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      Some scars are visible, others are buried deep—but all resurface when love, legacy, and truth collide.

      Sara Milo, a driven Manhattan attorney, is fiercely loyal to the man who raised her alone—her father, a quiet, steadfast Vietnam veteran. Though her life in the city is fast-paced and structured, her heart remains tied to the small-town values she learned from him. But when a mysterious letter arrives from one of her father’s old war buddies, Sara discovers a hidden chapter of heroism—and government neglect—that threatens to unravel everything she thought she knew about the man who sacrificed everything for her.

      Torn between loyalty and truth, Sara launches an emotional crusade for justice—one that forces her to confront political red tape, her father’s declining health, and her own buried grief. As past and present collide, Sara must navigate powerful memories and bureaucratic barriers to fight for recognition her father never asked for—but desperately deserves. If you love emotionally charged stories, richly drawn characters, and stirring narratives about family, sacrifice, and redemption, A Marine’s Daughter will keep you turning pages. Will Sara succeed in honoring her father’s hidden legacy—or will time and truth slip away for good?

      A Marine’s Daughter is a gripping blend of historical fiction, heartfelt drama, and contemporary justice. Fans of Kristin Hannah, Nicholas Sparks, and military family stories will find much to love in Al Hague’s moving tribute to duty, love, and family.

      Read A Marine’s Daughter today and discover the untold story behind one daughter’s unwavering quest for truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2018 by Al Hague

        All Rights Reserved.

      

      

      This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters and events in this book are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

      

      All rights reserved. Neither this book nor any parts within it may be sold or reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the author. The only exception is by a reviewer, who may quote short excerpts in a review.

      

      
        
        Cover Designer: Al Hague

        Chapter Images: USMC Logo

        Format Designer: Dawn Baca

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      A Marine’s Daughter is dedicated to the thousands of men and women who served their country, past and present. The sacrifice made by so many throughout history must never be forgotten. To the men and women in all the branches of the military who did their duty and came home to live the best life they could for their family and themselves, we as a country owe ongoing support and gratitude.
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      The years had been kind to Sergeant Jon Milo, at least in outward appearance. He was tall and walked and sat with good posture learned long ago. He still had a full head of hair and as yet had avoided a gut that would prevent him from seeing his belt buckle. His physique for a man his age–in fact, for most any age–revealed his lifestyle had been one of hard physical work and few vices.

      A life spent working with his hands in construction gave him strength. His desire to take care of himself so he could be there for his wonderful daughter long term had kept him on as healthy a path as possible. Losing his beautiful wife at such a young age was enough to knock most men to the ground, but Jon controlled his grief in order to provide for his daughter, Sara Jane. The difficult issue of letting go continued to haunt Jon. He had never shown any interest in seeking out another relationship after he lost Serena. He knew deep down that this would be very disappointing to her, that he had never been able to move on. Perhaps the time was here to let himself enjoy the art of appreciating the female species. He was certain that Serena would want him to find some happiness and not be afraid of giving of himself to someone. He made a mental note to work on that and to do it soon.

      On the inside, he suffered immensely. He often felt like a man many years his senior. The effects of Agent Orange were taking their toll, and his battle with his health was a daily struggle. Most likely, it was only going to get worse.

      Tonight was one of those nights when he really did not have anything to keep his mind occupied, and after fixing himself a meager dinner of hot dogs and beans, his thoughts wandered to years ago. No doubt it was the story about a young Marine who had earned the Medal of Honor in Iraq, which he saw on television this evening. The story of a hero brought back the nagging fear that had plagued Jon every day since he was wounded. He still did not know for certain if he had let his men down or not. He still needed to know that answer.

      Jon remembered lying in his hospital bed in California, healing from his wounds, watching the hippie protests on television denouncing not only the war but also the thousands of young men and women who were doing the fighting every day. The painful memories of those days were perhaps the worst part of the return from that hellhole called South Viet Nam.

      He recalled how he felt obligated to join in the protests, but his loyalty to the men he had left behind would not allow that choice. His guilt for taking part in the war tormented him then and all the years since.

