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						DAVE SMEDS
					
				

			

			
				
					
						SHORT TIMER
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Their need to express what they went through had become my need to do so," he
					
				

				
					
						writes. He turned that need into a short story about life, living, and the
					
				

				
					
						persistence of memory.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						DEWITT DRAGGED HIS BOOT out of the sucking, red mud. Half a klick to the LZ.
					
				

				
					
						Boone was still alive.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Boone. Of all the squad, DeWitt would rather have carried out anybody else, but
					
				

				
					
						that didn't matter now. Boone was who was left. So Boone was who he'd try to
					
				

				
					
						save.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Boone moaned, wiggling, trying to walk. Dirty but intact skin showed through the
					
				

				
					
						rips in his fatigue pants. The rifleman's legs were still good, if he could only
					
				

				
					
						stay coherent enough to make them work. But the unfriendly fire was closing in
					
				

				
					
						again, so DeWitt carried the man, no matter how much it made him stagger through
					
				

				
					
						the elephant grass.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Perimeter's just past that line of trees," DeWitt whispered, spitting the words
					
				

				
					
						out between quick, sharp gulps of air.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The line of trees lay lost somewhere in the vegetation and the dripping wet
					
				

				
					
						shadows of the night. DeWitt could not have seen it even if an illumination
					
				

				
					
						round had gone off straight overhead. But he knew it was there. He knew Boone
					
				

				
					
						needed to hear that it was there.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						One guy, DeWitt thought. Dear Jesus, let me bring back at least one guy.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"I'm short," Boone mumbled, his eyes rolling aimlessly in their sockets.
					
				

				
					
						"Forty-three days 'til I get my papers. Captain said he might send me back to
					
				

				
					
						the rear next week, let me work with the ARVN until my tour's up."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"That's right," DeWitt said, keeping Boone talking. "Think of next week, man.
					
				

				
					
						They got refrigerators in the rear, Boone. The beer is cold."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Boone laughed, licking his lips as if he were already tasting the brew.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						AK-47s blistered the jungle about five-zero-zero meters to the right. DeWitt
					
				

				
					
						adjusted Boone's weight across his shoulders and kept moving. Speed was
					
				

				
					
						everything now. Boone was losing too much blood. And if the NVA didn't know
					
				

				
					
						exactly where the Americans had run, they'd figure it out soon enough. The two
					
				

				
					
						grunts couldn't stick around.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						DeWitt wheezed. His knees groaned as the path took an upward turn. The incline
					
				

				
					
						slowed them, but its presence was a good sign; it proved they had found the
					
				

				
					
						hill. The LZ was at the top. Still secure, said that last transmission, before
					
				

				
					
						Welles had stepped on a mine and sent himself and the radio to hell. Still able
					
				

				
					
						to bring in the medevacs.
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						DeWitt had just glimpsed the line of trees in the moonlight when a long,
					
				

				
					
						turbulent rattle issued from Boone's throat. DeWitt lowered his burden to the
					
				

				
					
						mud. Boone didn't move. His eyes, glassy and pallid, looked at the stars as if
					
				

				
					
						some type of salvation waited there.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						DeWitt pulled down the rifleman's eyelids. He would be going on alone.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Again.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						He fished through the bloody fatigues until he found the laminated photo of
					
				

				
					
						Boone's girlfriend. The night turned her portrait into amorphous blotches of
					
				

				
					
						white and gray, only vaguely female. On the back was her address, written in
					
				

				
					
						Boone's fifth-grade penmanship. DeWitt pocketed the photo and left Boone behind.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						With only his own weight to support, DeWitt could have moved quickly. But he
					
				

				
					
						merely slogged up the hill. The small arms fire faded to a distant, staccato
					
				

				
					
						drumbeat. Mist rose from the ground, hiding the roots and decomposing leaves,
					
				

				
					
						muting the edges of the jungle night.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						DeWitt sighed. The humid air took on a life of its own, negating the sounds and
					
				

				
					
						sensations of Vietnam. Gradually it brightened, picking up a purplish tinge.
					
				

				
					
						DeWitt kept plodding forward.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Purple Haze all in my brain. . .
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The jungle disappeared within the mist. The air clung like a wet rag, ripe with
					
				

				
					
						the taint of ozone. DeWitt's body itched. The veneer of sweat, dirt, and other
					
				

				
					
						people's blood evaporated from his skin, taking his clothes as well. One last
					
				

				
					
						step, and the haze itself vanished. DeWitt stood naked in the middle of a
					
				

				
					
						bathroom in a suburban tract home. On the wall above the toilet hung a calendar
					
				

				
					
						that read August, 1983.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						His reflection confronted him from the mirror. The image was far from the
					
				

				
					
						infantryman he'd once been. Gray dusted the temples of his finely kinked,
					
				

				
					
						receding hair. His basketball-player physique carried two dozen extra pounds
					
				

				
					
						around the waist. The tattoo he'd acquired in Saigon barely showed anymore
					
				

