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On the wall, the image of the Virgen de San Juan, a pale rose
background, grayish black outline, shines like silver in the dark.,
Bueli lights candles when Tino is so sick el Doctor del Valle, the
doctor across the river in Nuevo Laredo, fears he will die. He’s
only three. The illness has taken over. But Papi cries in front of |
another image of our Lady. It’s a calendar from Cristo Rey
Church with the image of Nuestra Sefiora del Perpetuo Socorro,
He prays, he weeps, hits the wall with his fists, like he would hit
the mesquite tree in the backyard with his head sixteen years later
like a wounded animal, mourning, in pain, that morning when
Tino’s death came to our door. But the child Tino survives the
illness; the injections, the medication, the prayers, the remedios—
something wotks, and Papi frames the calendar image in gold leaf,
builds the image a repisita—a shelf for candles. In 1968, in his
pain, tears running down his face, he’ll talk to the image, “For

George Orwell wrote an essay called “Hoywy the Poor Die”
about his experience in the public ward of a Payjs hospital dur-

this, you spared my son,” he’ll take the image down from its place
on the wall, cannot bear to see it, to be reminded. On the wall,
a rectangle of nothing, the color of the wallpaper Mami had hung
for Tio Moy’s last visit three years ago, like new—lines of green
fern leaves on dusty beige. The votive candle on the tiny shelf is
left burning to an empty space.

ing his lean years. I happened to read it not long ago because one
of my sons was writing a paper on Orwell, and [ wanted to be
able to talk with him about it. The essay was ney to me. I liked
it for its gallows humor and cool watchfulness. Qrwell had me in
the palm of his hand until I came to this line: “T¢ i 4 great thing
to die in your own bed, though it is better stil] to die in your

boots.”

It stopped me cold. Figure of speech or not, he meant it, and
anyway the words could not be separated from their martial beat
and the rhetoric that promotes dying young as some kind of
good deal. They affected me like an insult. I wag g¢ angry I had
to get up and walk it off. Later I looked up the date of the essay
and found that Orwell had written it before Spain and World
War II, before he’d had the chance to see what dying in your boots
actually means. (The truth is, many of those who “die in their
boots” are literally blown right out of them.)




IN SHORT

Several men I knew were killed in Vietnam. Most of them I
didn’t know well, and haven’t thought much about since. But my
friend Hugh Pierce was a different case. We were very close, and
would have gone on being close, as I am with my other good
friends from those years. He would have been one of them,
another godfather for my children, another big-hearted man for
them to admire and stay up late listening to. An old friend, some-
one I couldn’t fool, who would hold me to the best dreams of my
youth as I would hold him to his,

Instead of remembering Hugh as I knew him, I to0 often
think of him in terms of what he never had a chance to be. The
things the rest of us know, he will not knov. He will not know
what it is to make a life with someone clse. To have a child slip
in beside him as he lies reading on a Sunday morning. To work
at, and then look back on, a labor of years. Watch the decline of
his parents, and attend thejr dissolution. Lose faith. Pray anyway.
Persist. We are made to persist, to complete the whole tour.
That’s how we find out who we are.

Iknow it’s wrong to think of Hugh as an absence, a thwarted
shadow. It's my awareness of his absence that I'm describing, and
maybe something else, some embarrassment, kept hidden even
from myself; that I went on without him. To think of Hugh like
this is to make selfish use of him. So, of course, is making him a
character in a book. Let me at least remember him as he was.

He loved to jump. He was the one who started the “My Gir]”
business, singing and doing the Stroll to the door of the plane. I
always take the position behind him, hand on his back, accord-
ing to the drill we've been taught. I do not love to jump, to tell
the truth, but1 feel better about it when I'm connected to Hugh.
Men are disappearing out the door ahead of us, the sound of the
engine is getting louder. Hugh is singing in falsetto, doing a
goofy routine with his hands. Just before he reaches the door he
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looks back and says something to me. I can’t hear him for the
wind. What? I say, He yells, Are we having fun; He laughs at the

look on my face, then turns and takes his place jn the door,
jumps, and is gone.

and




Sasiaaans

Rt msemane e R T

TR

TlM 0’ iz
L1 Gator, Vietnam,
February 199

SRR

I'm home, but the house is gone. Not a sandbag, not a
nail or a scrap of wire.

On Gator, we used to say, the wind doesn’t blow, it sucks.
Maybe that’s what happened—the wind sucked it all away. My
life, my virtue.

