Acumen


Dave bit his lip, and pressed his face into the rain soaked earth.  Hiding in the undergrowth of the jungle night, he hoped it would all go away.  His unit had been rearguard for a "troop movement," the official military term for running away, when all hell had broken loose.  John was the first to die.  His head had exploded mere feet from where Dave had been standing.  Blood soaked strands of cranial matter still clung to Dave's face, assuring him that this was all too real.  Dave felt warm tears mingling with the blood on his face when Mike screamed.  Blood dripped down Dave's face in a sick mockery of teardrops, as Jackson, the youngest, screamed, attempting to exhale the salty crimson liquid filling his lungs.  Silence reigned for a moment, and then one last harsh chatter of an automatic rifle, somewhere.


At the sound of the last gunshot, inexplicably, a feeling of safety washed over Dave.  He sat up, removing his dingy metal helmet.  He ran a sweaty hand through his normally blonde hair, sighing.  His torn fatigues, and mud stained skin spoke volumes about the fatigue in his body.  Rain began to fall again, a soft drizzle, pinging off of his helmet, as it rested in the mud.


He walked quietly over to a dark, crumpled form.  It wore half of Gunney's face, the other half a formless mass of bone and flesh.  Johnston lay against a nearby tree, eyes and mouth agape.  His intestines leaked across his legs.  They were all there.  John, Peter, Gunney, Walsh, Jackson, all of them.  Jackson was the saddest of them all.  His barely recognizable body lay in the Asian jungle, lifeless because he wanted to be just like Daddy.  He lied, so he could fight for the glory of war.  Now he simply lay, dead at sixteen.  


Suddenly Dave could not look.  He could not accept the stimulus his eyes received as truth.  Something snapped within him.  He began to run.  Foliage smashed against his face, as his fears propelled him screaming.  The rain came down harder, and his mind refused to process thought.  Nothing was real to him.  The trees and the rain and the darkness were only a backdrop to the nightmarish scene he saw around him.  Everywhere he turned corpses lay, at first the corpses of his fellow soldiers, even some he didn't know.  Suddenly, Pete lie before him, gasping his last breath, a plea for aid that Dave could not fulfill.  It was too much.  It shouldn't have happened.  It did.


"Kill Me! Kill Me!" he screamed, even pleaded.


Only the sharp crack of thunder answered him.  The tears flowed incessantly, as his heart twisted within his body.  The dense jungle opened before him, giving way to a small clearing.  In the center of the clearing, a small hut, really only a grotesque parody of shelter, seemed oddly inviting.  The thatched roof gaped at the sky, and the sickly smell of rotting wood permeated the area, but it was somewhere to rest.  As the bodies faded from view, reality came back to him.  His feet ached, his throat was raw, and his eyes were swollen with tears, cleansing his face and soul.


Dave looked back at the jungle, and then crossed the threshold.  As he stepped in, he felt an odd shifting, and then his vision blurred suddenly.  When he could see again, he didn't believe what he saw.  Confusion racked him as he recognized his surroundings as O'Leary's Diner, his old high school hangout.  The cheap paneling on the walls and the familiar smell of eggs and coffee permeated around him, against all logic.  He knew where he was, but how or why was beyond the reasoning of his exhausted mind.


A moment of panic was dispersed when the waitress looked up from her conversation with a blonde girl at the counter, probably in her early twenties.  The waitress was the vision of a perfect grandmother.  Slightly plump, with curly, silver hair, and the kind wrinkles around her eyes.  She was a long sight from Bobby O'Leary's mom, the grouchy, sloth-like waitress he was used to.  He wondered at the inconsistency, then shrugged it off.  It wasn't any weirder than being here in the first place.


Walking past an elderly couple that glared at each other with a mixture of fear and respect, Dave dejectedly tossed his rifle onto the table, and slumped into the yellowed white booth where he had spent most of his teenage years.  A screech distracted Dave from his depression to look up.  Through his tear blurred vision he could only discern the shape of a man running across the diner.  A few minutes later, the waitress came over and poured him a cup of coffee.  


