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"Imagine a world where the youth of all nations band together, a vanguard of hope and defiance, proclaiming to the corridors of power: we shall only take up arms when the cause is just when the necessity is beyond doubt. This is the vision J.M. Barrie bestowed upon us in 'Courage'—a clarion call that resonates through the ages. Amidst this timeless echo, we dive into the memories of Marty Gruger, whose footsteps trace the sandy shores of Perth, Western Australia, from the tranquil 1950s into the tumultuous era of the Vietnam War and the years that lingered like shadows in its aftermath. Marty's journey begins at nineteen, not in the hallowed halls of the University of Western Australia, where dreams and aspirations flourish, but on a path chosen by fate—a birthdate drawn from a barrel, conscripting him as a Combat Medic into a war that clashed with his deepest convictions.

Today, Marty gazes upon the youth around him, those lives untouched by the scars of war, and ponders the diverging roads of existence—how forces beyond his control irrevocably altered his life's trajectory. Once branded a Warmonger upon his return, Marty, like many veterans, was left to navigate the treacherous waters of a society that saw him as Damaged Goods. The narrative delves deep into the heart of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), an ailment well documented yet grievously overlooked during Marty's time, shedding light on the struggles that countless soldiers faced in silence, their inner battles as relentless as those fought on foreign soils.

As Marty and his comrades tread the uncertain paths back to civilian life, their memories, though buried, remain eternally vigilant, a constant reminder of the horrors witnessed. Yet, amid the tumult of reintegration, the world itself was in flux, with geopolitical landscapes shifting and ideologies clashing. In an era when the beat of the Hare Krishna drum in Sydney's Kings Cross beckoned souls towards peace and love, Marty's story unfolds—a poignant reflection on cultural shifts, personal redemption, and the enduring human spirit.

Crafted from a heartfelt interview, this narrative not only charts a young man's journey thrust into the vortex of war but also captures the essence of a generation seeking its place in a rapidly changing world. With humility, relevance, and an unflinching eye for detail, this account navigates through the vicissitudes of Marty's life and those of his steadfast companions as they emerge from the shadows of conflict to forge their destinies anew."
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1  A Vietnam Skirmish
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In the dense humidity of Vung Tau Province, nestled within the sprawling confines of the Nui Dat, 1st Australian Task Force Base, Private Marty Gruger found himself thrust into the role of General Duty Medic. The MEDCAP (Civilian Medical Programme) was a welcome relief as an outside assignment within the early days. This challenging yet vital assignment pulled him from the familiar boundaries of the Task Force Base within two months following his arrival. His daily regimen on base, though crucial, treads the fine line between monotony and necessity: collecting swab samples from personnel grappling with the shadow of venereal diseases, meticulously extracting splinters or ticks from their bodies, clearing the stubborn wax from their ears, and liberally dispensing Aspro, the military’s touted panacea.

Aspro, hailed within the Medical Corp as a miracle elixir, was Marty’s frequent prescription for a spectrum of complaints, diagnosed and otherwise. It proved especially effective against the feigned ailments of those few seeking respite from duty, their symptoms miraculously vanishing with a mere two tablets and the looming threat of a disciplinary kick up the rear end from the stern Sergeant Major at the helm of the Regimental Aid Post (R.A.P).

Marty was now a certified combat medic, emerging from the crucible of intensive medical and combat training in Australia. His training, a gruelling amalgam of ten weeks of combat readiness intertwined with sixteen exhaustive weeks of advanced medical instruction, had prepared him for the rigours of the field. 

Despite the underlying apprehension that shadowed his thoughts on his first MEDCAP, he was eager to break free from the repetitiveness of his daily tasks at the base’s R.A.P., where he tended to his fellow soldiers' myriad injuries and complaints.

The announcement of his deployment to South Vietnam elicited Marty's grin that refused to be subdued, one that not even the most disciplined effort could conceal. This uncontrollable expression of glee was not born from a burgeoning sense of professional achievement, nor was it fuelled by a surging patriotic pride or an eager anticipation of immersing himself in the exotic culture of this foreign land. 