      Over the years, he had often wondered if he would ever be able to forgive his country for the way the Vets were treated upon their return during his time. He knew down deep that he sometimes even felt jealous of today’s warriors and the recognition and love that were shown to them by his country. Even the anti-war segment of the population seems to hold veterans in esteem these days.

      Jon sat in his old chair and stared into the fireplace. He suddenly realized the fire was almost out. Jon knew these thoughts were coming more frequently, and he was quite sure it was not a coincidence that his recollections and dreams had grown more regular since he had retired.

      “Perhaps it’s just that I don’t have much else on my mind anymore,” he said aloud.

      Snapping out of the past and into the future, Jon reminded himself that Christmas was almost here and his beautiful daughter would be visiting for the holiday. I have a lot to do to get ready for Sara, so enough of this daydreaming about the past. Turning out the lights and heading down the hall, he caught himself, about to say goodnight to Serena, his beautiful bride. No matter how many years she’d been gone, he somehow always sensed her still at his side.
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      Winter was well at work as Sara left the church on Wednesday evening, just one week before Christmas. The choir and organist offered the most soothing and reverent music of the season. The tall, carved and imposing mahogany doors of the magnificent cathedral opened to the outside, and she was immediately breathless with the beauty of the night before her. Her solo annual holiday celebration began years before, and only over the past few seasons did she find enjoyment at many local churches. On this night, it was St. Patrick’s Cathedral.

      The magnificent, well-known structure with its Gothic Revival architecture was prominent amongst the other New York City landmarks. Each step Sara took matched the tempo of her favorite holiday song. She hummed the music and heard the words in her mind… ‘Silent Night, Holy Night, all is Calm, all is Bright.’

      Singing the favorite Christmas melody had always been a tradition for Sara and an integral part of the memories easily recalled from her happy childhood times with her mom and dad.

      Of course, for pure holiday inspiration this time of year, nothing could compare to Rockefeller Center. Its abundance of opulent Christmas decorations of all shapes and sizes, and the ice rink, indeed a special place where so many young couples gathered to show off their skating skills. The ambiance even lent itself as a special place for young lovers to get on bended knee to pop the question. Some would make the evening sojourn through the hectic holiday streets just to enjoy a hot chocolate, often spiked with something stronger from a personal flask hidden in their coat.

      Each season, Sara would remind herself to make time to visit Radio City Music Hall for the perennial Christmas show. This year, her alone time was running out for the season. She would soon be leaving to spend this holiday with her dad in their family home, back in her small hometown in Massachusetts.

      Tonight, the snow was falling ever so gently. Each flake offered a slow-motion effect in a collective density shimmering from the lone streetlight at the corners of 5th Avenue and 53rd Street. The only sound was the slight squeak of her footsteps as she walked along the sidewalk away from the church. It was a moment that required no words of any kind.

      Sara wanted to just take it all in as this was undoubtedly a “Silent Night” to appreciate and remember. She couldn’t help wondering where the horns, the traffic, the noises of the city that never sleeps were. It just can’t be this quiet, she thought. She walked along with the snowflakes touching her face, and for Sara they felt a bit like tears. Sara usually would only think of her father in the present, but her thoughts on this night were about her mom from the past. How she missed her, particularly at holiday time. Sara began to think about what was happening in her life, and at the moment, the most important person in her life, her dad, was foremost in her thoughts on this peaceful but chilly night. She had become very concerned about his health lately. After all, he was getting on in years, even if he did resist grasping that reality. Sara also thought about the struggle she was involved in, on behalf of her father. It seemed like it had been such a long battle, and sadly she did not hold out a lot of hope to be able to put together all of the details and testimonies required to build a case for what she felt was long overdue.

      Her thoughts raced back to a special moment in time, so long ago, when she was walking with her dad outside the church. It was just after they had said goodbye to her mom, and while they were certainly close, there was some distance created by their individual grief.

      The Christmas holiday this year seemed to take on more meaning. Perhaps it was because Sara was feeling somewhat alone. Not knowing the details of her father’s health didn’t help. She knew she would have to make the effort to know and understand. He was very good at keeping things to himself. She knew it was his way of protecting her.