"An' how 'r you this evenin'?" she asked in a comforting Irish brogue.


"P-please," Dave stuttered, "just leave me alone."


"Suit yourself," She replied, "I'll be back later."


Dave curled into the recessed corner of the booth and cried.  He didn't save them.  He didn't even try to help them.  His own life had been saved, and yet he didn't, couldn't, and yet should have helped them.  staring at the paper napkin and cold silverware, he wished that he were dead.  In the jungle.  With them.  He contemplated.  The knife was not sharp enough, the gun too messy, too familiar  His life had been a waste.  Useless, silly, petty, and boring. Still, he lived, when Gunney did not, when people who deserved to live had died.  Pete, or Gunney, or Walsh or Jackson or ...  Dave collapsed, body shaking.  He could cry no more.


Dave looked up with his red rimmed eyes as the pleasant smell of Irish cream coffee wafted toward him.  He poured some of the half and half into his cup, and grabbed two sugar packets from the tray.  Gracelessly mixing his concoction, he remembered sitting here, relaxing, sipping coffee, less than a year ago.  His girlfriend Mary, had always leaned against him, and Pete, Joanne, and Diane, had sat across from them.  Their constant companion, the lament that their lives had always been boring.  In part, this was true.  Oaksville, Indiana was as exciting as Indiana could be.  That meant there was an old pinball game in the corner of the diner.  The five of them were always together.  They could have gotten stoned, or blasted, but it just didn't appeal to them.  Ironically, in the unity of boredom, they found entertainment.


Tears once again dripped down Dave's face as he sipped his coffee.  A new ache presented itself to Dave's tortured inside.  He missed Mary.  She was back home. He hadn't seen her in almost six months.  Joanne and Diane were with her, probably screaming anti-war slogans at a deaf president.  Pete and him, they had been drafted.  They had been scared and frightened.  And now Pete was dead.  Dave curled into a ball and began to sob quietly.


Someone plopped down across from him.  Dave looked up, blinking furiously to clear his vision.  


"Howdy, stranger," Pete drawled ridiculously, "What's up with you?"


"P-Pe-Pete?" Dave asked, incredulous, "Yo-you you're... dead, aren't you?"


"Yeah," Pete shrugged, "it's not all it's cracked up to be. No halo, no harp, not even a stinking pitchfork."


Dave broke down.  "I'm sorry.  I should have done something, saved you, fought back, but I didn't.  It's all my fault. I-"


"Relax," Pete soothed, "Does it look like I'm blaming you?  Did you pull the trigger?"


"But I... I should have done something."


"What?  We were dead before we even knew we were being shot at.  We were dead the moment we let our government own our lives."


"How am I gonna live?  I can't go back home, you're dead, and I have to tell them it's because of me.  I didn't do anything.  You died while I stood their and watched.  I could have done something, helped somehow.  I didn't.  I froze, just hid, Helping no one but myself.  I was afraid."


"Get over the 'Your fault' shit.  There was nothing, and will never have been anything you could have done," Pete turned in his seat, and motioned for the waitress.  "Even if you had been invincible.  Self preservation is the base human instinct." 


"What 'cha want, Pete?"  The waitress asked as she sauntered over.


"Hey, Mom.  I got someone you've got to meet.  Dave, this is Mom."


"Mom?" Dave questioned, puzzled.


"It's a nickname, but sometimes it seems more of a job title," she replied, "Did you want to order?"


Pete glanced toward Dave before replying, "Yea, coffee, and two raspberry cheesecakes."


"Comin' right up."  Mom poured the coffee, and then walked happily to the kitchen.  


Pete sighed as Dave's bloodshot eyes stopped tearing.  "You know," he said, "We had a pretty groovy life."


