KIT REED
THE SI NG NG MARI NE

It's so hot in August in that part of Virginia that dogs die standing up and
even insects stick to the asphalt. Flies buzz in place. Enbedded, an
overturned

stag beetle waves its | egs hel plessly. The singing Marine has to nove fast to
keep his boondockers fromsinking in and gluing himto the spot.

He may be singing to take his mind off what's just happened -- the tragedy, or
is it disgrace that probably nmarks the end of his life in the service. The
accident -- his platoon. How many nen has he lost, and how can a man facing
court martial ever hope to | ove the general's daughter?

Putting one boot in front of the other, he goes along as if understanding is a
pl ace you can get to on foot, and as he goes, the song just keeps unfurling.

LY

nother mmm .

I f anybody asked what he was singing he would | ook up, surprised; who, ne?

But he sings, m m m mmnurdered me

The road gets stickier. Heat mrages shimer in the mddle distance and rise
up
in front of him thick and troubl esonme as cream of nothing soup

Fuddl ed by the dense air, the Marine bows his head against the heat and goes
into the dimrural drugstore. He is not aware he's being foll owed.

"What's that you're singing?"
The Marine blinks. "Say what ?"
It is a wrman's voice. "Mster, the song."

Expl odi ng afterimages of sunlight stud the di mess, so he does not inmediately
see the speaker. "M' anf"

The voice blurs suggestively. "Sit down, Lieutenant."

He bl unders against a | arge shape -- |leatherette booth, he thinks. He can
still
| eave. "Ma'am you don't want me to sit with you."

The wonman's hand cl oses on his armand pulls himdown. "You don't know what |
want until | tell you."

"You haven't told ne your nane."

It beconmes clear she isn't going to. He hears the sound she makes inside her
cl othes as she crosses her legs; he can't stop blinking. He thinks he can
smel |

the warmair rising fromthe holl ow at her throat.

What he says next, he says because he can't help hinmself. The ol d threnody
al ways bubbles up at tines like this, when he thinks he's close -to what? He



can't say. He just begins. "I was born of blood and reborn in violence. If you
can't handle either, you don't want ne sitting with you."

She | eans across the table. "You haven't told nme what you were singing."

"It's an old thing. | used to think it was sad, but now. . ." He's hurtled
into

a conplicated thought that he can't finish. There's no way to tell her he has
bi gger problens now Instead he tells the old story: born late to a childless
couple, mother dead in childbirth, w cked stepnother Gerda and the inevitable
murder, if it was a nmurder. His father was away; he, was never able to get the
truth fromhis frantic half sister: "You were sitting by the door and your
head

cane off; what can | tell you, your head cane off." They buried hi munder the
linden tree, Marline and the stepnother, but he rose up, or something did,

| eached of menory and stark blind crazy with |ove; he thinks that was him
flying

over head and singi ng, singing:

"My not her nurdered ne;

"My father grieved for ne;
"My sister, little Marline,
"Wept under the linden tree . "

The wonman snaps, "I thought it was an alnond tree.”

"Al'l depends where you're comng from" he says, blinking until her outlines

energe fromthe di mess -- wedge-shaped face as beautifully defined as a cat's
muzzle, long hair falling over long white arnms and that neatly conposed face
veiling her intentions; he thinks she may be beautiful -- too early to tell
"Whatever it is, | can't seemto get rid of the song."

"You're still singing?"

He says in sonme bew | derment, "It sings ne."

Even in the shadows the sudden, attentive tilt of her head is apparent. "And
what do you think it means?"

But he slaps both hands flat on the table. "Enough. The stepnother got crushed
in a rockfall. | came back. Wen being home got too hard, | joined up. That's
all you need to know. "

"Yes," she says, perhaps too quickly. "It is.

"So if you don't mind .
"You haven't ordered."

There is nothing on the menu that he wants. This isn't a bar, where you can
order somet hing deep enough to di sappear into; it's an ol d-fashi oned pharmacy
with a soda fountain and this is high noon, not the dead of night that lets
you

go home with the |ovely woman who found you. When he goes outside, it wll
still

be hot and bright. "It's not nmy kind of place.”



As he stands she rises with hin they could be executing the first novement in
an el egant pas de deux. "It's not mine either," she says, drawi ng her |ong
hands

down his arnms. "Let ne take you soneplace where it's cool."

