamtelling you, donotleave this
compound withoutmy say-so.If youdoleaveand you getkilled, I'll try and get thecommanding
officer of whateverunityou areassigned to send anotetoyourmom.Ifyoudon’tgetkilled, I'llgive
theMPsafull reportofthisconversation. Youwillbe on your owntoexplain yourself.”

With that, the doctorleft. Iknew in that very momentthatithad become my sworn duty to get
toLang Veito check out whathappened onRoute9aweekago,and, in particular, whathad
happened toRafael, Army Green Beret and cousin to the beautiful Rafaela.

Kk k

Toget to the Lang Vei camp from the Khe San firebase I would have to go through the area whereI
waswounded. Moreimportantly, it was the areawherelhadlastseenRafael. Thad todecide
whetherornottotell Rafaelaabout my plan, knowing thatshe would insist on going withme. When
she asks, I will need to either have a convincing way to say absolutely not, or a hell of a good plan to
convince her that we can getinto the areaand back outagain without getting shot or captured. If
Rafaelaasks me what will happen to her military career if she isaway from the field hospital when
wounded soldiersarebroughtinIwould havenoanswer for her, but I will have to discuss it with
her tonight.

IfIsurviveand cangetback toKheSanmoreorless physicallyintactThavealready written off
any thoughtsof anotherassignmentasan in-country war correspondent.

The doctor did not restrict me tomy hospital bed, soI decided to dress and head for the general
mess where the off-duty grunts eat. Maybe I could pick up some intel on the current conditions on
Route9.

OnceinthedininghallItookmy C-ratstoatablewherefive grunts weretalkingand playinga
noisy card gamewithlotsof cursingand slapping the table. Their rifles were stacked againstan
adjoining table, butthe thing that convinced me that they were combatinfantry were the Airborne
shoulder patches on their jackets.

“Hey guys. Mind if I join you?”
“Shit yeah, man,” one said. “Sit down. You got money or drugs?”

“Ah,no, butIdohaveastory to tell abouthow I got these woundsin a firefight on Route 9. Is that
good enough?”

The hand slamming and bullshit ceased abruptly. All eyes turned toward me.

“Who you shittin’, man? You're not even military. You're a correspondent hack trying to pick up
some local color for some small town rag where everybody hates the baby killers, right?”

Ishrugged.“Yeah.Basically, you'rerightaboutwhyI'minthisshithole country, butI'mnot herein
front of you hoping for some bullshit story for the home folks.Iam looking for updated information
on the conditionsbetween here and Lang Vei.I got wounded in a firefight on Route 9 a week ago. I left
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abuddy back there, and Imean to goback and gethim. Can you guys give me some help or not?”

“C’'mon, man. Takethe chip off yourshoulder,” the maininstigator said. “Call me Hack. If you are
worried about military rules you can call me Lieutenant Hack. You want a toke?”

“Sure.T'lltake a drag.” Hack passed what wasleft of ajoint over tome.I tookalongpullonthe
roach.Ididmanagetoburnmyfingersonit,but the charge felt good going down.

“So, you'resaying thatyou were partof that Lurp thatgottangled up with some NVA artillery a
few days ago. Is that right?”

“That’sright,” Ireplied. One of the other gruntsasked how I gotassigned tothat Lurp. “Iearned my
wayby doing the push-upsandlearning the mission and the armaments. Plus, I told the CO,a guy
named Bukowski, that I would get his picture in his hometown paper.”

Hack spoke up. “That’s funny, man. I know Butthead. He’s good people. So... ifIask Butthead how you
earned your way onto that Lurp, he will know what I am talking about?”

“Yes.”
Hack leaned forward. “Okay. What do you want from us?”

“Only information about the danger of traveling Route 9 between here and Lang Vei tomorrow
morning.”

“That’seasy. The NVA arebuilding up abig offensive. They’ve pulled their remote unitsback away
from the DMZ to make sure everybody is coordinated when the attack starts. I think Route 9, today,
isassafeasit has been since Dien Bien Phu in 1954.”

I had to ask. “How do you know?”
“Wewereupthereyesterday.ltwasquiet. What'syour planfor getting up there anyway?”

“Thaven’tthought quite thatfarahead yet, butlamall earsforanything you have to say about
transportation opportunities.”