With an almost ethereal lightness to his step, Private Marty Gruger felt a certain liberation—a buoyancy born from breaking free of the stringent, monotonous rigours of military training back in Australia. It was as if the dense air of discipline that had once weighed heavily upon his shoulders was now lifting, giving way to an exhilarating sense of freedom. This wasn't merely a departure from the familiar; it was an embarkation on a quest for self-discovery, a journey into the heart of the unknown that every soldier carries silently within their backpack. Marty was driven by an innate curiosity, a burning question that simmered in the core of his being: how would he fare under the searing heat of battle, a reality faced by only a select few in their lifetimes?

For Marty, this internal exploration was tinged with a shadow of foreboding, a sentiment instilled by a grim proclamation from his training instructor—a stark assertion that a combat medic's survival in the throes of battle was often measured in mere minutes. This daunting revelation did little to deter him; instead, it added a layer of solemn resolve to his mission.

The Army had sent Marty to the verdant, tumultuous landscapes of South Vietnam as a Conscripted National Serviceman, where he was to apply his skills in stemming the tide of blood, ensuring the breath of life remained unobstructed, and warding off the cold embrace of shock. By some stroke of luck or twist of fate, Marty found himself serving alongside Lewis Bulcher, a dedicated Regular Infantryman (a volunteer), whose childhood friendship had been a constant through the ebb and flow of life back in Perth, Western Australia. Their divergent yet intertwined paths led them to this distant land, bound by a camaraderie that transcended the mere coincidence of assignment.

Under the auspices of the MEDCAP (Civilian Medical Programme), their mission was scheduled for mid-morning, a time chosen strategically by Army Command to coincide with the villagers' daily routines. They ventured forth with no expectations of hostility, aiming to deliver health checks and vaccinations to a community primarily composed of the very young, the elderly, and the women of Phuoc Tuy Province—a community momentarily left behind by the non-disabled men and women toiling in the fields amidst the relentless progression of the wet season.

On his inaugural venture as the sole medical provider beyond the confines of their Military Base, Private Marty Gruger found himself in the company of an Infantry Section. They were tasked not only with his protection but also with a covert mission to probe the village for traces of Viet Cong presence. 

Lewis Bulcher, Marty’s lifetime mate and nine other riflemen, the guardians of this expedition, were nestled within an International cargo truck. At the same time, Marty trailed in a Land Rover ambulance crewed by a driver whose rigid posture and white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel betrayed a tension mirroring Marty's own. Communication between Marty and his driver was non-existent, the air charged with unspoken apprehensions, punctuated only by the driver's occasional, detached glances at the passing landscape.

The sense of security offered by the accompanying infantry did little to ease the knot of anxiety in Marty’s stomach. As he peered out from the ambulance's window, the world outside blurred into a stream of indistinct images, echoing the unsettling visions that had haunted his dreams the night before—explosions and ambushes that seemed all too real in the quiet dread of anticipation.

Their journey takes them through scenes that seemed lifted from a grim movie: landscapes once vibrant with jungle life now stood stark and desolate, scarred by the tools of war—napalm, Agent Orange, leaving behind a surreal emptiness that hangs heavily in the air. Their convoy passed a mosaic of village life, farms, and plantations, the rich tapestry of the land marred by the bog mire left in their wake, until they arrived at a plateau, a space dominated by the stark silhouettes of a rubber tree plantation.

Before they unfolded the vista of a Vietnamese village, a collection of humble and ingenious dwellings adapted to the rigours of rural life; the homes, perched on dirt floors or elevated on wooden stilts, bore the marks of resilience and resourcefulness, with roofs patched together from whatever materials were at hand—corrugated iron rusted by time, rice sheaves, and dried palm leaves. The communal spaces of the village, threaded by well-trodden paths through the grass, were a testament to the community's enduring spirit. Around the periphery, the relentless advance of the jungle had reclaimed spaces left untended, weaving a rich tapestry of green that encased the village in a cocoon of lush, tropical vegetation. The air was thick with the organic scent of buffalo dung, a fragrance that seemed to animate blowflies, adding a layer of vibrancy to the stillness of the scene.

This was the stage upon which Marty's role would unfold, a setting that demanded not just the application of his medical training but a deeper engagement with the complexities of a land and its people caught in the crossfire of a conflict that had reshaped their world in ways both seen and unseen.