Emerging fromthe air-conditioned drugstore, he is staggered by the heat. Wen
he | ooks for the woman, she is several paces ahead. "Were are we goi ng?"

Her tone is suggestive; she does not | ook back, but the words reach him
"Somepl ace you al ready know. "

The Marine will remenber the aftenoon as a bizarre, agonizing progress on
f oot ,
her striding ahead with those bl ack gauze skirts flying and hi mstruggling
al ong

behi nd, heading for the next town. No cars pass them but he understands that

she

woul d not accept a ride. In the outskirts of the big towmn or small city, she

stops at a marked bench just as the bus comes al ong. DEEP CAVERNS, the narker
says. He is about to tell her he's never heard of the place when she turns on
the step and pulls himon board.

So they ride out to the caverns side by side on the cracked | eatherette back
seat with engine funes boiling up between their knees while the woman thinks
what ever she is thinking and the singing Marine finds that even the relentless
nonot ony of the song cannot crowd out the mshap that separated himfromhis
pl atoon | ast night and put himon this road. He is grieving for them "What?"

"I said, when you get there, | want you to go inside for ne.

The thick funmes make his eyes water. "M an®?”
"I can't," she says. "You have to. Understand, you won't be sorry. In the end,
["1'l make you very happy."

"You . . . want me to go into the caverns?"

"It's cool," she says. "Believe ne, you won't be sorry."

"You want ne to go in and get
"The tinderbox. It's an ol d-fashioned fire-starter."
"What woul d you want a thing Iike that for?"

Her eyes gl ow. Sonet hi ng behi nd them begins to snoul der. "Just do what | say.
Then you'll see. Get it and I'Il start your fires."

"I was on ny way back to the base," he says.
Her smile is touched with malicious hunor. "Wat would you want to do a thing
i ke that for?"

He chooses not to catch her tone. Instead he starts telling; like the song he
sings, it's sonething he has to do because he needs to hear it. "I have to
report. | have to let themknow it wasn't ny fault. | have to forestall the
court martial. It was nmy platoon. |I. God, the sergeant!" He stops and starts
again. "W were on maneuvers near Ccracoke. He marched theminto the nmarsh.”
He

does not tell her that the marsh gave way underneath them and half his nen are



still out there sonewhere, either nmired to the knees or drowned in nud and
confusion; he does not tell her that in another few hours he will be AWOL. "I
have to report. | do."

W thout even |ooking at him she divines the rest. She knows what lies at his
center. She is brusque, alnbst nmatter-of-fact. "Your platoon's okay. They

f ound

everyone. It's in all the papers.™

H s heart |leaps up. "You' re sure?"

How cl everly she plays him "TV this norning. Interviews."

"But |'mnot there."

"Ch, you," she says. "They think you deserted."

Maybe | have. It's too nmuch to contenplate. "I have to go back and explain
it."

"Do this and you won't have to go back at all. You'll be rich enough to buy
your

way out of anything."

But when Taps sounds tonight the Marine will go back, slouching over the
causeway |like the returning prodigal in his nuddy fatigues and the boondockers
that won't stop squel ching water. Wen he does, he will be richer. He knows

t hat

when a beautiful wonman you don't know asks you to do her a favor, you do what
she asks soon enough, but you never, ever |let her know what you'.re thinking.

Ri ght now he says, "I'll think about it."
"No time for that. We're getting off."

They are in the woods for nmore than an hour, during which the lieutenant's
boot s

get heavier in a geonetric progression toward eternity. The heat is

i ntol erabl e.

Gnats crawl into his ears and clog his nostrils; nmosquitos feed on the exposed
back of his neck, sliding down the sweaty surface to feed on his npst

vul nerabl e

parts. By the tinme the woman reaches the cave nmouth and gestures, he's ready
to

pl unge in without question: anything to escape the humdity that is pressing
down on himand steaming in his throat and in the space between his regul ation
cap and his skull.

She turns as if she's already explained this: "You understand why | can't go
in

there."

He shakes his head. The shadowed opening at her back lures him he wants to
t hrow hi msel f down on the worn stone floor and sleep until Decenber.

"The dogs."
He blinks sweat out of his eyes, saying politely, "M an®"

She says inpatiently, "I can't go in because of the dogs."