“Well.” He consulted with the other grunts. “Maybe thereisa way we can help. Before you go much
further with this dumbassidea, though, I have totell you thatIthink the road will probably be safe
enough for travel tomorrow. That means you stand a good chance of coming back alive.” He paused for
amoment. “ButIwouldn’t guarantee your safety beyond the day after tomorrow.”

“What do you mean?”

“I'mean that I don’t know when the NVA will launch their attack. When they do launch, I think they
will sweep south of the DMZ and we won'tbe able to stop them.”

Icouldn’tbelievel washearing thiskind of talk fromacombatlieutenant. “Where the hell are you
hearing this stuff? I'm not hearing anythingin thenews channelsaboutanimminent
attack —especiallynotone big enough to sweep everything south of the DMZ.”

“Ifyoubelievesomething different than whatIamtelling younow then you are reading too many
pressreleases from Westmoreland's PR office. Youhave tounderstand that Westmoreland may be the
world’sdumbest general. He gets his position by being the world’smost handsome boozerand
bullshitartistat Washington cocktail parties. Hemakesagreat impressiononthewivesof
politicians. Meand the other gruntskeep tryingtotellourcommanderswhatwearelearninginthe
tieldabout NVAstrategy. They keep telling us that our concerns are falling on deaf earsin HDQ.
HDQtrulybelievesthatusing B-52stobomb the HoChi Minh Trail will wear the enemy down, and
he will soon come beggin’ for a ceasefire.”

Another GIspoke up. “They don'tunderstand how fast Uncle Ho can shut down their operations on
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thetrail, night or day. They canmove their vehicles and people farenough away that they don't suffer
muchbomb damage. Assoonasthebombershave moved on, they can quickly getthe vehiclesback on
theroad, fixany damage, and be on their way with their loads of machine guns, mortars, and
ammo.”

Hack spoke up again. “We believe that by now they have infiltrated several divisionsintothe
southbelow the DMZ. Atleastacouple of those divisionsare probably very closetoSaigon. Theyare
simply waiting fora signal from Uncle Ho thathe is moving south across the DMZ. They will follow
Hotilltheend of time. Hoisthe onlyleaderthey trusttothrow outtheinvaders of their country: the
Chinese, the French, the Catholics, and now the Americans.

“Butyou don’thavetopay any attention tomy ramblings. You'vegota man down west of here. My
guyshereand me, we don’tlike theidea of leavingaman onthefield afterafightunderany
circumstances, whether heis dead or alive. If your story checks out with Butthead, we will find him
and bring himback.”

Iwasspeechlessatthis. “Jesus. My confidence thatI can survive thishas justgoneup.Iwon’'task
whetherornotyouareshittingme. Justtellme what you want me to do to make this happen.”

“Youneed totelluseverythingyouknowaboutthatfirefightbeforeyou got wounded. And you need
totelluswhatyour real reasonis for going out to find this guy. Washe a member of your Lurp, or was
heamember of a different unit?” I must have hesitated because he said, “Come on, man. You got
to tell us these things now.”

“There area couple of thingsThaven’ttold you,” Iadmitted, “but here they are. This‘guy’isa Green
Beretbased atLang Vei. Hisname is Rafael Barardi. I'venever met him, but I know of him through a
Hmong tribesmannamed Fres Thao. Freshad beenadopted by Rafael’'sunitasaguide and
interpreter. They had trained him as a radio tech, but he had many skills and a lot of specific
knowledge of the terrain, the people, and the territory.Iwastold thathehad alot of detailed
knowledge of the Ho Chi Minh Trail over atleast one hundred miles on either side of the intersection
with Route9.

“I'know Fres because Fres got me through enemy lines when our helicopter took some ground-fire
hitsand had tocrash-land several clicks below Khe San. Thiswas a couple of monthsago.Freshad
crossed paths withour Lurp and was with usin the Route 9 firefight. He was working with another
Green Beret sergeantnamed Mike Fredrickson.

“WhenlIgotwounded Rafaelwastrying tomoveuptotakeoutthe gunnerswhowerekilling us
withartillery fire.Idon’tactually know ifhe gothit. He was still moving toward the artillery threat
whenmy world went blank.”

“Okay.Iwantyou and Ito go see Butthead. If Butthead tries to kill this recovery operation, then you
and I will have to decide between ourselves how to proceed,” Hack said. He waved toward his team.
“These guys will have to make their own decision on this, butlet'syou and I try to figure out what
we need to do next.”