In February 1969, 25 years ago, I arrived as a young, terrified
pfc. on this lonely little hill in Quang Ngai Province. Back then,
the place seemed huge and imposing and permanent. A forward
firebase for the Fifth Battalion of the 46th Infantry, 198th Infantry
Brigade, LZ Gator was home to 700 or 800 American soldiers,
mostly grunts. I remember a tar helipad, a mess hall, a medical
station, mortar and artillery emplacements, two volleyball courts,
numerous barracks and offices and supply depots and machine
shops and entertainment clubs. Gator was our castle. Not safe,
exactly, but far preferable to the bush. No land mines here. No
paddies bubbling with machine-gun fire,

Maybe once a month, for three or four days at a time, Alpha
Company would return to Gator for stand-down, where we took
our comforts behind a perimeter of bunkers and concertina wire.

LZ Gator, Vietnam

There were hot showers and hot meals, ice chests packed with
beer, glossy pinup gitls, big, black Sony tape decks booming “We
gotta get out of this place” at decibels for the deaf, Thirty or 40
acres of almost-America. With a little weed and a lot of beer, we
would spend the days of stand-down in flat-out celebration,
purely alive, taking pleasure in our own biology, kidneys and
livers and lungs and legs, all in their proper alignments, We could
breathe here. We could feel our fists uncurl, the pressures
approaching normal. The real war, it seemed, was in another solar
system. By day, we’d fill sandbags or pull bunker guard. In the
evenings, there were outdoor movies and sometimes live floor
shows—pretty Korean gitls breaking our hearts in their spangled
miniskirts and high leather boots—then afterward we'd troop
back to the Alpha barracks for some letter writing or boozing or
just a good night’s sleep.

So much to remember. The time we filled a nasty lieutenant’s
canteen with mosquito repellent; the sounds of choppers and
artillery fire; the slow dread that began building as word spread
that in a day or two we’d be heading back to the bush. Pinkville,
maybe. The Batangan Peninsula. Spooky, evil places where the
land itself could kill you.

Now I 'stand in this patch of weeds, looking down on what used
to be the old Alpha barracks. Amazing, really, what time can do.
You'd think there would be something left, some faint imprint,
but LZ (landing zone) Gator has been utterly and forever erased
from the earth. Nothing here but ghosts and wind.
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personally known as a wonderful cook—her classes usually end
with festive party meals. When asked how she gets her colots so
vibrant, she replies that she always puts a dash of the opposite
color dye in the pot. “You know,” she says, as if everyone does,
“just like you put in a bit of an opposite spice when you cook.”
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In Praise of the Humble Comma

The gods, they say, give breath, and they take it away.
But the same could be said—could it not?—of the humble
comma. Add it to the present clause, and, of a sudden, the mind
is, quite literally, given pause to think; take it out if you wish or
forget it and the mind is deprived of a resting place. Yet still the
comma gets no respect. It seems just a slip of a thing, a pedant’s
tick, a blip on the edge of our consciousness, a kind of printer’s
smudge almost. Small, we claim, is beautiful (especially in the age
of the microchip). Yet what is so often used, and so rarely recalled,
as the comma—unless it be breath itself?

Punctuation, one is taught, has a point: to keep up law and
order. Punctuation marks are the road signs placed along the
highway of our communications—to control speeds, provide di-
rections and prevent head-on collisions. A period has the un-
blinking finality of a red light; the comma is a flashing yellow light
that dsks us only to slow down; and the semicolon is a stop sign
that tells us to ease gradually to a halt, before gradually starting
up again. By establishing the relations between words, punctua-
tion establishes the relations between the people using words.
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That may be one reason why schoolteachers exalt it and lovers
defy it (“We love each other and belong to each other ler’s don’t
ever hurt each other Nicole let’s don’t ever hurt each other,”
wrote Gary Gilmore to his girlfriend). A comma, he must have
known, “separates inseparables,” in the clinching words of H. W.
Fowler, King of English Usage.

Punctuation, then, is a civic prop, a pillar that holds society
upright. (A run-on sentence, its phrases piling up without divi-
sion, is as unsightly as a sink piled high with dirty dishes.) Small
wonder, then, that punctuation was one of the first proprieties
of the Victorian age, the age of the corset, that the modernists
threw off: the sexual revolution might be said to have begun
when Joyce’s Molly Bloom spilled out all her private thoughts in
36 pages of unbridled, almost unperioded and officially censored
prose; and another rebellion was surely marked when E. E, Cum-
mings first felt free to commit “God” to the lower case.