      Sara heard the bells from the church, or at least she thought they were bells. As she awakened, she realized it was just her alarm pulling into a new day. Climbing out of bed, she thought the dream had seemed so real. As she recalled the details, she knew that much of it had actually happened. Very strange, she thought, but did not have time to dwell on it this morning.

      Sara Milo, a somewhat tall, leggy woman, with chestnut-colored hair, brown eyes and lips that must have been designed by some lipstick manufacturer. She was strikingly beautiful, with a svelte figure that she could only attribute to good family genes, most likely from her mother. Sara had never had any problem with suitors, but she also had very high standards. She often wondered if she had measured the men in her life by what she saw in her father. Of course, her hectic professional life as a lawyer may have scared some men away. Or perhaps she was merely waiting for her dream man.

      As she stepped into the shower, she thought maybe today would be the day she would hear from the Marine Corps or her Congressman’s office regarding her request for her father’s case to be investigated. She had jumped through all the hoops required to get her dad what she thought he deserved. But with each passing year, much of the evidence proving his actions was long gone or was among many of the missing records of that time.

      Finishing her shower, she glanced at her watch and realized her daydreaming would make her a bit late leaving for the office. The city traffic would also be slower after last night’s snow. The morning after a snowfall was always an adventure when taking a taxi; the treacherous streets could make for a scary ride. With no time to make her morning coffee, she hoped there would be some left at the office. With a bit of luck and a short, quick text to her assistant Victoria, she would have her morning starter at her desk.

      Her day would be very full of last-minute papers and filings before the long weekend. Christmas on a Thursday or Friday always presented problems with courts closing and the senior partners taking time off, unlike the junior partners, who couldn’t afford to.

      It was days like this Sara was glad she did not own a car in Manhattan. Parking alone was impossible, not to mention the hazardous winter conditions, dodging taxis and people texting or talking on their phones.

      Part of the reason for long hours was the insane competition between junior partners, and occasionally even the associates who planned on climbing the ladder in the office hierarchy. One junior in particular, Stefan Wood, had joined the firm at the same time as Sara, and he was, in her mind, a first-class jackass. His stuffed-shirt demeanor and ass-kissing habits often rubbed her and the other junior partners the wrong way. He had talent, but nowhere near as much as he thought he had. Yet somehow he usually managed to get lowly associates to do much of the grunt work that he should have been doing himself.

      He tried to use intimidation to get what he wanted, and often it worked, but Sara was not having any of his bullshit. Over time, they were anything but friends, and because of her record in court and perhaps even her looks, Stefan did his best to stay out of her way. Today had better not be an exception, Sarah thought to herself as her mind was still on her dream. How do I reach Dad without making him feel that I am being bossy? Sara arrived in her comfortable but small office on time, and her assistant Victoria had her coffee ready with a smile and a warm greeting:

      “Good Morning boss.” Sara did not like being called boss but let Victoria get away with a lot just because she was a fantastic assistant. She was always on time, never missed a deadline. Whenever Sara needed to focus on her work, Victoria would deflect any unnecessary intrusions or distractions, allowing Sara to be single-minded. Plus, her legal knowledge was on par with many of the associates. She just did not have the degree yet.

      To date, Sara had not shared her tilting at the military windmill with her, but she did not doubt that soon she might need her assistant’s advice. Victoria was an on the edge girl, not only in the way she dressed but also in her conversations as she did not suffer fools very well. Today must be a big day for some reason as Vickie, decked out in a beautiful sweater and skirt with heels, looked much more conservative than usual. Sara was impressed that Vic had even reduced the visible cleavage considerably.

      No doubt there are several men around that will be disappointed today, she thought. The good news was that for one reason or another, perhaps many, Victoria was very loyal to Sara, and Sara knew she could count on her not only for the quality of work but also discretion when required.

      Sitting down, Sara asked, “What time is my first conference?”

      Vickie replied with a smirk, “About five minutes ago.”

      “Oh crap, why didn’t you say something?” Sara said as she jumped to her feet, grabbed the file and headed for the door.