“Thereis one more thing Ineed totell you,” I said. “I have been debating whetherornotIshould,
butyouallseemtobewilling toputalot on the line for this and you need this last piece of the
puzzle. Rafael has a cousinnamed Rafaela. Sheis amedical doctor who trained in trauma
medicineatCase WesternReserve University in Cleveland. Moreimportant, sheisherein Vietnamas
anurse. Actually, sheishereonthisbase. She’sthe one who put me back togetherand made me able
to talk to you now.

“Thave gotten to know her.Ilike her.Iwanttohelp her find her cousin Rafael. I know she will
want to come with us.”
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“Youguyshavegotyourheadssofarupyourassesyoucanseethe cavitiesinyour wisdom teeth.
Hack.Itold youto quitsmoking thatlocal shit. It will kill you.”

Colonel Bukowskiisinrare form today. Hack and Thadlaid the whole plan out for discussion. We
needed alighttruck, something bigger than aJeep,and weneeded tobeready forany NVA surprises
along the way. Bukowski agreed with Hack’sassessment of the enemy threat, but the situation around
the DMZ was changing daily. The question was whether weneeded something more thanthestandard
weaponstypicalforalight duty patrol.

These questions were resolved in favor of somewhat heavier armaments packed away so they would
notbevisible, and therefore notseem threatening, from the surrounding hills. Hack and the three
grunts had met earlier in the day would ride in the back of our vehicle.

One question remained. Weneeded to talk to Rafaela’sboss, the same doctor who told me thatI
could notleave Khe San. Weneeded to secure his permission for me to go, and because we would be
looking foraman possibly wounded and possibly possessing important military information, we
needed an experienced trauma nurse to go with us. Rafaela fit thatbill perfectly. Wejustneeded to
getthebossdoctortoagree. Asa civilian it was clear thatI should stay out of that discussion.

I counted myself lucky that Bukowski had gotten his head into the mission mostly because he
hadnotheard anything from Lang Veisince the firefight on Route9.Inaddition to themilitary
mantraaboutleaving nowounded behind Bukowski also felt duty bound by his mission, his rank,
and the battlefield history of the United States Marines to find out whatwasgoingonoutthere,
especially giventherumorsofanimpending attack from the north across the DMZ.

Bukowskiwould talk tothe doctor and get his permission totake Rafaela along.

Bukowski and Hack decided that we would leave just before sunup tomorrow morning. Wehope
totakeadvantage of theirregularlightconditions so we can try to have a trouble-free ride to Lang
Vei.

WhileBukowskiand Hackand the grunts wentto gettheirequipment ready,IwenttobriefRafaela
and getherheadintothemission.If she had concerns, Iwas tobring herimmediately to Bukowski
and Hack to discuss them.

Kk k

“I was wondering where you had gotten off to,” Rafaela said. “My supervisor told me you were free to
movearound, butyou could notleave these facilities. Your wounds still need attention.”

“Iknow,”Isaid, “butthings arehappening fast,and youneed toget ready to go on an
emergency mission.”

She was astonished. “What did you say?”

“I'lltellyouasyoustart packing your gear. The unitcommander here, Colonel Bukowski, has
authorized amission to find out whathashappened at Lang Vei. Hehasn'theard anything since our
firefight, and he needs to figure out whathappened. If there are casualties, we need to bring them
back.If there are wounded, that'swhere you come in. How soon can you beready?”

“I have to hear from my supervisor, Dr. Castro, before I am willing to stop doing my patient
rounds, butI'll beready if he assigns me to your mission.”

“Abig reason why you have been chosen for thisis your training asa trauma doctor. Bring whatever
equipment and supplies you need for that sort of work in the field. Can you handle that?”

“Icanhandle that. Now get out of here sol can finish my rounds and gather my gear.”
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Ilingered in the doorway. “Whatif one of the wounded is your cousin?”

Icould tellI'dstruckanerve. “Don’t patronize me,” Rafaelasaid. “Just getbacktoyourbusiness.
Whenyourteamisready,Iwillbeready.”
*xkk

Thad finished packing my gearand laid down foranap whenHack showed up.
“Get up. We're pulling out in fifteen minutes.” “What? What the hell time is it?”