Lewis Bulcher and the nine other infantrymen disembarked from their transporter with practised urgency. They swiftly dispersed, forming a protective circle around their convoy. Their movements were a well-rehearsed ballet of security protocols, ensuring the area's safety before Marty Gruger, their dedicated medic, ventured toward the village's heart. There, a solitary figure emerged from the mirage of heat and light, gradually coming into focus as Marty's eyes adjusted to the sharp glare bouncing off the windshield.

This figure, an elder with a stature carved by time, stood alone, his presence commanding yet inviting. The sun casts a luminous halo around his thin frame, revealing a tapestry of grey hair and a beard that spoke volumes of wisdom and years. Clad in long black pants, rolled up to bare his sandaled feet, and a ribbed chest bared to the elements, he embodied the resilience and rugged beauty of the village. His posture, slightly bent, was supported by a walking stick that trembled with each breath of wind, signalling his status among his people. His face, lined with the trials of many seasons, was marked by a look of quiet apprehension, perhaps reflecting the uncertain times that had befallen his community or for fear of what the foreign invaders would find.

Marty held back, giving the infantry time to extend their perimeter, a necessary pause that filled the air with a tension palpable to all present. Then, the Corporal's voice cut through the silence, issuing commands with a clarity that underscored the gravity of their mission: “GUN GROUP! SECURE THE GROUND TO THE RIGHT AND TAKE COVER BEHIND THE LOG AT 12 O’CLOCK... MOVE! – RIFLEMEN FORM UP ON ME!”

In response, Private Lewis Bulcher, bearing the significant responsibility of the squad's M60 machine gunner, moved with a determined pace. The weight of the machine gun, along with the gun’s ammunition belts slung over his shoulders and more across his chest, was a testament to his strength and readiness. 

His movements, synchronised with those of his two companions, the number two assistant to his machine gun and the Lance Corporal leader of their group, were a dance of precision and purpose. Their strides were measured and deliberate as they navigated the uneven terrain toward a log that would serve as their makeshift fortress.

But as they neared their objective, the sudden crackle of gunfire shattered the momentary peace, sending shockwaves through the infantry group and Marty alike. The first shots, unexpected and jarring, were quickly followed by another volley, the sound magnifying in the open space, a stark reminder of the ever-present threat lurking within the serene landscape of a thick patch of bamboo forest. 

Marty witnessed the bamboo, once a symbol of resilience, now fracturing under the enemy’s assault. Its fragments flew like brittle glass, a visual metaphor for the fragility of peace in times of conflict.

The realisation hit Marty with a jolt—this was no drill; they were under attack. The air seemed to thicken, charged with the scent of gunpowder and the imminent danger that had descended upon them. The mission had transformed from one of healing to a test of survival.

In the chaos that erupted, Marty and his driver, propelled by instinct, dove for the scant shelter offered by their vehicle's undercarriage. Marty, reacting to the initial burst of gunfire, his gaze whipped towards the commotion's source. He sought guidance from the Infantry’s Corporal, who was already coordinating a countermeasure, leaving Marty to rely on his judgement in the unrest. A visceral fear gripped him, a coldness seeping into his limbs as if his blood had ceased its flow, a stark reminder of his vulnerability in the face of conflict.

From his precarious hideout beneath the ambulance, Marty strained to sight his mate Lewis and Lewis’s two gunner comrades, anxious for their safety. Lewis, with a reaction honed by months in the field, had ceased his forward motion at the first sign of danger, his hips instinctively aligning with the M60 machine gun as he unleashed a torrent of return fire. The gun roared to life, its blasts a cacophony that drowned out all other sounds, a desperate bid to reclaim control over the ambush. Lewis, his initial shock morphing into a focused resolve, bore the weight of their defence, his movements precise as he delivered volley after volley into the unseen threat ahead.

The battlefield was a whirlwind of motion and noise. Lewis's gun belched fiery tongues with each burst fired, slicing through the bamboo with lethal precision. The linked ammunition belt danced wildly, casting off spent shells in a chaotic metal symphony onto the earth. 

Despite the disorientation swirling within him, Marty was mesmerised by the destructive ballet unfolding before his eyes. He watched, almost detached, as the bamboo yielded under Lewis’s barrage, fragments of its once steadfast form scattering like ashes caught in a firey gale.