      “I would have, but you’re fine. It’s just another meeting with Mr. Childs, and he’s always late, so chill, girl, and take your coffee,” Victoria assured Sara.
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      It was a hot and nasty day on the barren, dry and dirty hill about five clicks northwest of the airbase at Da Nang, South Viet Nam. Even with the presumed cooler air from the Gulf of Tonkin, an important armpit of the South China Sea, it was stifling and insufferable. Corporal Jonathan Milo, for now an FNG (fucking new guy), sat on a stack of sandbags, writing a letter back home to his family, letting them know that he had arrived safely a few days ago.

      Writing a letter in such conditions was not easy. Jon fought against the sweat dripping off his forehead and onto his paper, smearing the ink. Chuckling to himself, he wondered if his mother might believe the ink was messed up from tears falling on the paper. He had to make sure she knew it was sweat.

      Damn, it’s hot and sticky! The humidity is so bad your clothes soak through in minutes every morning. Nighttime didn’t bring much relief either.

      His actual arrival date was April 5, 1965, and he became part of the 3rd Marine Amphibious Force. Jon had been in the Marine Corps since 1963 and was a very squared-away Marine, earning the rank of E4 rather quickly by Marine Corps standards. He was stationed at Camp Lejeune when the Corps cut his orders to Okinawa. Jon, as his friends and family called him, was a tall guy, about 6’ 2”, very rugged and in shape at 185 pounds, at least for the time being. His rugged good looks and quiet, confident manner had served him well in the Corps, and he had always led by example.

      If he had one fault, it was his undying devotion to whatever the Corps and his government leaders directed him to do. His kind of dedication and unwavering commitment was required to be a leader and to set an example for those young men he led every day. Viet Nam was his first combat assignment, except for a short time quelling a civil war in Central America when he was with the 6th Marines at Camp Lejeune. Now, his unit’s task was to protect the Da Nang Airbase from the Viet Cong.

      Marine Corps units were spread around the base, forming a perimeter of Marines that would be required to not only guard the base’s perimeter but also to conduct search and destroy missions and engage the enemy. As a squad leader, Jon was responsible for the organizing, training, and the individual assignments of his squad of twelve men. Often the squad, which was part of a platoon of about fifty, was reinforced by a weapons team with mortars and automatic weapons, depending on the mission. At the young age of twenty-four, Jon had an enormous responsibility, not only to his men but also to his officers. Scuttlebutt (gossip) was saying the platoon would be part of a major operation soon, and it was a fact in the Marine Corps that scuttlebutt was never wrong. Well, almost never; it depended on one’s point of view. The smart way was not to believe anything until the orders came through the chain of command. Jon checked his watch and realized he needed to get his ass over to the company bunker to meet with his platoon Sargent and get his squad’s assignments for the night. If the assignments were as usual, his squad would have the tough end spot of the line. That meant his people had to pay attention forward as well as to their left flank. He often wondered, as did his men, why they were always chosen to have the tough job. During the past weeks, the young troops had been digging all the foxholes and filling thousands of sandbags necessary to reinforce the positions along the main line of defense. Fields of fire stakes had been installed to limit the direction the machine guns could point to prevent men firing at night in the wrong direction. The stakes were set to create intersecting lines of fire, thus making penetration of the lines much more impossible for Charlie.

      Extra defensive posts were necessary because not every post was manned every night as Charlie (Viet Cong) had eyes everywhere and would often probe the lines trying to find out which positions were being used. Perimeter guard was a tough assignment; complete silence was a requirement, and staying awake throughout the night was critical. Most foxholes had two men each, one awake and one sleeping, usually in two-hour shifts.

      The nights were long in the jungle. When the rain came, it seemed to last forever. Everything was wet, and the bugs, the damn bugs, as every Marine in the Nam could attest, should have had wing numbers painted on them. They were big, and they were plentiful.

      The bugs and the rain were the physical irritants, but it was the effect on the mind that took the real toll. The noises heard that couldn’t be identified, the shadows one could swear were moving, and in some cases, they were. And then there was the darkness and the fear of the unknown or fear of the things conjured in one’s mind.