"Dogs." Does he hear anything? Smell anything different? The place is stil

and

if there's anything living inside, there is no hint of it. "Are you sure there
are dogs in there?"

She turns that neatly feline face at an angle that makes it inpossible for him
to read her intentions. "Don't worry. There are only three of them They have
big eyes." Wen she | ooks up again her eyes gleam "And they have what you
want .

Watch out for the last one, though," she adds. "He can nake you or break you."

"I't will be dark."

She shakes her head. "It's lighted. They were going to turn this into Luray
Caverns until they found out the air was toxic."

"Toxic!"

"It won't bother you," she says with such subline assurance that he believes
her. "And what you find will solve all your problens." She lays out the
detail s.

This is how the singing Marine finds hinself descending into Deep Caverns
whil e

his conmpanion reclines like a figure carved in the rock at its nouth and waits
for himto come back with the tinderbox. "My mother mmm. . ." Not his

not her.

Gerda. For the first tine since he came back to hinmself after the business
with

the Iinden tree, the song sounds right. The faces of his platoon recede and he
is alone, singing in the cavern

It is as she told him At the wi dest point he finds three little niches
openi ng

of f the tunnel |ike side chapels in a subterranean place of worship, but

i nst ead

of religious statuary or munmm fied corpses they contain bits of blackness that
stal k back and forth inside Ilike furred furies; when the aninals see the

Mari ne

they lunge for himand are hurled back into their niches as if by invisible
barriers. dowering, they nount their mahogany chests |ike reluctant plaster
saints returning to their pedestals.

He does not like the looks of the first animal. Its eyes are big enough but
when
he says, "N ce doggy," it stirs in a trenendous effort to please him and

scratches up a stormof pennies that lands at his feet |ike so nuch gravel.

Pi ck

up that junk and I won't have any roomin ny suit for the real thing. Thus he
throws out his first set of instructions. "Nothing doing," he says, and goes
on

to the next. The eyes are even huger, but in its attenpt to win his attention
t he next animal scratches up a shower of dollar bills, shredded by sharp
toenails and worthl ess as confetti.

The third dog does nothing. Sitting on its chest of treasure it regards him
with

eyes bigger and nore brilliant than anybody's attenpts to describe them The
effect is of |enon neon.



It is like looking into the eye of the behol der
Wt hout knowi ng what he neans, the Marine says, "Then you know "

Al t hough the dog makes no sound, the singing Marine takes its neaning:
Ever yt hi ng.

Flowing |ike velvet, the creature junmps off the chest, fixing himwth its

i ntense yellow glare. Although the dog is kept in the little cavern by a
shield

he can't see, the singing Marine clinmbs up on the | edge and enters easily. Now
that they are in the sanme space he knows that if it wants to, the animal can
destroy him

"I didn't want to cone back fromthe dead, you know " He thinks about his
pl at oon. "You know being dead is easier."

The silence is profound. The Marine stands with his arnms at his sides,

wai ting.

There is a stir as if of air masses colliding. Huge and silent, the dog surges
into the space between them Still he does not nove. He does not npve even
when

the massive brute pads the last two steps and presses its bearli ke head

agai nst

him Startled by the warnth, the weight, the singing Marine feels everything
bad

rush out of him the violent death and burial, the strange reincarnation that
finds himboth victimand nmurderer, song and singer, still in the thrall of

t he

linden tree and the spirits that surround it. The great dog's jaws are wide;
its

mouth is a fiery chasm but he doesn't shrink fromit.

When you have been dead and buried, nmany things worry you, but nothing
frightens
you.

"Stay," he says, and without caring whether it attacks him he opens the
chest.

On top he finds the object in question -- fire-starter, she explained, an
antique tinderbox, |ooking crude and insufficient in its bed of thousand
dol | ar

bills. Something glitters -- dianonds scattered anong the bills as if by sone
suprenely casual hand. He picks up the tinderbox.

"This is what she wants,"” he says to the dog. The neon eyes won't let himlie

he couldn't. "I'm supposed to take the rest, but it's only noney."

The | enon eyes glimrer |ike paired noons.
"Money isn't everything."
l'i nden

tree stirring overhead and one nore tine replays out the perpetual round of
death and survival. He is afraid of repeating it into eternity. He slanms the
lid

and | ooks at the dog. "Mney isn't anything." He | ooks up, puzzled: the box.
"But neither is fire."