Amidst this tumult, their machine gun team, led by the Lance Corporal, made a desperate dash for cover. Their bodies were bent low to the ground as they navigated the treacherous no-mans land to the relative safety of the log. 

Lewis maintained his onslaught, the rhythm of his gunfire a relentless beat until the ammunition's telltale click signalled the need for a reload. He and his number two gunner reloaded the machine gun Swiftly, a seamless transition that spoke volumes of their training and camaraderie.

The Lance Corporal's voice cut through the din, a clarion call that galvanised the rest of the infantry section: “CONTACT FRONT! TWENTY-FIVE METRES AT TWELVE O’CLOCK IN THE CENTRE OF THE BAMBOO GROVE... TWO ENEMY FIRING SHOTGUNS!” 

This directive marshalled the riflemen into a unified front, a line of determined defenders poised to repel the invaders. With a disciplined harmony, they advanced, a living barrier against the encroaching danger. Their weapons were a chorus of defiance that echoed Lewis's relentless machine gun barrage.

The enemy, momentarily quelled by Lewis’s initial response, found themselves besieged on all fronts, the combined might of the infantry section’s arsenal a formidable force. The intense and fleeting skirmish left the bamboo grove tense without any enemy’s return fire, a temporary respite in the ongoing struggle for dominance. This moment, a testament to the infantry section's resolve and Marty's silent vigil, underscored the precarious balance between life and duty in the shadow of war.

The attackers advanced with a purposeful, relentless momentum, their bodies forcefully parting the dense bamboo as they moved. Each step was a testament to their determination, the fresh bamboo shoots underfoot barely slowing their charge. In a choreographed response to their Corporal's commands, they would momentarily drop to the earth on “DOWN”, melding with the terrain, only to rise again at the shout of "UP!" Their gunfire, a symphony of pops, cracks, and whistles, filled the air, transforming the battlefield into a raucous spectacle reminiscent of a fierce, albeit deadly, fireworks show. They pressed on, undeterred, aiming to dislodge the enemy from their position with a final, decisive push.

Entrenched behind his machine gun, Lewis became the pivot around which the firefight swirled. His position, fortified by the bipod legs of the gun, allowed him to lay down suppressing, precise, and relentless fire. The gun's barrel flashed angrily as he and his two companions maintained a steady firepower output, their collective effort a bulwark against the entrenched enemy force. They remained steadfast, locked in this posture of defiance, until a clear command from their Corporal signalled a momentary ceasefire of the machinegun group’s trajectory, aligning with the advancing infantry's movements.

Meanwhile, their medic, Marty Gruger, was trapped in a vortex of confusion and sensory overload. The din of battle rendered him momentarily uncertain of his role in this unfolding drama. Was the objective secured? Were there casualties among his comrades, or had the enemy withdrawn, employing their notorious ‘hit-and-run’ tactics? Marty's training as a medic had not fully prepared him for the paralysing indecision of combat, where the line between life-saving action and self-preservation blurred.

Amidst the turmoil, Marty's focus narrowed to his laboured breathing, each inhale and exhale sounding unnaturally loud in his ears. A sheen of sweat coated his skin, and the surreal experience of stress-induced floaters dancing before his eyes momentarily distracted him from the chaos. The ambulance driver's concerned gesture, seeking reassurance that Marty was ok, only amplified Marty's sense of vulnerability. His rapid breathing, a clear sign of fear, became an unexpected source of shame despite the driver's empathetic concern.

In the heat of the moment, Marty's thoughts turned inward, and he reached for a faith he had long disavowed. The dire situation spurred a spontaneous prayer, a plea for divine intervention to shield them from an onslaught he felt ill-equipped to face. This inward appeal to a higher power ignited a spark of courage within him, propelling him to action.

Marty emerged from his cover with renewed resolve, closely followed by the driver. Together, they edged along the vehicle, keeping a wary eye on the battlefield dynamics. A lone rearguard rifleman captured their attention, positioning himself for what appeared to be a strategic advance. Opting to stay within the relative safety of that soldier's proximity, they prepared to move along with him.

