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It's a War 

by Dean Raven 

Thanks mate. Wasn't it my shout? Anyhow, yeah, like I was saying, I'm 

supposed to be writing a goddamn book. But I ain’t got the foggiest where to 

start. I didn't wanna write the goddamn thing in the first place. It was all 

Emma's idea. "Granddad, you've had an amazing life," she keeps saying over 

and over and over again like a goddamn stuck record. "You need to write it all 

down." 

 She's talking about Vietnam, of course. But who wants to hear about 

that shitty war these days? I get more of a reaction when I tell about the time 

Lazza got his ear bitten off outside the Carlton back in 'sixty-four. And that 

didn't hardly bleed. But Emma's determined to hear it, so I better do as she says 

or else she'll nag me till me poor old heart gives out. 

So, mate, here's the story of Vietnam: fire, mud, bugs, heat, rice, blood, 

death. There. Who needs a hundred thousand words? 

 Did I show you a picture of Emma? Here she is. Pretty, eh? She's 

Mary's kid. The other one's Jeremy. Sometimes when I get in one of my moods 

I call him Jesus. He sure goes around acting like it. But Mary's husband's name 

is Kurt, not Joseph. Otherwise, that would've been one helluva joke, eh? 

 Mary wasn't Irene and my's only child. Before her there was Mona, who 

was named after her godmother. But Mona died at birth. Afterwards the doctors 

wouldn't let me or Irene see her. I often wondered why that was, y’know, but I 

couldn't ever figure out the reason. The only reason I could think of is they 

stuffed up somehow, the doctors. I keep thinking how maybe Mona's head was 
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crushed by the forceps and they wanted to keep that from us so's we wouldn't 

sue. 

Anyhow, when Irene and me finally got over blubbering, I went back to 

the hospital and said to the nurse at the desk that if they didn't bring us our 

baby I'd find her myself, and they wouldn't like to see that happen cos I'd been 

in Vietnam and I'd done a lot worse than ransack a hospital for a dead baby. 

But the nurse said how the baby had already been burnt. They don't mess 

around there in the hospital. They either chop 'em up and pickle the parts in jars 

or else they chuck 'em in the incinerator. It's safer that way, cos then nosy 

parents can't come round demanding to know why their damn babies died. 

 I've seen burnt babies before, I have. But those were Vietnamese babies, 

so that doesn't count. War does that to you. You start thinking how everything's 

different, that this isn't how my own baby would look if it was burnt. Come to 

think of it, when I was in 'Nam it never even occurred to me that white babies 

got burnt. But now I know better. 

 You know what's even worse than seeing burnt babies? Seeing what it 

does to their mothers. I remember one day we were checking out a village we'd 

bombed to kingdom come the day before, and in one of the huts was a girl, all 

skin and bone. And lying on a straw mat on the floor was a dead baby. When I 

went inside, the girl whimpered and put her hands over the blackened thing like 

she was trying to protect it from me and my rifle. I tried to tell her it was dead, 

but I don't suppose she knew what the hell I was going on about. After all, she 

was only some ignorant peasant who'd probably never even seen a white man 

before, never mind hear one talk. 
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 Anyhow, when I moved closer, she put her hand under the mat and 

pulled out this bloody great machete. But she should have found herself 

something smaller. It didn't take much to wrench it out of her hands. But it sure 

did piss me off that she wanted to decapitate or disembowel or castrate me, 

when all I was trying to do was help. It made me mighty mad. Right then I 

understood good and well what I was fighting for. I put my hands around her 

throat and squeezed hard, but all she did was stare at me, which just made me 

madder. She didn't deserve to live. She didn't even have her baby anymore, 

which means she didn't have any reason to live. And anyhow, that baby 

would've grown up to be Vietcong, so it was better it was dead now, instead of 

in fifteen years time when it might have taken out a dozen of me mates. 

 It's funny, y'know: that time I got mad at Irene and squeezed her throat, 

the look in her eye was exactly like that girl in Vietnam. Don't these women 

know that when a man's got his hands on your throat you're supposed to look 

scared and beg for mercy and promise you'll do whatever you're told from now 

on? You're not supposed to stare at him with calm hate, as if you couldn't care 

less about death. That's not the point at all. You only force the poor mug to 

squeeze harder. 