      The granddaddy of them all for Jon, the fear that he would let the other men down in some fashion when the shit hit the fan. Every Marine in this place was doing his or her best to survive and see that the guy next to him survived as well. In the foxholes, no one discussed the politics of the situation, only the best way to survive and get back to “the world.”

      For a leader like Jon, that fear and desire was multiplied many times. The responsibility he felt was like an elephant sitting on his shoulders, and his concern for his men was his guiding beacon. Everything he did was with their best interests in mind, whether it was getting hot chow for everyone or making sure each man had his equipment in perfect shape, or looking after their physical health. He tended to put himself last. Often he played the part of a chaplain, listening to the problems of his men, which ranged from fear to bad news from home.

      During the night on the line, he quietly traveled to each foxhole, checking on the men and making sure someone was awake in every hole. If and when they got hit by Charlie, the line had to hold, and the intersecting lines of fire were the only way not to have holes in the perimeter and allow Charlie to overrun their positions.

      The night passed ever so slowly, and as the sun rose, the platoon was relieved and exhausted as they packed up their gear and headed back to base camp. Much of the exhaustion came from the mental torture and intense concentration required to get through the night. It was incredible how staying completely silent took so much energy. Each man was responsible for making sure he left no trace behind for Charlie to find. Leaving anything behind could have Charlie waiting for them the next time they used this area. It was a matter of life and death to avoid being predictable, and every man knew that only too well.

      First things first, almost to a man, each lit a cigarette, a habit impossible to break in this miserable place. The quiet nights, personal silence and awareness of their dubious position only exacerbated their need to indulge. Of course, it seemed that half the team bummed cigarettes from the other half, which always led to some good-natured bitching. But then a good Marine was not happy unless he was bitching about something. As he led his men to the rear, he allowed himself to think a bit about home. After listening to the plight of some of his men, he was grateful he did not leave anyone behind except his family. Jon was convinced that he was too young to get tied down and besides, while he was at Camp Lejeune, it was obvious to him that women in general liked men in uniform. Of course, he was young compared to others, but given that most of his men were between seventeen and twenty, at twenty-four he was, by their thinking, an old man.

      One of his young Marines was a bit of a “wise guy” from New Jersey. Of course, with a last name like Roselli, he could be a true “wise guy,” but not likely. He was simply a kid from Jersey who had a strange sense of humor. He was also ruggedly good-looking, with sometimes curly hair and a large wide smile. With all of this, he was still a good Marine. As they approached the camp, Roselli yelled out, “Hey Corporal, can we get something to eat besides C-rats tonight?”

      “Only if you cook it, Roselli.” Roselli’s family owned an Italian restaurant in Union, NJ, and that is about all the kid ever talked about was food. Food and the women he claimed to have dated, tales that no one believed.

      “Corporal, you and these bums should be so lucky to have me cook for you,” Roselli wisecracked. “You would ask me to marry you.”

      Somewhere in the distance, Jon could hear an obnoxious ringing. The sound came closer, and as he shook himself from the fitful sleep, he thought, would these fucking dreams ever stop? It’s like a broken record, over and over.

      “I need some coffee,” Jon said aloud as he climbed out of bed. Right after I take these damn pills, he thought, reaching for the pillbox he had sitting next to his bed. Each morning while taking the pills, he wondered if all these chemicals the VA was giving him were doing more harm than good.
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      It was only three days until Christmas, and today was a long day for Sara. Hours of waiting in court and then getting yelled at by a judge did not make for a banner day, but all in all, she accomplished most of what she had on her schedule, and now it was time for sleep. As she lay there, her mind went back to the beginning of this quest to get her father his due before it was too late.

      Dad had returned from Viet Nam before he and her mother had even met, so her recollection of him did not include much of anything about Viet Nam. As she was growing up, she knew he had been in the war and always had a feeling he was living with some bad memories, but like most of the men of those times, he never talked about his experiences.

      As curious as Sara was, she managed to keep her curiosity to herself all while growing up. Dad has always provided well for the family with his small but successful construction business in Massachusetts. He had been a loving and supportive father. He made sacrifices to help her through law school, and those sacrifices did not go unnoticed. Her dad drove a ten-year-old car and rarely bought himself much of anything. Her mom had died when Sara was just thirteen, so for years it was just she and her dad.