1

“It is early, so get up. Get up now, goddamn it

He gave me another rough shaking. AsIstarted toroll out of the sack he said, “Weareabout to geta
rain dump. Bukowski thinks we can take advantage of the cover the rain offers and cut down the risk
of engagement if we leave now. Wemight be able to make itall the way to Lang Vei before the rain
stops.”

“Iseverybody signed off on this? Whatabout Rafaelaand her supervisor?”

“Everybody is signed off. Bukowski wants us to go now, and he means right now. Do you have
your gear ready?”

“Yeah.I'mready. Except for my rain gear and longjohns. Give me a minute.”

“Wewill be out front. We've got anarmored six-by-six witha canopy. It will be like riding in a
limo,” Hack said.

Icame outafew minuteslater. Hack helped me throw myjunkinto the back of the truck. Then we
jumped in and took off, heading for Route 9.

Rafaela wasin the back with me and three of Hack’s grunts from the mess hall. They were checking
ourarmaments. Wehad a.30-caliberand a.50-caliber Browning machine gun plusavariety of
personal weapons like .45-cal service pistolsand AR-15s with boxes of ammo. Weevenhad a couple
of M-1 rifles with bayonets.

Somuch heavy shit was happening in such a short time that my head wasspinning. Hackhad
crawled upfrontwiththedriver, whowasanother member of his team.

Heturned tous. “Youguyshadbetter makesurethoseweaponsare functional for you. If you don’t
know how toload, aim, and shoot atleast one of those weapons, you ain’t gonna be worth much to
anybody hereincluding yourself. My guys will handle the heavy stuff. Aleck, Rafaela? Can you guys
handle those light weapons?

Rafaela answered. “Yeah, Hack. I was raised on a farm. I can take a rabbit’s eye out at a hundred
yards. What else do you want to know?”

“No shit. I believe it. How ‘bout you, Aleck?”

“Igottraining from the Lurp guysand plenty of weaponsexperience the last time I was on this
road. That wasabouta week ago.Idon’tthink more training will help me at this point.”

“I'll take your word forit. We'redeep in enemy territory now.Ifitlooks like we are going to have
enemy contact, the main thingis to listen carefully to whatIhave to tell you. Basically, it'sthis: keep
alert, be prepared to move fast, and stay behind me or whichever of my guys you can see.
Doyourbesttokeepup.If youlosesight of us, get down on the ground and stay there.Oneofus
will comeand getyou assoonaswe can.”

“If one of your guys comes to find us, how willwe know he’sa good guy?” Rafaela asked.

“He will be singing a quiet version of “Take Me Out to the Ball Game.” It'll sound more like a bird
than ahuman, solisten carefully if you hear any bird sounds.” He demonstrated. “Youmay have to

32



Chaos

announce yourself tohim, sobe careful. You won'twant to announce yourself to the enemy, too. That’s
enough questions for now. Weshould be on the Lang Veicompound in about fifteen minutes. I count it
as good news that we haven’t had any trouble sofar.

“Ihaveto goback up front to help my driver find the compound. When thetruckstops,lookatme.If
Iholdmyhandupwithallmyfingersout, then make a fist, get out the back of the truck fastand come
around to the front so I can tell you which directions to move in. Got it?”

We both nodded.

Hack was true to his word; I estimated the time between our conference and the truck stopping at
very close tofifteen minutes. Therainhad increased, and the driver had buried us deep in some brush
off theroad. When Hack gave us the signal, wejumped out the back and ran around to the front with
thethree grunts whohad been manning the heavy guns.

The driver jumped into the back. He would let us know by radio signal if Charlie came into the
area. If worse came to worst, he would unlimber the machine guns and try to keep the path back
to the truck clear for our return.

“Themainbuildinginthiscompoundshouldbeaboutfifty paces ahead,” Hack told his men.
“You three start moving in the direction Iindicate with my flashlight. When you get to the building
don’tgoin. Takea quicklook around, and one of you come back and get me. Ifitlooks clear, we will
moveup.”

“Yessir.”

Within afew minutes one of the men had returned. “Hey, cap. Looks clear tous.Itis pretty quiet
so far. Weshould allmove up now.”

“Okay. Rafaela. Aleck. Let’s move.”

Thebuilding was quietasweapproached. Westood back abouttwenty feet. The point man touched
the door.Itwasunlocked. He pushed it open and stepped in, whereheimmediately appeared totrip
andfall. Thedoor slammed shut behind him.