The song is back; he can feel the | eaves of the

There is a stir; blacker than shadow, even bl acker because of the neon eyes,



t he
creature nudges himagain. Its great pluned tail is wagging.

"Good boy." He tries to pat its head; the dense fur is so deep that his hand
won't stop sinking into it. "You keep it. But this." Studying the tinderbox,
he

turns it over in his hand. "I wonder what she wants with it."

There is seismc thunder -- a growl so profound that he forgets the eyes. Then
t he ani mal becomes a fury of deep fur and warm fl esh and conpressed nuscl es.
Planting its head in his chest, it pushes the singing Marine to the edge of

t he

little niche and to his astoni shnent, nudges himso he falls back into the
tunnel. Its grow mekes the lights flicker. Wthout knowi ng how he knows to do
this, the Marine slips the tinderbox deep into his fatigues, storing it in a
spot nobody can reach without his express permni ssion. Then he | ooks up at the
great nmoon eyes. Unlike nost animals, this one neets his stare; he feels

hi nmsel f

di sappearing into the glow Trapped though it is behind invisible bars, the
brute makes a low purr, alnost like a tiger's. The tail noves like a flight of
banners. He doesn't know what it's trying to tell him Then he does; it is
amazi ng.

Theref ore when the Marine cones up from underground and the beautiful woman
slips both arnms around his neck and thanks him he is wary. Wen he realizes
she's patting the many pockets of his fatigues, he is even nore wary, but he's
not surprised when she says, "You didn't take any noney."

He shakes hi s head.
"But you got the box."
"I did," he says.
"Where is it?"

He only shakes his head.
"I see." She is already funbling in the depths of her black gauze skirt; she
pul I s sonet hi ng out of her pocket. Because they are beyond apol ogi es or

expl anati ons she says, "Gerda didn't die in a rockfall, you killed her," and
as

she brings out the knife and raises it high he sees that she | ooks enough |ike
the dead nurderess to be her sister

He has no choice but to kill her. Marines know how to do this w thout weapons.
Inside, not far fromthe cave's nouth, there's a chasmso deep that when he
pushes her in -- sexy, but vindictive, CGerda's sister, he listens and |istens

and never hears her hit bottom The singing Marine, who hears the sanme old
song

unfurling, but louder. "That should be the end of it," he says, but it isn't.
He

takes the box and w t hout much minding that he's left behind the treasure in
t he

cavern, he does what he should have done in the first place. He goes back to
t he

base.

It is night by the tine he gets there, and instead of marching through the
mai n



gate like a good officer, he turns off the road and runs along the fence. Wen
you' ve been dead and buried and come back, you are beyond goi ng out | ooking
for

trouble. Instead, you go to earth and wait for it to find you.

He snakes under the cyclone fence at the spot his platoon found during
exerci ses

early in training. He runs like a fox through the gullies and comes to earth
in

t he deep gul ch behind the senior officers' quarters, where he lies down too
tired for thought and sobs until sleep cones up from behind and takes him One
by one the houses at the top of the cliff go dark; from down here they al

| ook

alike and it will be noon before the singing Marine realizes that the
general 's

daughter nust be only a few houses away, in the back bedroom of the biggest
house at the end of Officers' Row She lies north to south in her bed while
face

down, the singing Marine lies north to south in the rocks and wet earth near
t he

bottom of the gully. Although she doesn't know he exists, their breathing is
synchroni zed. Breath for breath, she matches him

At reveille he hears the base waking up: the mlitary notor hunm ng, gears
nmeshi ng so snmoothly that he m ght never be nmissed here, and for the first tinme
since they buried himunder the linden tree, he is profoundly |onely.

Last night he had inagined it was only a matter of hours until the MPs found
him thus relieving himof any decisions. This nmorning he understands this

pl ace

is secure; if he wants to, he can live here forever. The idea has a certain
appeal to him Wen you have been dead and buried you | ose your tol erance for
changes.

He has not eaten. Crouched in the gulch with his knees up, the singing Marine
considers his options. If he sneaks off the base his life as he knows it is
over. If he lets themcatch him his |life as he knows it is over. But, God, he
is hungry. Still he is an officer, and he is not going to be shot while
scavengi ng. Instead he sits with his head between his knees waiting until he
gets tired of waiting. Then he pulls out the tinderbox and with a sense of
inevitability, opens it.