      About a year ago, a letter came addressed to Sara from a gentleman by the name of Dominic Roselli. The contents revealed that for many years now, men from her dad’s old outfit had been trying to reach him, and he had always ignored the communications. As was his style, he did not mention anything about it to his daughter. This time they looked for and found Sara with Google and contacted her to determine if she would talk to them about her dad.

      A telephone call followed the letter, and the conversation was a startling revelation to Sara. Dominic told her a story of her dad’s heroism that had gone entirely unrecognized all these many years. It turned out there were several men dedicated to making that right, assuming she would help them.

      The description talked about his selfless act in a firefight that saved several men from being killed, and he did all of it while having no regard for his own safety. For one reason or another, there was no record of the battle at the time, but perhaps with the detailed testimony and recollection of several of his men, Jon would finally receive the honor he so well deserved. The challenge was going to be the politics and the red tape, but also how to go about it without her dad’s knowledge; they were all concerned that he might resist the recognition.

      “Mr. Roselli, I am speechless. I had no idea that any of what you are telling me even happened. I don’t know what to say.”

      “I understand how much of a shock this must be for you, but we need your help,” said Roselli. “Not only because you are Sergeant Jon’s daughter but also because you are a lawyer and, well, that is what it is going to take. We have done some of the necessary research and can send you what we have if you like.”

      “Dominic, thank you, but I need a bit of time to digest all of this, and I don’t want to upset Dad by making him uncomfortable in any way. Most importantly, if it turns out to be something he would like and appreciate, I wouldn’t want to disappoint him. May I get back to you in a few days?” Sara asked.

      “Yes, of course, Sara. How is he doing anyway?”

      “He’s doing okay. As you probably know, Agent Orange affected him, like so many of you. He is getting the support and medical help at the VA, and thankfully his mood is usually good. He keeps as busy as he can with projects and helping people, which I guess is his nature, just as it always has been. I am concerned about his health, of course, and I also suspect he’s not telling me everything. I also think his old wounds bother him more than he lets on, and I worry about complications with all of that. He won’t let me go to the VA with him, and when I ask about his appointments, I get the usual ‘nothing new.’ It is difficult with the miles between us, but I am spending Christmas with him, and I hope to learn for myself more of what is really happening,” Sara explained.

      “I understand and thank you. You should decide if you want to share our plan with him or not and, if so, when. I will wait for your call,” said Dominic.

      “Mr. Roselli, may I ask, how are you? I assume you are suffering many of the same issues as my dad?”

      “Yes, Sara, we are all pretty much in the same boat. I am one of the lucky ones. I managed not to get my ass shot off, and that is because of your father. He saved many of us more than once,” Roselli said, plainly grateful.

      “One of the guys is not doing well at all, and he really wants to have the chance to thank the Sarge if at all possible. It has been weighing on all of us for far too long. I’m not surprised your dad hasn’t reached out to anyone, but maybe he will let us reach out to him. Please keep in touch and let us know what we can do. Please Sara,” Dominic asked sincerely.

      “Yes Dominic. I’ll do what I can, and I promise you I will be in touch. I’ll look for your statements in the mail that I can use to try to make something happen. I do have a few connections that might be helpful or can at least point me in the right direction.”

      That was the beginning of all of this “extracurricular activity,” and although only a year had passed by, it seemed much longer. In the first month after the Roselli conversation, Sara started the ball rolling by reaching out to her Congressman’s office. She had never met him, but he had a reputation for supporting veteran causes, so she felt he was an excellent place to start.

      Waiting every day for news from Congressman Platt’s office was frustrating. I need to call them again soon; she thought as she turned out the light. Perhaps I’ll find a way to meet the congressman and make my plea in person. As she closed her eyes her mind carried her back to the dream she had about leaving the Cathedral, and it was at that moment in recalling the words of ‘Silent Night’ she thought to herself, I’m not sure I ever paid attention to the words. I was always so focused on the notes and the sound of the choir. Maybe I need to start paying attention more to words in my personal life and not just the music.