				
					
						against his dark skin.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						DeWitt Langdon, Accountant. Age thirty-nine. Vietnam was a million years gone.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						But in his hands, he still held the photograph of Boone's girlfriend.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						He turned it over, smearing the fingerprints on the back--the blood was that
					
				

				
					
						fresh. Reading the address, he wondered how many times the woman had moved in
					
				

				
					
						the fourteen years since Boone had written the information down, how many times
					
				

				
					
						she'd changed her name.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Cradling the photo in his palms, he threaded through the house to his garage. He
					
				

				
					
						pulled a metal storage bin from under his workbench, opened it, and laid Boone's
					
				

				
					
						memento inside.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						He sighed. With a bone-weary tread, he made his way to the bedroom. Wanda was
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						awake.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Trouble sleeping?" she asked.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						He tried to relax as she rubbed his shoulders. "I'll be fine."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"You've been so preoccupied lately," she said, worry creating a valley between
					
				

				
					
						her eyebrows. "Thinking about the wedding?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						He took her face between his hands and lifted her mouth to his. "Never you worry
					
				

				
					
						about that," he said between kisses. "You're the woman for me, no doubt about
					
				

				
					
						that. Ain't your fault I can't sleep."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"I thought I'd cured your insomnia," she said impishly, caressing his balls with
					
				

				
					
						her fingernails. His scrotum contracted, skin tightening around each hair
					
				

				
					
						follicle.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Maybe I need more therapy," he said. He rolled her onto her back, reached for a
					
				

				
					
						breast, and found the nipple already rising to greet him.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"I'm going to Safeway today," Wanda said. "You think a five pound ham is enough?
					
				

				
					
						That teenager of yours will probably eat like a horse."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						DeWitt tried to update his mental image of his son, but his mind wouldn't accept
					
				

				
					
						the revision. The picture would metamorphose back to the diaper-clad toddler he
					
				

				
					
						used to bounce on his knee and take to the park. Rudy had truly been his kid at
					
				

				
					
						that age, not the barely glimpsed figure seen on certain holidays and for a
					
				

				
					
						couple of weeks each summer. His ex-wife claimed she never meant to deny DeWitt
					
				

				
					
						his chance to be a father, yet taking Rudy to live nine hundred miles away
					
				

				
					
						amounted to the same thing.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						But now Etta's second marriage had gone sour. DeWitt was engaged to Wanda and
					
				

				
					
						had a steady job. "He needs a father right now," Etta had said -her idea, of all
					
				

				
					
						things. And though the boy might be hardly more than a stranger, DeWitt had
					
				

				
					
						instantly agreed to take him.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Better get a ten-pounder," DeWitt told Wanda, with a twinkle in his eye. "My
					
				

				
					
						family knows how to eat."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						They discussed more details of Rudy's welcome-home party. Only six days to go --
					
				

				
					
						DeWitt could hardly believe it. They talked until it was time for church.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						At the services, it seemed every pew held another friend. Never had the Virgin
					
				

				
					
						in the stained glass window smiled down more kindly. Yet DeWitt was restless
					
				

				
					
						sitting on the polished wood. He kept turning to the wrong pages in the hymnal.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						A trace of purplish fog slid by the window. DeWitt would see it out of the comer
					
				

				
					
						of his eye. When he'd turn, the view would be clear, but he knew what he'd seen.
					
				

				
					
						His breathing deepened, and his palms itched, like a hunter who has a four-point
					
				

				
					
						buck in his sights, but hasn't yet pulled the trigger.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Fourteen years he'd lived with that adrenaline kiss. When he'd been too poor to
					
				

				
					
						buy food, the Purple Haze had fed him. When he didn't have four walls to call
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						his own, he'd always had a place to go. Even the morphine he'd taken for his
					
				

				
					
						shrapnel wounds hadn't possessed such a siren call.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						He didn't know why the haze was appearing so frequently. Usually many days
					
				

				
					
						passed, sometimes weeks or even a month. But lately it had been hiding in the
					
				

				
					
						background almost everywhere he went, and fight now his gut told him that before
					
				

				
					
						the day was over, he'd cross the threshold again.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						When it came, he was ready.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The Purple Haze always led DeWitt to the same spot. When the mists cleared, he
					
				

				
					
						was standing on a dirt road on the outskirts of a rice paddy. The noon sun
					
				

				
					
						hammered on his helmet, turned his gun barrel to a branding iron and his collar
					
				

				
					
						to a washrag. Directly in front of him was jungle. Here, ages ago, the original
					
				

				
					
						patrol had set out. Here was where the replays had to start. It was one of the
					
				

				
					
						rules.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						He blended into the elephant grass. Five steps in, a frog croaked, fight on cue.
					
				

				
					
						Ten more steps, and he reached the edge of a punji pit, which he avoided.
					