There is a little flint stick and a surface to strike it on. He does this
once.

Twi ce. Three times, and as he strikes it the third tinme the earth rattles.
"It's

too soon!" he cries, |oud enough that the general's daughter, hangi ng her
st onewashed jeans on the back rail of her father's quarters several houses
away,

will lift her head. "You called?" But by that tinme the singing Marine has
sl ammed t he box and what ever has been runbling toward himjust beneath the
surface of the earth shudders, receding.

Di stressed and gnawed by hunger but still humming, mmmm he rolls over and
presses hinself into the ground. The sensation is not unfamiliar. In the

ast oundi ng concentration peculiar to certain nmystics, he withdraws to sing the
song and wait for night to come again. Rousing once, he sees the sun is |ow
and

he sets his inner alarmclock for m dnight. Then, schooled in resignation, he
lies still, waiting.



When it's safe he sits up and strikes the tinderbox three tines. This tine
when

sparks fly, he will leave it open. Instead of fire, it brings dense, living
bl ackness out of bl ackness, huge and silent, warm The | enon neon eyes regard
hi m

"I knew you' d come," he says. The dog drops sonething in his lap and rests its
great head on his lap. "And | knew you'd bring food. Mney isn't anything, but
you can die of hunger."

Closer than close, the dog lies next to himwhile he eats. It is like sitting
with a furnace. Wen he's done eating he leans into the thick, dense fur and
wi t hout having to tell it anything, he makes the dog know everything. After a
monent it gets up and shakes itself until electricity flies in the darkness.
Then it wheels, action following intention so fluidly that they are as one,
and

t he gorgeous brute seens to nelt into nothing.

Al one, the singing Marine stares into his enpty hands and considers his
opti ons.

Hs life as he knows it is over here. It's too late for himto explain
hi nsel f;

only a goddess could do it.

A goddess. It's as if the dog has heard. In seconds it's back, coning over the
edge of the little cliff and descending, as silent as it is enormous. Its
shape

has changed -- it seens bul kier, and when the Marine gets to his feet to

wel cone

it he sees this is because there is sonmething on its back: the inpossible
superinposed on the unlikely. Here is the general's daughter, pale in the
shift

she slept in, lying in the dog's deep fur and sleeping as heavily as if she'd
never been separated fromthe bed she ay down on

He tells hinself he only needs her to hear him out.
He tells hinself he's only doing this because he | oves her

He tells hinself this is a long dream and in dreanms people | ove and becone as
one without actually touching.

Mur muri ng, she stirs in her sleep. This is the real general's real daughter.
This is now and in these days you don't take wonen unless they invite you.

He says, "I love her, but not like this."

There is that ranble, as of thunder. Growing, the dog cocks its head and
before

the Marine can put out his hand to stay it or to touch the dangling satiny arm
of the beautiful sleeper, it turns and vani shes.

For the rest of the night and the next |ong day, the singing Marine considers.
There is the song, that will not stop singing. There is the general's

daught er,

so close that he can clinmb out of the gulch if he wants to and try to find
her.

There is the disgrace that has ended his mlitary career and brought himto
al l



this. Is he victimor lover or deserter? He does not know. Al he knows is
t hat
as soon as it gets dark he will summn the dog again.

And the dogwill bring the general's daughter. Tonight she is in a faded
T-shirt

the col or of the ocean and she | ooks like Undi ne, sleeping deep under water.
Hs

heart staggers. If he lays his head against her will she know everythi ng?

This time he keeps her until norning. And this tine, although the singing
Mari ne

doesn't know it, her father the general will note that his daughter is

m ssi ng,

and when he sumons the dog again tonorrow ni ght and the dog brings the
general ' s daughter, the slashed pockets of the shirt she has worn to bed will
begin to dribble sequins, laying a glittering trail to the spot where he has
hi dden her.