"Like hell," Dave retorted, depressed, staring into his coffee, "It was a waste, and it was boring,"


Pete lit a cigarette he withdrew from his olive drab breast pocket, "You prefer the excitement, and glory of war?  Think about it.  I mean," Pete paused, "It really wasn't half bad.  I didn't see it then, but we made out ok.  I would trade my whole life after I was drafted for one more day hanging out here.  The war was the worst thing to happen to me, and yet-"  He ashed into the brown glass tray, took another drag, and then continued, "Our parents were cool about most things. Do you remember Mary's birthday party?"


"Yeah.  I still don't understand why we ended up in Michigan," a ghost of a smile began to form upon Dave's face, hovering just out of view.


"One of the best times I ever had," Pete remarked offhandedly. 


"You remember the ski trip?" Dave queried, his mind reminiscing to the days before the bullets and the blood, before the pain and the life of the savage.


"When Diana went poles over tail? How could I forget that?"


Dave chuckled at that, and thanked Mom as she slid the cheesecake across the table, "I still think Joanne's 'elegant' trip up the stairs takes the cake."


The two old friend relaxed in the one place that defined who they were.  Their houses didn't.  Even their rooms fell short.  They existed happily only together, the five of them.  Here.  The location sparked pleasant memories, old fears, things from their childhood long since swept from conscious thought.  Talk came hard at first, coaxed from Dave bits at a time.  Slowly the tangled knot that Dave had become unwound, coming closer to an understanding.


"Do you remember all the time we spent here? I grew up sitting here." Pete commented.


"If only there had been someplace else." Dave expelled.


"I don't think it would have mattered.  What mattered was the five of us.  We were what made anywhere fun.  We were friends for life, and after." 


"I couldn't have special ordered better," Dave agreed.


"Did you ever notice how we all complained, and yet we were usually happy?"


With an expression of suprise, and the a grin, Dave replied, "You know, you're right.  Despite the crap, my life wasn't really all that bad after all." He paused for a minute, then said, "You know, I think it's all the crap that happens to us that makes us appreciate the good parts even more."


"Perhaps, kind of a necessary contrast, a point-counterpoint comparison," Pete replied, contemplatively. 


"Maybe horror and famine and death only serve to make life better, in an odd sort of way."


What seemed like moments, yet at the same time days, later, Mom walked up and refilled their cups.  "You guys 'bout done?"


"Yeah," Pete replied, extinguishing his cigarette, "I think so."


"Be seein' you 'round then,"  Mom casually sauntered off, toward the elderly couple.


Pete looked out the window, past some child's smudged fingerprints, and downed the dregs of his coffee in one gulp.  Where the plain Indiana street should have been, a lush forest echoed with life.  He glanced toward Dave as he stood up.  "Ready to go, soldier boy?"


"Shouldn't we pay the check?" Dave asked, puzzled


"Nah, Pete replied, she wouldn't charge us, It's not her way.  She's got her own way of living. I tried to pay her earlier,  before you showed up, she laughed, and said not to worry about it.  Then she told me to wait for a minute, and play some pinball.  After my second game, you walked in."


"What?" Dave asked, more confused than before.


"She didn't say any more.  I don't know how she knew you'd be here."


"How did you get here?"


"I'll tell you later.  First, there's something you ought to see." 


"Oh?" 


"Yeah, let's cruise," Pete said as he turned toward the door.


On the way out, Dave noticed that the stainless steel and glass door still squeaked like it always had.  Just as suddenly as he had left it, Dave was back in the jungle.  The rain had stopped, and the sun warmed his now dry fatigues.  


"Look there," Pete pointed toward a gap in the underbrush, where it had been matted down.  

Lying on the ground, half sunk in the mud, was the one corpse Dave hadn't seen.  His own.


"So what do we do now?" asked Dave, mulling over the concept that his death, something that should have suprised him, didn't.


"Damned if I know," Pete replied.

