THE ROAD RUNNER’S HOLE CARD

I was a hauler of poncho liners and SP packs,
a mover of mail and repair parts,
a Road Runner on the red dirt arteries of the Central Highlands.

I did not sleep in the mud with the grunts.
I slept with the hum of tires and the smell of diesel,
pushing my deuce-and-a-half up and down Highway 14
through the dusty throat of Ambush Alley.

I recall the frying pan heat of Cheo Reo,
the tribal people of Ban Me Thuot,
and the four guard towers of my basecamp in Kontum
that welcomed me home. 

But the road north was the one that stuck.
The winding road to the roof of our AO.
To Rocket City. 
To Dak To.

There, on the high ridge, the iron vans sat,
their microwave ears listening to the jungle,
catching the voices of Green Berets at Ben Het,
catching the whispers of the dead and the living,
and throwing them over mountains to the generals.

I climbed out of the cab, and a gaunt, tired-looking lieutenant
approached. He offered neither greeting nor warm beer.
He offered only a string of letters and numbers
to carve on the inside of my skull.

Yankee Bravo Niner-Two-Eight-Two-Six-One

"Sergeant, this is your hole card. If sappers cut the wire
and the enemy overruns us, you do not look for a map.
You get on the horn and you scream these numbers
followed by Danger Close."

Yankee Bravo Niner-Two-Eight-Two-Six-One

It was a frantic call for steel rain.
It was a plea for the 155s to scour the hill and burn the world clean.
It was the command to bring judgment down on our own heads.
A bet that the shrapnel would take the enemy
and leave us standing in the smoke.

Sixty years have gone down the road.
The red dirt is covered in green again.
The guns are silent, and the vans are gone.

I am an old man now, but I still carry the hole card in my mind.
Last night I heard the hum of generators now turned to rust,
but the numbers did not rust.

Yankee Bravo Niner-Two-Eight-Two-Six-One

The coordinates of survival past.
The hand I kept face down.
The hole card I never had to play.