Suddenly, the machine gun group's cry for medical assistance sliced through the tumult, “Medic! Medic! Man Down!” focusing on Marty's purpose.    Discarding any lingering hesitation, Marty dashed toward the source of the call, his medical kit a heavy kick and presence against his back, his hand instinctively placed over the sidearm (pistol) he hoped not to use. This moment, Marty's first actual test under fire, was a convergence of fear, duty, and the instinctual drive to aid those in peril.

Lewis's machine gun, its bipod legs firmly planted on the ground, became the epicentre of their defence as he unleashed a relentless barrage of automatic fire into the encroaching bamboo foliage. With practised efficiency, his assistant gunner seamlessly fed the weapon with new ammunition belts, ensuring a continuous stream of firepower. 

Under the intense strain of rapid fire, the gun barrel glowed ominously, transitioning from a vibrant red to a near-white hue indicative of extreme heat. Ejected shell casings and the metallic clatter of spent links created a discordant symphony around them. At the same time, the air grew thick with the biting scent of cordite and the acrid smell of overheated metal, veiling the scene in a ghostly shroud.

Amidst the din, a command for ceasefire reverberated through the grove, “GUN-GROUP, CEASE FIRING,” prompting Lewis to reposition away from the now-silenced machine gun swiftly. His assistant slid into place behind the weapon, preparing to address its thermal fatigue. Retrieving a spare barrel from a canvas bag, he deftly replaced the overheated metal, his actions obscured by a mist of evaporating sweat and smoke, a silent testament to the intensity of their engagement.

As Marty observed beside them, his senses were overwhelmed by the pungent haze and the sheer volatility of the situation, and his attention sharply refocused upon witnessing the wounded’s distress. Lewis, holding what Marty initially couldn't comprehend, revealed the harrowing reality of Lewis’s predicament—a piece of homemade ballast from the enemy’s self-made shotgun had penetrated through the side of his nose, his left eyeball grotesquely detached, was supported on his palm yet still tethered by its optic nerve, a stark symbol of the brutality he faced. The sight, eerily reminiscent of the ghastly trophies of war, rendered Marty momentarily speechless, his medical training scarcely preparing him for such a visceral injury.

Lewis's complexion had turned ashen, starkly contrasting the sweltering jungle heat around them. His jaw hung wide in shock, a mute testament to the surreal turn his reality had taken. As he cradled his exposed eye socket, his voice a mixture of disbelief and urgent concern, he confessed to Marty, "Mate, I thought I only had crap blown in my eye. Tried to rub it off while shooting—can't see a bloody thing out of it now... you’ve got to stick it back in?"

Marty, steadying his voice against the surge of emotion and professional responsibility, responded with a tempered assurance, "That's something for the specialists back at base, mate. We'll get you on the next medevac to the 1st Australian Field Hospital. Hang in there; you're going to be all right." 

Marty approached with a composure born of necessity. His steady voice was filled with an underlying sorrow as he reassured Lewis despite the grim prognosis that lingered unsaid between them. Carefully, he repositioned the eyeball, a gesture more symbolic than medicinal, and field-dressed the wound with clinical precision while grappling with the surreal nature of his task.

Marty asked, ‘Are you in much pain? Do you want a shot of Morphine?’ Lewis's refusal was silent, communicated through a weary shake of his head as Marty tenderly cleared the blood from Lewis’s visage, a moment of calm amidst the storm. 

An urgent cry for assistance shattered their brief interlude, a plea Marty could not ignore. With a solemn nod to the Lance Corporal, who remained steadfast beside Lewis, Marty propelled himself towards the source of the distress, his body fuelled by a surge of adrenaline that seemed to echo the rapid beat of his heart. His sprint took him through the aftermath of shattered bamboo carved by Lewis’s relentless gunfire, a path through chaos towards a scene that demanded his immediate attention.

Navigating the debris-strewn bamboo landscape, Marty's feet betrayed him briefly as he stumbled over a remnant of the natural barricade that had once defined the grove. Yet, his determination did not waver; he righted himself and pressed on, entering a clearing that bore the scars of the confrontation. The ground was a testament to the fury unleashed, littered with bamboo fragments and the dark, telling signs of bloodshed. Among the debris, two soldiers stood vigil, their postures tense and rifles aimed downward in a silent guard over a figure that lay motionless, a stark reminder of the conflict's toll.