				

				
					
						Another twenty meters and the canopy closed overhead. In the shade of a massive
					
				

				
					
						teak, he found his buddies.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Grease-painted faces beamed at him. Helmets tilted in salute. And Johnnie, as
					
				

				
					
						always, stepped forward, wrapped his thumb around DeWitt's, and said, "Good to
					
				

				
					
						see you, brother."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The other bloods had always liked him, but now even the white guys -even Boone
					
				

				
					
						-- looked up to him. Without DeWitt, none of them would be there, healthy and
					
				

				
					
						whole, their clips full of fresh ammunition, the enemy nowhere in sight or
					
				

				
					
						hearing.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The first hour was always the most special. It was their gift from the Purple
					
				

				
					
						Haze. The rules didn't require them to head out. They could take a nap,
					
				

				
					
						converse, think. The choice was theirs.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Zuniga wrote his usual notes to his family. Smith and Brodie obsessively tried
					
				

				
					
						to armor-pad the places where they'd taken wounds on earlier replays. But most,
					
				

				
					
						at some point, sat and listened while DeWitt described the changes out in the
					
				

				
					
						world where time did not hold still.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Home video," Johnnie said, sighing wistfully. "I'd never miss another Phillies
					
				

				
					
						game."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Pussy hair in Playboy," added Morgan.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"The Rolling Stones still makin' records? Damn."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						They asked him of things DeWitt had told them many times. Like the parent of
					
				

				
					
						small children, he patiently repeated item, fact, and anecdote. They clutched at
					
				

				
					
						the information, drawing it to their hearts, trying to make it stick. It did so
					
				

				
					
						haphazardly, giving them, at best, a fragmentary glimpse of a future that had
					
				

				
					
						skipped them by.
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						DeWitt wanted to think that their inability to remember was merely because they
					
				

				
					
						had not directly experienced the events and changes, but he didn't put much
					
				

				
					
						faith in the theory. It was the haze toying with them, with him. The haze made
					
				

				
					
						the rules. He could bend them about as well as he could throw a hand grenade
					
				

				
					
						with his ear.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						All too soon, they rose to their feet. The smiles evolved into nervous twitches
					
				

				
					
						and stiffly held spines. The men all wanted to stay right where they were.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The Purple Haze wouldn't allow that, either. They had to go forward, toward the
					
				

				
					
						LZ. They had to pass through the ville. They had to reach the fire zone before
					
				

				
					
						nightfall. And they had to make contact with the enemy. Other details might take
					
				

				
					
						a million different tangents, but those basics were set. If DeWitt or any of the
					
				

				
					
						squad ignored them, the Purple Haze would come early, pulling DeWitt out and
					
				

				
					
						sending the other men back to limbo.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						DeWitt sent Morgan forward to serve as point man. The rest assumed patrol
					
				

				
					
						formation, lifted their heavy packs to their shoulders, and began the hump to
					
				

				
					
						the ville.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The jungle smelled of rot and laterite clay. The humidity drew fluid from the
					
				

				
					
						pores of every man in the squad. As they walked, the eyes of DeWitt's buddies
					
				

				
					
						lost the knowing depth. He sighed, sad and happy for them at the same time. Soon
					
				

				
					
						recall would not be an issue. They were returning to the selves who had
					
				

				
					
						originally set out on patrol, back in 1969. They wouldn't remember the replays
					
				

				
					
						until the beginning of the next one, though for the rest of the day, they would
					
				

				
					
						follow his suggestions with an obedience far more profound than when he had been
					
				

				
					
						their plain old squad leader.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						If only he could command that sort of obedience at night, when the bullets,
					
				

				
					
						mortar rounds, and grenades started to fly.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The route took them across a narrow sliver of jungle and back into cultivated
					
				

				
					
						land. Breaking through a bamboo thicket, DeWitt spotted the familiar rows of
					
				

				
					
						pepper and rice, with the ville on the far side.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The squad approached the area carefully but openly-- this was theoretically
					
				

				
					
						Friendly country. The residents put away their farm implements and gathered
					
				

				
					
						between their hootches in plain sight -- women, children, and old men. The
					
				

				
					
						headman, hat in hands, bowed and came forward, swallowing visibly at the sight
					
				

				
					
						of automatic weapons pointed at his chest. DeWitt gazed at him as one would look
					
				

				
					
						at a longtime acquaintance, and uttered several well-rehearsed lines of
					
				

				
					
						Vietnamese, a language he'd not known during his original tour.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The headman's eyebrows rose, but without comment, he waved forward a middle-aged
					
				

				
					
						woman. She bowed to DeWitt. He explained again what was needed.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The mama-san gave a nod. Her lips drew back, revealing teeth made dark from long
					
				

				
					
						years of chewing betel nut. The expression could not have been called a smile,
					
				

				
					
						but it denoted consent, however grudging. Business was business. She called out
					
				

				
					
						in a raucous voice. A young woman came forward and bowed. The latter was small,
					
				

				
					
						her breasts mere bumps beneath the fabric of her pajamalike garments, but her
					
				

				
					
						eyes betrayed her worldliness.
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