 What saved Irene that time was Mary crying. She was starting to walk 

and she'd fallen and hit her head on the edge of the coffee table. There was a lot 

of blood so we took her to the hospital, and after that things were pretty okay 

between the wife and me. We even made love that night, though I always 

wished Irene was more like those chicks in Vietnam. They buck and they heave 

and they draw the juice out of you like a goddamn suction cup - you know what 

I’m saying? You forget they're only doing it cos you're paying them. They don't 
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lie there with their arms glued to your back, hardly making a sound. They make 

you feel alive. 

 I didn't kill the girl in Vietnam, if that's what you're thinking. In fact, I 

didn't do anything to her. I decided that having a dead baby was probably the 

worst thing in the world that could happen to her, so I left her to it. But when I 

left I was still mighty mad. 

 Irene doesn't know any of this. In fact, she knows bugger all about what 

happened in Vietnam. I used to tell her stuff, but then she'd get this look on her 

face like she thought I was the most pathetic and disgusting thing on the planet. 

The first time she did it was when I was telling her about how I'd shot 

this jerk who'd been stealing cans of beef stew. She tried to tell me how you 

don't shoot someone for stealing beef stew - but what the hell would she know? 

She wasn't there; she was safe at home baking cakes and gossiping over the 

back fence, while poor old me was covered in mud and stinking like a dead pit 

bull and dodging bullets whistling past me goddamn ears. 

Then she tried to turn things around and say that she'd had a hard time 

too. Well, that was it. I'm ashamed to say it, but I backhanded her across the 

face and she ran off to the bedroom and didn't speak to me again for three 

straight days. I bought her flowers and cooked dinner two nights in a row, but 

she still didn't come around. So I told her to either get over it or else I wouldn't 

be responsible for what happened next. 

She was better after that, which was sensible of her. When I told her 

stories later on she didn't say a word. But there was still that goddamn look on 

her face. So I figured I'd be a good guy and not let her get me mad, and so I just 
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stopped telling her things. I guess that's why Emma wants me to write 

everything down. She knows I don't like talking about it. 

Jeremy, the other grandkid, couldn't give a stuff if I write things down 

or not. You'd expect him to take an interest in the war, wouldn't you? - cos he's 

a boy and that's what boys do. But oh no, goddamn Jesus thinks the war was a 

mistake. He comes to the house and he sits there in the kitchen with Irene and 

they have a great old time, gossiping like two old gasbags. But he won't even 

look me in the eye. I asked Irene once whether she'd told him about the fights 

we used to have and she said no. But I don't believe her. She's a good liar, 

Irene. She's been lying ever since we got married - probably all her goddamn 

life. All I ever wanted from her was the truth, but I suppose some women are 

born to make men suffer, eh? Still, she's been a fair enough wife, at least since 

Mary left home. These days she knows what to say and what not to say, and 

she knows when I wanna be left alone and how I like my dinners and what TV 

shows I like, so she pretty much stays out of the way. 

But mate, that's not to say I'm not interested in what she's thinking or 

doing. Sometimes when she doesn't know I'm there, I watch her. She might be 

looking out the kitchen window or staring at the fire with a book lying dead in 

her lap, and I hide in the shadows and watch to see what she gets up to when 

she thinks I'm not around. The answer is pretty much nothing. 

A long time ago, when I was still working at the refinery, I caught her 

screwing around behind my back. Nah, she never admitted it, but why else 

would the phone ring out during the day? And why else would she find it so 

goddamn difficult to account for what she'd been up to during the nine hours I 

wasn't there? I beat her up pretty bad that time, I must admit. I didn't mean to, 
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but she got me so riled up. I don't know whether it got to me more that she was 

screwing around or just the fact she was keeping secrets from me. But 

afterwards I was man enough to admit I'd gone too far, so I think it turned out 

the best for both of us in the end. At least since then she's known where she 

stands. 

I've never hit the grandkids. No, I wouldn’t do that. It's not just that 

Mary won't let me; they don't seem to annoy me as much as Irene and Mary 

did. In fact, Emma's a perfect angel - except of course when she nags. Which I 

suppose is why I need to do like she says. But how the hell am I supposed to 

write a book about the war when I'm not a writer? 

Emma keeps saying to write about the people. 

The people? What people? War isn't about people. It's about men with 

weapons. It's about righting wrongs. If you think about people, you end up 

feeling sorry for the poor bastards whose homes you've bombed or whose 

heads you're about to blow off. If you think about people, you fall to pieces 

whenever one of your mates loses an arm or an eye, or trips a booby trap and 

explodes in a huge bloody mess. No, you can't afford to think about people. 

You can only think about yourself. You can only do what's right for you - and 

the rest of the world, well it just has to take care of itself. 