“Down!Now!” Hack screamed. “Whoeverisin there, we are Marines and US Army Special Forces
and we are well-armed. My men and I will destroy this building and everything in it unless you
identify yourselves right now.”

A voice with a heavy foreign, possibly Vietnamese, accent came from within the building: “You
are army?”

“Yes. Can my man speak?” “Yes. He speaks now.”

“It looks okay to me, Cap,” the point man said from the other side of the door. “More a
misunderstanding than anything. It looks like there are two wounded men here. This guy sounds
Hmong to me. He may be caring for these guys. They look pretty rough. You need to send Rafaela in
hereright now.”

Rafaela spoke up. “I'm coming in now. Open the door for me.” “Wait,” Hack whispered. “I
want to open that door. Aleck, you come with me. Stay close behind. If that guy is Hmong, you
need to try to ID him. One of you guys needs to cover us and keep the doctor behind you. The
other needs to go around behind the building and check it out.”

Inmy opinion, time was of the essence. I decided not to wait. “Fres! Is that you?”

Frominsidethebuilding, [heard, “AleckMorse? Isthatyou? How'dyou get here? That chopper that
took you and Easterman out of here didn't come back. I figured you all crashed and were now
dead.”
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“Nah. It takes a lot more than that to knock out a guy from Duluth. Long story. Hey. These army
guys with me are still worried that we might be getting lured into a trap. Can you come out the
door with your hands up? I'll be just outside to greet you. There will be a lot of weaponry pointed
your way when the door opens. Just be calm.”

“Itrustyou, Aleck. Did someone say Rafaela? If she’swith you tellher cousinRafaelishere. Heis
wounded and needshelprightaway.”

AtthatpointRafaela’strauma-doctor cool collapsed.Theard alow moan behind me followed by
deep, racking sobs while she tried to catch herbreath and move toward thenow open door thatframed
Freswithhis hands up. She did not wait for any niceties. Hack moved out of her way.

“Where is my cousin!” she demanded of Fres. “I will take you to him,” he said.

“Aleck bring the rest of my gear! Right now! Hack! I may need a stretcher for both of these
wounded men. I don’t know what I am getting into here, but I want to be ready to move them as
quickly as possible back to the truck. I need sturdy stretchers that minimize the possibility of
making their wounds worse. Can you handle that?”

Hacknodded. “MymenandIwill cutacoupleofsmalltreesthatwe canlash together. Fres—is
that your name? Help the doctor get set with whateversheneeds, thenhelp me find something tolash
thetreestogether, some rope or twine or string. Even vines from some of these trees will help.”

Fres showed usinto a back room where the two wounded men lay. It wasnotimmediately clear
whethertheywereunconsciousordead. Rafaela wenttoher cousinand began hugging and kissing him
whilehertears dripped ontohisdirty faceand found theirwaythroughhisragged beard. Atthesame
time, shewasfeeling forapulseand other vitalsigns. She carefully removed the dirty bandages
covering his wounds.

“Aleck,” she said, furiously wiping away tears and focusing up, “it may beimpossiblebutsearch this
building foranymedicinesordisinfectants, clean towels, and any source of water for cleaning these
wounds. Have Freshelp youlook while he tries to find rope or string for the stretchers.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes. First, if you know anything about first aid, please check the other man outand seeif you can
figure out what weneed to do to gethim ready to move to the truck.”

Fres spoke up. “He’sone of your recon team, Aleck. He took abad blow to head. Knocked his helmet
offand gave him abad cut. Hehas been out since the firefight, but still breathing. He seemsnormalin
any other way except being awake. Pulse and heart rate normal. Not much bleeding except for the
head wound.”

The other manwas Collin’ssharpshooter, Choi. “Howinthehelldid you get them here from the
firefight?” I asked.

“Thid them until the battle ended and the last NVA soldiersleft. ThenI carried them here,” he
replied.

Rafaela seemed overwhelmed by this man’s courage. “Thank you, Fres. Iwanttohugyou and kiss
you, but that willhave to wait. Youdeserve a medal. Goahead now with Aleck tolook for medical
suppliesand rope. I'llcheck the othermanassoonasIcan getmy cousinstabilized and ready to
move.”

Hack stuck hishead in the door. “Weneed to get out of here fast. Make sure your wounded men are
ready tomovein five minutes. Got that?”

