From A Rumor of War by Phillip Caputo


It is night on the same outpost, and in at least one marine, PFC Buchanan, boredom has given way to terror.  He has fired several shots at something he heard moving in front of his position.  I am raging at him:  “You goddamned amateur.  You’re supposed to throw a grenade if there’s something there, not fire your weapon.  The muzzle-flash could give your position away.  You ought to know that.”  The lecture does not do any good.  Buchanan stands in a tense crouch, his rifle resting on the sandbagged parapet, his finger on the trigger.  He won’t look at me, keeping his eyes fixed on the jungle straight ahead.  The vegetation is gray-green in the moonlight.  “Buchanan,” I whisper, “take your finger off the trigger.  Relax.  It was probably one of those rock apes they’ve got up here.”  He does not move.  Fear has overmastered him.  Looking down the length of his rifle, he insists that the noise was made by a man.  “All right.  I’ll stay here for a while.  I don’t want you firing unless you’ve got a target.”  I slide down into the foxhole, remove a grenade from my pocket, crimp the pin, and lay it aside.


A while later, Buchanan says in a low voice, “There he is, there he is.”  I hear a loud, dry rustling, as if someone were crumpling a sheet of crepe paper.  Standing up, I look over the parapet and see some bushes moving twenty or twenty-five yards downhill.  Whatever is in there is big, as bib as a man; but I cannot believe an infiltrator would make so much noise.  Unless he is trying to draw our fire.  The rustling stops.  There is a soft click as Buchanan eases the safety off.  Again I tell him that it is probably a rock ape.  I no longer completely believe this, and Buchanan does not believe it at all.  “That ain’t no [expletive] monkey, lieutenant.”  The rustling begins again.  A bush quivers and grows still; the one next to it moves, then the one next to that.  Something or someone is crawling along the hillside, parallel to the perimeter line.  Before Buchanan can fire, I pull the pin on the grenade.  Lobbing it with one hand, I pull Buchanan down with the other.  The grenade explodes.  A cloud of smoke drifts up through the gray-green underbrush, like dry-ice vapor, and the rustling has stopped.  “If there really was a VC out there,” I say, “that either killed him or scared the hell out of him.”  Buchanan at last takes the rifle from his shoulder; the grenade appears to have restored his confidence.

I return to the command post by way of a trail that leads through an avenue of trees with black, greasy trunks.  It is dark in there, almost as dark as a vault, and I feel relieved when I am safely back in the CP.  Widener is calling the hourly situation report to company HQ.  “Charely Six, this is Charley Two.  All secure, situation remains the same.”


Later, I am startled awake by rifle fire.  I seem to have developed an odd ability to sleep and not sleep at the same time.  My head is instantly clear, and I know what has happened, just as if I had been awake all the time.  There have been a couple of shots from a carbine and a burst from an M-14.  The firing has come from my right rear, near Lance Corporal Marhsall’s position.  I climb out of the foxhole and walk in that direction down the trail that leads through the dark avenue of trees.  I stop when I see the silhouette of a man thirty or forty feet ahead.  I thing it is a man.  The figure is not moving.  He must have seen me at the same moment.  We look at each other for what seems a long time.  I cannot see if he is armed, although I know I heard a carbine.  Or did I imagine it?  Am I imagining now?  Maybe I am looking at nothing more than a bush shaped like a man.  As I have been trained to do, I look at the outline of the figure rather than directly at it.  If you look straight at an object at night, your eyes play tricks on you.  So I look at the edges of the form, the figure, the bush, whatever it is.  Yes, it is a man, frozen in mid-stride, apparently because he is trying to figure out if I have seen him.  I cannot see a weapon, but he could have one; or he could be carrying grenades.  I want to challenge him, to shout “Dung lai” (halt), but the words catch in my throat and a weakness creeps into my legs.  Transfixed, I am still watching him as he watches me.  Time passes as in a nightmare that lasts only a few seconds but seems to go on and on.  A marine yells something, something like “He’s over there.”  The figure moves, and in one motion I unsnap the flap of my holster, draw the pistol, pull back the slide to chamber a round, and take aim.  He is gone, crashing through the underbrush downhill.  I am at the sound but hold my fire, afraid of hitting one of my own men.  Then I am aware that my heart is beating very fast and that the checkered grip of the pistol is slick with sweat.