      As a lawyer, I make my living with words, but in my personal life, all I hear are the notes. That can’t be good, she thought. It was getting late, and Sara considered taking a sedative to sleep well, but she also felt the little pills caused her to dream, and she needed a good night’s sleep. She was expecting a busy day tomorrow. Three days until she headed to Massachusetts to see her dad.
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      Jon was in the waiting room at the VA to meet with his doctor, who wanted him to have some more tests. The last tests had not been very encouraging. Whatever it was, he would deal with it. It was Sara he was more concerned about at the moment. Sitting there deep in thought, he watched as a young man in a wheelchair came by with an attendant helping him down the corridor. Memories of his time on the hospital ship off the coast of Da Nang came flooding back. His wounds had been severe but not life-threatening. He was being well treated and cared for, but try as he might; he had no recall of the events that put him there.

      All Jon could remember was being on patrol, and tracers were everywhere. He recalled some of his men screaming at him for instructions and direction, and then he did what he was trained to do. All he ever thought about was whether he had failed his men. He would like an answer to that nagging question. He never went back to his unit.

      He was sent home to a stateside hospital straight from the hospital ship for recovery. Over time, he tried to learn what had happened, but he always got the same answers; the people who knew what happened were still “in country” and he would have to be patient.

      It was during his time in the hospital that the anger took control of him. He was disgusted with the government that sent so many men like himself to that hell, that quagmire. While he was in the hospital, the television screen showed either newsreels from the war or news coverage of the protests and riots. Both made him sick in many ways. As he healed and was able to go home, he began staying out of the world as much as possible. Little by little, through conversations with his father, who had been in WWII, he learned how to put the terror and sadness behind him and move on.

      That is indeed the short version, he thought to himself. The volunteer at the desk called out his name and sent him to the examining room to meet with his doctor. This appointment should be interesting he thought nervously. As time went by, he reminded himself that it was time to be social if the opportunity presented. He really needs to pay attention to attractive women once again. He was sure he could hear Serena saying in his head. After sitting in the examining room for what seemed an eternity, the door finally slid back and in walked a woman with the usual stethoscope around her neck, and Jon couldn’t help but notice what a lovely neck it was. He thought to himself, where the hell did she come from and why did she leave wherever it was? She was tall, with reddish-brown hair and a body to stop traffic. Her eyes as she said hello sparkled like a well-lit Christmas tree. Now that is a corny bunch of thinking, but it’s honest. What happened to Dr. Cardoza?

      “Good morning, Mr. Milo. My name is Dr. Stewart, and I am now your doctor. Dr. Cardoza transferred to a different facility a week ago. I hope you are okay with this change. If you prefer to have a male doctor, I do understand,” she said.

      Jon was speechless and a bit shocked as he thought to himself, how the hell did I get this lucky?

      “Dr. Stewart, I have no issue with a change. No offense, but you are a lot easier on these old eyes than Doc Cardoza, so no… no problem,” he admitted.

      “Well, thank you,” she responded. “I appreciate the compliment, but we have to get your tests scheduled. I have read your long history, and I must say you have done amazingly well with what you went through so long ago. But we need to deal with what we have today. According to the results of your last test, your kidneys are not doing all that well, and your blood pressure fluctuations have me very concerned. I would like to test again to see if there has been any change and then see you in a few days and go over the results with you. Are you comfortable with that?” she asked.

      “Sure, Doc, whatever you say,” Jon said. At the same time, he was thinking, if only I were thirty years younger.

      Jon decided to take a chance. “Doc, can I ask you a question?”

      “Of course,” Doctor ‘Lovely’ replied. He had already put a nickname on her.

      “I know you are a doctor, and I also have eyes, so in my mind you do not fit the VA mold.” Jon blurted. Jon could sense this was perhaps a regular routine faced by Dr. Stewart, but it was worth the time just to feel flirtatious.

      “No offense intended, but I need to ask how and why you came to work in a VA hospital when you most likely could have any spot in the best hospital anywhere, anytime?” Jon asked.