Punctuation thus becomes the signature of cultures. The hot-
blooded Spaniard seems to be revealed in the passion and urgency
of his doubled exclamation points and question marks
(1Carambal ;Quien sabe?”), while the impassive Chinese tradi-
tionally added to his so-called inscrutability by omitting direc-
tions from his ideograms. The anarchy and commotion of the
"60s were given voice in the exploding exclamation marks, riotous
capital letters and Day-Glo italics of Tom Wolfe’s spray-paint
prose; and in Communist societies, where the State is absolute,
the dignity—and divinity~—of capital letters is reserved for Min-
istries, Sub-Committees and Secretariats.

Yet punctuation is something more than a culture’s birth-
mark; it scores the music in our minds, gets our thoughts mov-
ing to the thythm of our hearts. Punctuation is the notation in
the sheet music of our words, telling us where to rest, or when to
raise our voices; it acknowledges that the meaning of our discourse,
as of any symphonic composition, lies not in the units but in the
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In Praise of the Humble Comma

pauses, the pacing and the phrasing. Punctuaticy is the way one
bats one’s eyes, lowers one’s voice or blushes de:murely. Punctu-
ation adjusts the tone and color and volume till the feeling comes
into perfect focus, not disgust exactly, but distaste; not lust, or
like, but love.

Punctuation;, in short, gives us the human viojce, and all the
meanings that lic between the words. “You aren’t young, are
you?” loses its innocence when it loses the question mark. Every
child knows the menace of a dropped apostrophe (the parent’s
“Don’t do that” shifting into the more slowly enunciated “Do not
do that”), and every believer, the ignominy of' having his faith
reduced to “faith.” Add an exclamation point to “To be or not
to be . . .” and the gloomy Dane has all the resolye he needs; add
a comma, and the noble sobriety of “God saye the Queen”
becomes a cry of desperation bordering on doulhle sacrilege.

Sometimes, of course, our markings may be simply a matter
of aesthetics. Popping in a comma can be ljke slipping on
the necklace that gives an outfit quiet elegance, or like catching
the sound of running water that complements, a5 it completes,
the silence of a Japanese landscape. When V. S, Naipaul, in his
latest novel; writes, “He was a middle-aged man, with glasses,”
the first comma can seem a little precious. Yet it gives the
description a spin, as well as a subtlety, that it otherwise lacks,
and it shows that the glasses are not part of the middle-agedness,
but something else. ,

Thus all these tiny scratches give us breadth and heft and
depth. A world that has only periods is a world without inflec-
tions. It is a world without shade. It has a music without sharps
and flats. It is a martial music. It has a jackboot thythm. Words
cannot bend and curve. A comma, by comparison, catches the
gentle drift of the mind in thought, turning in ox itselfand back
on itself, reversing, redoubling and returning alo ng the course of
its own sweet river music; while the semicolon brings clauses and
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thoughts together with all the silent discretion of a hostess
arranging guests around her dinner table.

Punctuation, then, is a matter of care. Care for words, yes, but
also, and more important, for what the words imply. Only a
lover notices the small things: the way the afternoon light catches
the nape of a neck, or how a strand of hair slips out from behind
an ear, or the way a finger curls around a cup. And no one scans
a letter so closely as a lover, searching for its small print, strain-
ing to hear its nuances, its gasps, its sighs and hesitations, poring
over the secret messages that lie in every cadence. The difference
between “Jane (whom I adore)” and “Jane, whom I adore,” and
the difference between them both and “Jane—whom I adore—”
marks all the distance between ecstasy and heartache. “No iron
can pierce the heart with such force as a period putat just the right
place,” in Isaac Babel’s lovely words: a comma can let us hear a
voice break, or a heart. Punctuation, in fact, is a labor of love.
Which brings us back, in a way, to gods. '

§2

JOY HARJO
Suspended

Once I'was so small that I could barely peer over the top
of the backseat of the black Cadillac my father polished and
tuned daily; I wanted to see everything. It was around the time I
acquired language, or even before that time, when something hap-
pened that changed my relationship to the spin of the world. My
concept of language, of what was possible with music was changed
by this revelatory moment. It changed even the way I looked at
the sun. This suspended integer of time probably escaped ordi-
hary notice in my parents’ universe, which informed most of my
vision in the ordinary world. They were still omnipresent gods.
We were driving somewhere in Tulsa, the northern border of the
Creek Nation. I don’t know where we were going or where we
had been, but I know the sun was boiling the asphalt, the car win-
dows open for any breeze as I stood on tiptoes on the floorboard
behind my father, a handsome god who smelled of Old Spice,
whose slick black hair was always impeccably groomed, his clothes
perfectly creased and ironed. The radio was on. I loved the radio,
jukeboxes or any magic thing containing music even then.

I wonder now what signaled this moment, a loop of time that
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