If MPs | ook and | ook and can't find the place, at least at first, he will have
the dog to thank. In a brilliant flash of conprehension the animal will strip
the shirt with its teeth before it descends into the gully, tossing sequins in
a

dozen different directions. Not its fault that a few spangled bits cling to
its

fur as it sets its great haunches and slides to the spot where the Marine is
hi ding. Here they stay, brute and master and beautiful sleeping girl, who
stirs

and threatens to wake as the Marine shakes of f whatever has been hol ding him
back and too near dawn for anything to be realized, he noves to kiss her

He can't know whether it's the dog or sonething inside hinself asking: Wy
don' t
you just take what you want?

When you have been dead and buried you operate in a different context.

Still he tells hinself she knows what she's doing; he tells hinself her eyes
are

really open. Awake or not, she raises her arns and they fall into a | ong
enbr ace

made sweeter by the inevitability of interruption

Al most at once the sun comes up and wonman and dog, burden and bearer, recede
Zﬁickly that they might as well have vani shed, |eaving the singing Marine
cooling in the dirt with his heart so torn by the pressure of guilt and sorrow
and the excruciating pain of these near m sses that he sings, too |oud:

"My nother murdered ne.

"My father grieved for ne.

"My sister, little Marline . . .'

Yes he probably wants themto find him

Whi ch they do in the middle of the bright afternoon, sturdy, clean-shaven

j arheads, earnest and spiffy in full uniformin spite of the heat, with
pol i shed



boots and puttees and the inevitable white arnbands, standing over him and at
attention. The hell of it is that as they march himout in the snelly fatigues
and the squel ching boondockers they will call himSir and they will treat him
with the courtesy appropriate to a ranking officer even though he no | onger
deserves it.

When night falls in the maxi mnum security wing of the brig, the commandi ng
general cones to see him He posts his aides outside and comes in alone. It is
a

surprise to both of them He |ooks surprisingly like his daughter, but nuch

tougher. They will not exchange words, exactly. Instead the general wll ask
hi m

n W]y?ll

and the singing Marine will not be able to answer.

Then the general will ask him "How?"

and once again, he will not be able to answer. \Wat comes out of himnowis
"mmmni' because his heart is breaking and the song he sings will not stop
singing itself. Even lost out of his mind in love, heis going to hear it. He
will go to his grave hearing it.

Then he thinks perhaps when he is in the grave, he won't have to hear it
anynor e.

"You know what | can have done to you," the general says.

The singing Marine does know. He al so knows wi thout needing to be told that
tradition says he can end all this and make it a happy endi ng. Wen he left
behi nd the nmoney in DEEP CAVERNS and took the tinderbox, he came out with the

real treasure. If he strikes it twice and |eaves it open, he will have the
first

two dogs here to do his bidding. If he strikes it three times and | eaves it
open, the finest animal, his chanmpion, his first real friend will surge into
t he

room and toget her they can make anythi ng happen.

But dogs have teeth and they will use them No matter how fine they are, or
how

brilliant, necessity nakes them savage, and like it or not the singing Marine
is

never far fromthe grave under the linden tree; he can see its dirt under his
fingernails and snell the earth all these decades |ater.

Tradition tells himif the dogs kill everybody in charge the personnel on the
base will beg himto beconme the general. He'll go to live in the general's
quarters and when he goes into the girl's bedroomthis tinme she'll be awake,
and

he will have her, but he is sad now, sobered by so many deat hs and ot her

| osses

t hat when he | ooks into hinmself, he discovers that he doesn't want to be that
person. Crazy, but so was taking the girl and then not using her a different
ki nd of crazy.

Per haps because he is an officer, the MPs spared himthe strip search, which
means that he can feel the coner of the tinderbox digging into the soft flesh
of

his flank. Al he has to do is take it out. But he can al so hear hinself.



"Mmmm" and, "mmmnurdered ne .

And he understands that only when he is in the grave again will the song stop
singing. "Sir," he says in a soft voice, "if | tried to attack you now, would
you have to shoot nme?"

Ast ounded, the general |ooks up just as he | aunches hinsel f, and because
Mari nes

know how to kill in self defense the general does exactly what is expected,
but
because Marines know how to kill w thout weapons he does it conpletely

differently. It is so swift that the lieutenant has no tinme for |last words or
even regrets; he slips away into what he discovers with such gratitude that it
obscures all love, all loss, all grief and the thought of anyone who m ght
nour n

him is silence. The song of |ove and death and rebirth and viol ence that he
has

heard all his life since the linden tree is ending. Ends. Has ended.