Marty's approach slowed as he took in the scene before him: a young adversary, no older than a boy in his early teens, dressed in the black attire of a Viet Cong fighter, lay deceased. The stark reality of the child's involvement, evidenced by the homemade weapon lying inert by his side, painted a grim picture of the desperation and tragedy woven into the fabric of this conflict. The multitude of wounds that marred the boy's figure spoke volumes of the ferocity of Lewis’s defensive action, an involuntary testament to the brutal efficiency of machine gun fire against the ill-conceived protection of bamboo.

The sight Marty was confronted with was a poignant illustration of the war's indiscriminate nature, a moment that crystallised the profound loss and futile sacrifices endured by all sides. Here lay a young life, extinguished in a gambit for advantage, hidden behind the thinnest cover veneer. Marty's role as a healer was suddenly cast in stark relief against the backdrop of such loss, a reminder of the weighty responsibility shouldered by those who seek to mend amidst destruction.

Marty gently maneuvered the young combatant's body, a stark and haunting reminder of the conflict's ruthless toll. As he carefully double-checked for any signs of life, a solitary tear escaped, tracing a path down his cheek, a silent witness to the internal storm of grief and helplessness swirling within him. The sight before him—a grim portrayal of youth cut down in its prime by the unforgiving mechanics of war—was overwhelmingly brutal. The exit wound evident bone was hit, a vile testament to the bullet's destructive journey, left Marty grappling with a wave of despair as the reality of the boy's final moments settled heavily upon him. The Corporal's averted gaze and the scout's gastric reaction underscored the shared horror of the scene.

This poignant encounter marked Marty's harrowing introduction to the mortality of war, the lifeless form before him not just an enemy but a child thrust into the maelstrom of adult conflicts. With a heavy heart, Marty prepared to move the boy, his actions driven by a deep-seated respect for the dignity of the fallen. 

With the weight of the young soldier in his arms, Marty began to step away from the scene. The corporal reached out, his grip firm on Marty's arm, a silent plea in his eyes. "You don't have to do this, Doc. They always take care of their own," he murmured, a hint of customary resignation in his voice. 

But Marty, resolute, responded with a conviction that belied the gravity of the situation. "This isn't just about duty," he countered softly, his voice laced with an undeniable resolve. "This is about humanity. Cover me. I’m taking him to the elder."

As Marty proceeded, the unexpected lightness of the boy's form in his arms struck him—a poignant reminder of the soul's departure, leaving behind a mortal coil unfettered by the weight of living. The gun group, witnesses to countless acts of violence, could only offer silent, sombre glances before averting their eyes, a universal sign of respect for the passage Marty undertook, except for Lewis, whose gaze lingered, filled with a mixture of regret and realisation as he observed the young adversary. The sight of the boy, not much older than a child, underscored the senseless tragedy of war, marking a moment of profound reflection for all present.

In this solemn procession toward the village elder, Marty bore not just the young soldier's physical weight but the heavy burden of war's senseless cycle of violence and loss. His compassion, a solitary beacon in the chaos of war, underscored the humanity that persists even in the heart of conflict.

The village elder, shrouded in a mantle of sorrow, remained silent and unseeing, his gaze lost to the horizon, betraying a tempest of unspoken grief. His face, etched with the lines of countless hardships, seemed to tighten further as he averted his eyes from the tragic scene of the boy laid before him. Yet, the knowledge of the young boy's identity was an invisible burden he bore silently. 

Marty, moved by the profound sadness etched into the elder's features, gently laid a comforting hand upon the weather-beaten shoulder, a gesture of shared humanity amidst the despair.

"I understand you might not grasp my words," Marty began, his voice heavy with regret. " But I must express our true intentions. We arrived as bearers of peace, hoping to aid your community through medicine and care—this devastation was never our wish." His apology hung in the air, a heartfelt lament for their presence's unintended consequences.

As Marty's apology reached its conclusion, the air was pierced by the collective grief of the village's older women, emerging tentatively from their huts. Their mourning filled the space, a raw expression of loss for the young life extinguished too soon. Clutching ever tighter to the young charges they held in their arms symbolised their fear and sorrow. Confronted by their anguish, Marty felt an overwhelming desire to offer solace, yet he was starkly reminded of the limits of his ability to heal these deeper, invisible wounds.