“Yes, I have it. I am working as fast as I can,” Rafaela replied.
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Hackwentbacktohelp withbuilding thetwostretchers. When Rafaela said they wereready to
move, Hack and his men took the stretchersinto the building and then moved each of the men back to
the truck. Theylay the wounded onto some padding thathad been broughtin the truck for that
purpose.

“Thisis going tobearough ride,” Hack said. “Stay low. This truck has some armor platingalong the
sidesthatshould help protect you against smallarmsfireaslongasyoukeepyourhead downand we
keepmoving. Don’traiseyourheadunlesswegetstoppedorltellyouto.Ifthereare any NVAalong
the road with heavy weapons we may be out of luck. If Tommyneedsany help with that Browning
.50-cal, Aleck, be prepared to help him.

“Ifweareattacked by anybody withseriousintenttotakeusout, weare all going tobebusy.The
mainideahereistoprotectthedoctorand the two wounded men.”

The driver backed up over the same short path that we plowed down when we first turned off
the road. Tommy, the machine gunner, and I had a hard time keeping our heads down. We
wanted to be the first ones to see if any problems in the form of hostile enemy showed
themselves. Once the truck was back on the road, the driver threw it into a forward gear and
jammed his foot on the gas. So far it looked like we hadn’t attracted the attention of the NVA.

Ibegan to worry as the truck kept picking up speed over the bombed outroad. Wewerehittingsome
bad bumps, and the wounded men were gettingbounced around.Icertainly didn’twanttohavean
accident becauseweweregoingtoofastoverbadroads. Rafaelawasusingherown body to cushion
her cousinagainst the bumps, and I knew she was going togetbadlybeatupinthe process. Hereyes
caughtmineandlooked toward the driver.Shewaspleading tohave thedriverslow down.

“Hack!” Ishouted. “Tellyourdrivertoslow down! Thebumpsarekilling these guys backhere.”

Iremembered the driver telling me that this particular version of the truck would not go over forty
miles perhoursolrelaxed alittle, butIstill could not bring myself to keep my head down.Ihad to
know what was going on around me; perhaps something or someone was hidden in the brushalong
theside of theroad. Tommy’shead wasalsoonaswivel.

Hackmotioned to the drivertoslow down. Hedid, briefly, but then Iheard some shotsring out
simultaneously with a couple of pinging sounds on the sides of the truck. Somebody was
shootingatus.

“Getdownback thereand stay down!” Hack yelled. “Weare taking fire.”

I'had been trying to help Rafaela comfort her cousin while the other two Gls tried to protect Choi
from toomuchbanging around. Now that we were getting hit, both of them had to work to get the
Browning .50 ready to return fire.

Rafaela was on her side with her arms and legs around her cousin. I had been on the oppositeside
facingher,ourarmsand legs occasionally entangled. Inthe pausesbetweenbumps oureyeslocked
aswetried to prepareforthenextjolt. Whenthenextbumphitsheshoutedinpain then quicklybit
herlipandlooked away from me. Tearswere streaming from her eyes.  heard alow moan build in
her.

Bynow thetwo GIshad abandoned Choi as they worked to get their machine gun ready to return
fire. Choi was bouncing around like a spastic marionette. Whatever his original injuries, Choi’s
bouncing was producing life-threatening injuries of its own.

Ilooked atRafaelaand nodded myhead toward him. Shenodded back atme.IwenttoChoiand, like
Rafaela, wrapped myarmsand legsaround him. ThebruisesThad gained with myarmsaround the
cousin were even moreintensenow as they werejoined by new ones. WitheachbumpI wanted to
screamasloud asIwas capableof, and I'msureldid more than once.
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The GIshad the Browning unlimbered, loaded, and aimed out theback of the truck, butnomore
shotswerefired atus. Afteraboutten more minutes on the road Hack told the driver to slow down.
Wewere getting tothe outersecurity perimeteratKheSan. Hack told Rafaela tocheck both
wounded forwoundsthatmightneed somekind of emergency responsebeyond the standard
protocol sothathe could callinthe trauma staff and tell them what to prepare for.

Hehad already alerted base ops to prepare for our arrival and not to shoot. “Clear our way to the
trauma tentand give us an escort. We will approachattop speed with ourheadlights flashing SOS,” he
saidintothe radio.

