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Little Soldiers

The field had been formed by a large depression in the earth, something akin to a sinkhole. Its
longer sides ran 150 yards and were hashed off by railroad tracks on one side and the river on the other,
60 yards of mud and weeds between them. At one end of the field, between the tracks and the river, a
cinder-block factory stood, and at the other end was a dog pound, which I was warned never to 80 near.
At night occasionally, when I would try to sleep, I could hear the dogs howl and I wondered what they
had done to find themselves in such a place. I wondered, too, how they survived inside the tin hut that
was their home. My home stood beyond the railroad tracks, up the hill from the field, and from my
bedroom window 1 could survey the field itself, the block factory, the dog pound and, in the distance,
the river.

In the field, horseweed grew in thick patches; it was green in summer, growing to at least seven
feet, like a cornstalk. Small, leafy stems jutted off its sides. In the summer night, at bedtime after
reading, I would turn out my light and look down into the field: scores of lightning bugs had transformed
it into a gigantic Chinese lantern. Whippoorwills called out, and you might hear the shrill scream of a
nighthawk. Sometimes, if the spring had been a wet one, if the rains had come forcefully enough, the
field would become dotted by swamps, the murky water sporting cattails and frog eggs-long green
strands speckled with black dots. The dirt was rich and black, and it clumped nicely when dug into, for
those in search of night crawlers among the humus.

In the very center of the field, my best friend, Alby, and I would play a game we called Roman
Soldier. On those days we did not call the field a field, choosing instead to call it the arena. The men
who fought on “Combat” or “The Rat Patrol” might not have approved, but we believed ourselves to be
sincere belligerents. Roman Soldier could be played only in autumn, when the horseweed turned brown,
its leaves dropping away. We pulled stalks from the ground, exposing their long, tapered roots; by
breaking off the small stems along the shaft, we engineered a kind of javelin. We stole away our
fathers’ trash-can lids, using the tin disks like shields. We hurled our pointed shafts at one another,
genteel enough to take turns, offensive and defensive tactics at play. The mounds of earth that lay
strewn across the field provided good cover for this game; sometimes, if we had been industrious, a
mound might resemble a pin cushion, so studded would it become with our spears.

Alby nearly tore out my eye once, his spear embedding itself in my cheek. I did not accuse him,
considering it, as did he, one of the hazards of childhood. He drew red fingers away from my face, and
said, Yes it looks like you're bleeding pretty well now. Medic, he screamed up the hillside to my
mother’s kitchen. Medic! My mother’s alcohol-swabbed cotton balls caused far more pain than the
point of Alby’s shaft. Her words on that occasion, too, were harsh ones. Alby stood behind her, holding
the gauze and the alcohol bottle, raising one eyebrow, twisting his lips to mimic her. He was a hard
one to hate.
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Sometimes the river would swell, drowning the edge of the field for days. It left behind a
muddy record of the creatures that walked the place: the straight line of the mole that veered sharply
and then, a rod away, disappeared down a muddy hole. Rabbits made two sets of prints, the powerful
ski marks of the hind legs dominating the tiny dots of the fore. And then there were the booted tracks
of the older boys, who would come to investigate the retreating river. It left a thick foreign mud that
dried and then cracked, its edges turning up toward the sun. Alby and I would dig our fingers into the
dried crevices and rip the strange tiles from the field, flinging them like hubcaps. We could smear the
mud beneath our eyes like savages. We would round up the many tokens the flood had left: empty
plastic bottles, mostly-blue detergent, clear water, white bleaéh—and baby dolls whose eyes still
opened and closed when exhumed from the muck. We would neatly lay them side by side, cover them
with kerosene and then fling a lit sparkler upon them. We grabbed the unlit necks of plastic bottles, one
in each hand, and spun around in circles, spraying molten bits of plastic, turned silver, green and gold,
across the cracked mud.

At midsummer, when the bullfrogs came forth, the older boys would make gig poles, which
looked like tridents, and would carry them, along with buckets, down into the field during the full
moon. I could see the outlines of the boys with raised tridents and learned to recognize what the
muffled splashes meant—that a trident had found flesh. The boys would laugh, and sometimes I could
see the glint of a bottle being passed, someone’s father not keeping strict enough watch on his supply.
Listen, one might say to the others. Listen! And everything would grow quiet and you could hear the
long howl of a chained dog, abandoned by his owner. During the summer days, these boys would take
pellet guns into the field searching for cottontails and blue jays. The small mounds of earth provided
good cover. The boys would take baseball bats and beat pathways through the horseweed, crisscrossing

their domain like explorers.

All this was good training, for as they grew older, as the end of high school approached, these
boys knew what lay ahead. Most would find themselves 12,000 miles across the earth, wending their
way through jungles. They would march along a path not so different from the one in the old field and
would take a pull on their American cigarettes and laugh a little, remembering how it had been back
there, back then. From off the rice paddies the stench of water buffalo dung would drift toward them,
reminding them, again, of just where they now walked. Somewhere a dog would bark, and in the
distance the boys might hear the pop of a machine gun, sounding not so different, really, from the

frenzied row of firecrackers, the pellets now bullets, the horseweed’s tip a bayonet.