Marshall comes up to me and tells me what happened.  He had been off watch, lying in his hooch, when he heard movement a short distance away.  There was a challenge from a sentry, followed by a few shots.  Scrambling out of his hooch, Marshall saw a VC running past, toward the command post; but the infiltrator vanished into the darkness before anyone could get a clear shot at him.


After passing the word that there is to be a one-hundred-percent alert for the next hour, I walk back to the CP and take over radio watch from Widener.  I am still not sure if the figure I saw and heard was a Viet Cong, an animal of some kind, or a chimera.  The fear is real enough, though.  We pass an uneventful but nervous night, and I feel like rejoicing when the sky begins to lighten and I call in the last situation report.  “Charley Six, this is Charley Two.  All secure, situation remains the same.”

Corporal Parker and I are in the division field hospital, visiting PFC Esposito, a grenadier in one of my squads.  Esposito is seriously ill and is going to be evacuated to the States.   A stocky, dark-skinned boy, he talks about going home after four years in the Marines.  He has mixed feelings about it.  It will be good to go home, he says, but he regrets having to leave the battalion and Parker, who has been his buddy since boot camp.  Esposito appears to be heavily drugged.  He lies on his canvas cot, eyes glassy, voice thick.  Parker punches him softly in the shoulder and says, “You’ll be okay.  Hey, we’ve been together a long time, huh?”

“Yeah, a long time,” Esposito says in a voice that sounds like a record playing at too slow a speed.

“Remember that Cuban missile thing back in ‘sixty-two?  Man, that seems like a long time ago.”  Turning to me, Parker says, “We’re tight, lieutenant.  Me and Esposito are real tight.”

There are several wounded men in the tent, three marines and half a dozen South Vietnamese.  The empty cots are spotted with dried bloodstains.  Two of the three marines have been slightly wounded and are relaxing as if on a holiday.  The third has a serious head injury.  He is heavily bandaged.  An intravenous tube is inserted in one of his forearms, a plasma tube in the other, and the tubes hang down from bottles suspended on a metal rack.  Another tube is attached to his penis.  Various fluids, urine, glucose, blood plasma – course steadily through the plastic tubes.The marine is a big, athletically built man, so tall that his feet hang over the edge of the cot.  He lies still, and I can tell he is alive only by the rising and falling of his chest and the low, guttural sounds he makes every few minutes.
A corpsman puts a thermometer in his mouth, checks his blood pressure, then goes to look after the ARVN soldier who lies on the bed next to Esposito.  It is a regular hospital bed, elevated so that the soldier is almost sitting straight up.  Bandages and plaster casts cover every part of his body except one arm, the lower half of his face, and the top of his head.  A shock of thick, black hair droops over the battle dressing wrapped around his forehead and eyes.  A number of instruments are attached to the soldier’s body:  tubes, rubber hoses, clamps, pressure gauges.  Wrapped in white, with all those devices on him, he reminds me of one of those hideous experiments in a horror movie.

Parker and Esposito continue reminiscing about their long friendship.  Parker’s eyes are damp, his voice cracking with emotion, and I feel embarrassed, as if I am listening in on the conversation of two lovers who are about to be separated.  I turn to talk to the corpsman, asking him what happened to the South Vietnamese soldier.  The corpsman tells me that he has been wounded in the left arm, both legs, the stomach and head and is expected to die in a day or two the marine is less fortunate.

“He’ll probably go through the rest of his life about the way he is now, a vegetable,” the corpsman says.

A few moments later, almost as if he were trying to disprove this prognosis, the marine begins to thrash around and make a strange noise, a sort of gurgling snarl.  Then I hear a sound like that of a crisp celery stalk being bitten in half.  In his spasm, the marine has clamped his jaws on the thermometer.  He is trying to swallow it.  “Son of a bitch,” the corpsman says, running over and pulling the crushed instrument out of the marine’s mouth.  The big man convulses violently, the bottles sway on the rack while the corpsman removes a Syrette from his kit.  He daubs alcohol on the marine’s muscular arm and injects the sedative.
“Easy, easy,” he says, holding the man down.  “Easy, easy.  We’re going to have to give you a rectal thermometer from now on.  Give it to you in the ass before you kill yourself.”

The sedative begins to take effect.  The marine’s spasms subside, the snarling falls off to a succession of moans, and finally he is quiet.