Rafaelawashurtfromall the pounding.I prayed none of herinjuries were serious. I was feeling
pretty rugged myself, butIfeltIcould still function. “Doyouwantme to take somenotes while you
examinethese guys?” I asked.

Hermouth formed arictus of grimace, quickly gone, as she acknowledged my question. Her voice was
stressed as she answered. “Maybe you can help me with the instruments and the undressing.”

After afew minutes she and I could report that no extraordinary procedures were required, but she
did want to emphasize, again, that Rafael's woundstohishead, leftshoulder,and legdid notappearto
belife-threatening. However, his coma condition, and that of Choi since the earlier firefight, were
of great concern to her. She wanted a trauma specialist with therightexperiencein KheSanas
soonaspossible. Ifflightops were possible any time there wasabreakin the weather, she asked that
an emergency evac flight be initiated ASAP.

Assoonasthetraumastaffhad Rafaeland Choioutofthetruckand into the trauma tent Rafaela
appeared topassout.Irushed tohersideand benttoward hertosee whatwaswrong.Iwhisperedinto
herear.“Rafaela, Rafaela. Talk tome.” Iwaited. “Talk tome.” There wasnoresponse.

I pressed my ear to her mouth. Her breathing appeared to be normal, if a little ragged. I
pressed my hand under her shirt to feel for a heartbeat somewhere around her left breast. I
felt her wrist for a pulse but was not sure of what I was feeling either around her breast or her
wrist. I began to check her body for blood, or for any signs of bruising that could cause pain.
Her head and face were bruised because of her attempts to cushion her cousin against the
heavy bumping along Route 9. Her body might show signs of other trauma, but I did not feel
competent to judge what I might find.

Icarefullyrolled heroverbutcouldnotfind anything obvious that would explain her condition.
There wasnoblood on her clothes that told me shehad ableeding wound, butIwasreluctant to
undressher tocheck further. Twomedics were waiting for her outside the truck, soI called to them to
getastretcher and help me getherinto the trauma center.

Iwasbeginning tofeel alittle faint myself. My own wounds from the earlier firefight with the Lurp
team werenot close tobeing healed, and I probably had pulled some of the stitchesinmylegand
head wounds during this rescue mission.

When the two medics came back with two other Gls, I did what I could to help, but I knew I was
seriously close to passing out. | moved aside and told them I might need their help when they were
through moving Rafaela into the trauma tent. One of the medics yelled for another stretcher.

I could see a vision of Dr. Castro in my mind’s eye. I could imagine how pissed he was going to be
about all this.

That is the last thing I remember.

kkek

Iwoke to Dr. Castro shining a brightlight into my eye. Ijerked my head away. “Where the hell
amI? Whatthehellis going on?”
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Dr. Castro was obviously pissed. “Where do you think you are? You goddamn kids in this goddamn
war. What the fuck do you think you, a goddamn wounded civilianundermy careandagoddamn US
Citizenon top of it all, were doing?!”

“Where is Rafaela?” I asked, calmly.

“Sheisinthe operating theater getting checked out. Shelooks okay to me, but she is beat-up and
bruised. You'renext to go in there. What the fuck were you guys doing outthere to getsobanged up?
Didyouhavea goddamn boxing match?”

“Didn’t Bukowski say something to you about what we were doing?” I asked.

“Sure.Hesaid youand Rafaelaneeded toidentify and helpsome wounded guys that you
both knew.”

“Did he tell you where we were going?”

“No. Where did you go?”

“Gosh, doc, Idon’tknow whatis classified infoand whatisnot. You'll have to ask Bukowski.”
“Don’t call me doc, you little twerp.”

With that closing remark, Dr. Castro left the room.

Soon they rolled Rafaela out of the operating room. She asked them to stop by my cart. She
reached out to my arm, then leaned toward me trying to kiss me on the cheek. Obviously, she
wasstillin pain. “

Thank you for everything you did,” she whispered. “You saved my cousin’slife,and Iwanttorepay you
somehow.Talktomelater,” shesaidas they rolled me into the operating theater.

Herhand and fingers slid across my arm, as though she didn’t want tolet gojust yet.Iwanted to
look after her, but a sharp painin my neck brought me back into the present moment.

“Iaminlove with this woman,” Isaid to myself. “If Ihave my way, I will talk to her every day for
the rest of my life.”

END
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