      Dr. Lovely replied. “That’s an easy question for me to answer. My father was a veteran, and he died just before I finished medical school. I made a commitment to myself to help and work for vets as long as I could, so here I am.”

      As she was leaving the office, she put her hand on his shoulder. “I will see you next week, Sgt. Milo.”

      For the first time, Jon walked out of the VA Hospital with a smile on his face, feeling almost like a teenager. What a day he thought to himself.

      On the way home, he was thinking about Sara and how he had kept so much from her all these years, mainly because he never felt the time was right to share his secrets and struggles. He wanted to because he knew she was strong enough to handle all of it. When his time came, he did not want to leave her with questions that would haunt her into her old age, much as his father had done with him. He decided that if the reports were not favorable, he would tell her very soon. Hopefully, he could also find the right time to share his past with her. It won’t be a short story, he thought, but she has a right to know, assuming she wants to know. No matter what, he vowed to himself to let her in finally.

      The holidays would be in full force, and with that time arrived the annual Christmas parties and in particular, the dreaded office party. Sara certainly had very little interest in dodging the advances of coworkers, but her absence would be conspicuous, so she had to gather up the determination to attend.

      If I have to go to this mandated Christmas gathering, Sara thought to herself, I might as well go all out and make a statement that will make a lasting impression. As she recalled, quite often the senior partners invited many outsiders, which was their way to leverage influence and reinforce connections. Maybe I’ll get lucky and make a couple of contacts for myself. With a bit of luck, she might connect with some Washington, DC types that could help her with her quest on behalf of her dad.

      The party was Friday night, which meant she had one day to find the perfect dress and shoes that would show her off without seeming too flagrant. She wasn’t sure why the mood to be so bold had come along, but it certainly put a smile on her face, and it provided a sense of empowerment. Being me sometimes has its moments, she thought, followed by a wry smile meant to match her plans.

      Arriving home, she went straight to her bedroom, which for many reasons she had never taken the time to really decorate. Being consumed with work and focused entirely on her career left little time to be interested in the world of fashion or decorating her home in any way. The apartment was indeed one that deserved serious attention, but somehow it just was never a priority for Sara. Of the two bedrooms, one was empty. The pleasant enough kitchen would be better enjoyed by someone who cared about cooking. The living room, which was intended to be the showplace of the home, was sparse. I used to enjoy cooking when I was with Dad as a teenager; she mused. She recalled that he was so appreciative.

      Maybe one day I will find that desire again when I have someone to cook for.

      From the eighth floor looking down the river and out towards the New Jersey skyline on one end, the view, of course, was incredible. The other side offered a view of the night landscape of the city. Sara always appreciated the view, especially at night, and often wondered who was doing what at the moment she was looking out on the world around her. How many people were happy and enjoying life? How many were sad and lonely or in a relationship that wasn’t healthy?

      She was always glad she had not rushed into a relationship just for the sake of having one, only to be miserable and lonely even when not alone. She often wondered why she felt so strongly about romantic entanglements, particularly when, as best she could remember, she had great role models in her parents. Trying to make herself feel better, she reminded herself that her life up to now had been all about her education and advancing in her career. Smiling, she also thought about her biological clock, which was always running.
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THE MARINE’S PRAYER

Almighty Father, whose command is over all
and whose love never fails, make me aware of
Thy presence and obedient to Thy will.

Keep me true to my best self, guarding me
against dishonesty in purpose and deed and
helping me to live so that I can face my fellow
Marines, my loved ones and Thee without
shame or fear.

Protect my family. Give me the will to do the
work of a Marine and to accept my share of
responsibilities with vigor and enthusiasm.
Grant me the courage to be proficient in my
daily performance.

Keep me loyal and faithful to my superiors
and to the duties my country and the Marine
Corps have entrusted to me. Make me
considerate of those committed to my
leadership. Help me to wear my uniform with
dignity and let it remind me daily of the
traditions which I must uphold.

If I am inclined to doubt, steady my faith; if I am
tempted, make me strong to resist; if I should
miss the mark, give me courage to try again.
Guide me with the light of truth and grant
me wisdom by which I may understand the
answer to my prayer.

Amen