Irene could never understand this. That's the problem with women. 

They bring life into the world, so all they can think about is keeping it going. 

They think if we try hard enough and we all lay down our weapons, we can 

make the world a happier place. What a load of tripe! We men have more 

sense, eh? We know it's a jungle out there and only the strongest survive. I'm 

strong, so I survived. I can look back on my life and be glad I was in control, 
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that I was able to shoot a damn thief in the leg one day and the next day spare 

the life of a would-be murderer. Looking back, there’s no doubt in my mind 

those were the right things to do. I felt good about 'em then and I feel good 

about 'em now. 

Geez that country is a hellhole! To keep from going stark raving mad I 

had to put a lot of stuff out of my mind. I try and concentrate on the mates I 

made over there; the good times. But one thing I’ve never been able to stop 

thinking about is the end of the war - the end for me, that is. I never told 

anyone about this before, so if I hear you’ve blabbered I’ll beat you to a pulp, 

you hear me? I just figure you’re smart enough and you know me well enough 

to see things from my point of view. Cos no other bugger does. Not one. 

To be honest, I don't remember things too well. I remember the squad 

being ambushed. I remember a shitload of blood. I remember being tied to a 

tree, the ropes so tight they burned, the bugs biting me, and not being able to do 

a single thing about it. There's no worse feeling in the world than being eaten 

alive by mosquitoes, I think - and I've had some bad things happen to me. Well, 

maybe it's worse knowing you're about to die. But I don't remember having that 

knowledge. Like I said, I don't remember much at all about that time. 

But what happened afterwards I'll never forget. Did I say being bitten 

by bugs was the worst feeling in the world? I was wrong. Losing control is 

worse. War does that to you - piles indignity upon suffering upon hurt. And the 

pain just goes on and on and on. Yeah, my worst memory of the war is when a 

bunch of guys burst from the jungle and opened fire on the bastards that were 

holding me captive. I was hardly conscious at the time - maybe I was 

hallucinating - but I remember clear as day the guys standing around laughing 
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at me, at my stupidity, at how I'd been stupid enough to allow myself to get in 

that predicament. 

I woke up in a hospital, a bright white place that made me think of 

heaven. Everyone was real concerned about me. They brought me whiskey, 

which was hard to come by, so I was thankful. It was only when I got out that I 

heard some of the stories that were doing the rounds about me. About how I'd 

mistaken my liberators for my captors and begged for mercy, promising all 

kinds of outlandish things. About how I'd lost the power to control my bowels. 

About how I stumbled through the jungle crapping in my pants like a dressed-

up monkey. 

Don't worry, mate, those things won't appear in my book. I won't have 

Emma - or anyone else for that matter - thinking I'm some kind of lily-livered 

coward. I mean, I've marched through the jungle all alone, poked my head into 

huts and holes where any number of the enemy might have been hiding. I've 

raised a goddamn family through some bloody hard times, for Christ's sake! So 

if any of those stories are true, well it wasn't me. Maybe it was one of the other 

guys who was freed that day. I'm sure there were more, though the only real 

memory I've got is of the bugs. 

Imagine if I'd have told that story to the wife. I can see the look on her 

face now. She'd smirk - she wouldn't be able to help it. That's why I stopped 

telling her stories. She wasn't able to control her face. I do it for her own good, 

so she won't laugh at me or pity me or get angry and make me turn on her. I've 

told her that a few times and she just smiles, so I suppose deep down inside she 

appreciates me for it, though I sometimes wish she'd show the appreciation a 

bit more openly. But I suppose you can't teach an old dog new tricks, eh? That's 
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one of my favourite sayings; I use it all the time. Irene hates me saying it, 

though. Just like she hates it when I call her good-for-nothing or stupid or a 

mistake. Women are so damn sensitive. Small wonder it's the men that rule the 

world. 

Well, I've carried on enough for one night. But I better come up with 

something to write about quick-smart, before Emma grabs me and starts 

nagging again. Every now and then when I look at Emma I see her 

grandmother in her. I hope I'm mistaken, cos if it's true she's gonna have a hard 

time finding and keeping a man. No one likes a whinger, least of all me. 

Okay, okay, enough of the bellyaching. I can see your eyes glazing 

over. But mate, where do I start? What do I write about? There's nothing 

special about me. I'm just your average mug who got sent to Vietnam and 

who's been trying to live his life the best way he knows how ever since. How 

the hell am I supposed to write a book about war? 

 