Swallowing the burgeoning lump in his throat, Marty turned away, his silence a heavy cloak amidst the grief surrounding him. His steps, measured and heavy with the day's toll, carried him back to the clearing where the machine gunners lay prone, guardians in the quiet aftermath. He helped the injured Lewis to his feet with a gentle hand, their shared glances speaking volumes of the ordeal just passed. Together, in solemn camaraderie, they made their way toward the Land Rover ambulance, a beacon of departure from the chaos behind them.

Meanwhile, two infantry scouts traced a haunting blood trail through the dense undergrowth of the bamboo grove, their search for a second assailant coming up empty. The static-laden voice over the signaller’s radio cut through the tension, issuing a direct command for immediate extraction from the village, leaving no room for further interaction with the grief-stricken community. 

This directive hastened Marty's efforts in transporting Lewis towards the waiting medivac team at their base with practised urgency, ensuring his swift passage to the 1st Australian Field Hospital in Vung Tau, a journey marked by silent prayers for recovery and redemption.

The young soldiers were each a silhouette against the fading light on their return to their Regiment. They were instructed to cleanse their weapons and retreat into a semblance of routine to rinse away the day's horrors with a semblance of normalcy. No words were offered to ease the psychological burden they bore, no debriefing to unravel the tightly wound threads of their experience. They were expected to resume, masks of normality painted over faces still haunted by the rawness of their encounter as if the day had been but a momentary divergence from ordinary life.

In the unspoken spaces between them, the events at the village lingered like a shadow, a stark reminder of the complexities and costs of their mission. The absence of counselling and the expectation of marching forward without acknowledging the weight of their witnessed traumas underscored the profound isolation felt in the aftermath of conflict. It was as if the world expected them to compartmentalise their grief, tuck it away like a standard-issue piece of equipment, and continue marching unblemished and unaffected through the trials yet to come.
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2   Marty’s Childhood—1950s 
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Marty Gruger often muses that his unconventional entrance into the world set the stage for a life riddled with challenges and peculiar turns. Born into the fray in a breech position, his first moments were a struggle, culminating in a quick-thinking midwife's hasty reorientation. His father, perhaps with a touch of grim humour, later remarked that Marty's life seemed destined to follow a similarly tumultuous path, leading him one step forward and two backwards.

Growing up, Marty was the only boy among four sisters. He was cradled by a nurturing mother and overshadowed by a father whose presence was more notable in its absence. His father, engrossed in the nocturnal rhythms of a newspaper printer and the solitary pursuit of a lower golf handicap, was a distant figure. He punctuated the weekends with his need for quiet and occasional outbursts that sent the children scurrying for cover.

Marty's imagination flourished unchecked in this environment, fueled by hours of solitary play with his army figurines and makeshift superhero escapades. His family, somewhat resigned to his eccentricities, dubbed him the black sheep, harbouring modest hopes for his future. Marty's attempts to embody his comic book heroes—scaling playground equipment and rooftops to take flight, however briefly, in a makeshift cape—often ended in scrapes and bruises, much to his father's chagrin. From behind the kitchen window, his father's voice would carry a mix of exasperation and concern, chastising Marty's reckless endeavours. 

'You’re a bloody idiot. How many times do I have to tell yuh you're going to kill yourself one day? Look at yuh! Walkin’ about like a bloody ruptured possum... grow some brains.' 

Unbeknownst to Marty and his family, his boundless energy and daredevil antics were symptoms of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), a diagnosis that would come much later in life. His father's impromptu reprimands, intended to curb his son's wilder impulses, often caught Marty off-guard, especially when navigating the world on his sensitive, bare feet. This condition rendered him acutely aware of every texture and sensation underfoot.

Marty's earliest childhood was marked by many vivid sensory experiences, from the discomfort of coarse sand at the beach, where he curled his toes and refused to move, to the overwhelming noise from the waves. Yet, it was also punctuated by moments of pure joy, like the first warm rays of spring sunshine that chased away the chill of Perth's winter, igniting an irrepressible zest for life in Marty. These bursts of unbridled energy often bewildered his father, who saw a need for guidance in his son's exuberance and, perhaps, a gentle reminder of the balancing act between imagination and caution; when observing such behaviour, his father would feel the need to clip young Marty behind the earlobe once again to balance out his sensibilities.
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