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This book is a work of fiction. All characters, locations and incidents are used fictitiously.


This book was written to honor, and is dedicated to, those who served in Vietnam, and to remember those who are still missing. Your sacrifices will long be remembered. America is a better place for having known you.

I wish to single out two individuals who served in Vietnam and returned so I could know them:

Robert E. Barlow – Dad served with the 1st Marine Air Wing from 1965 to 1966. He left active duty in 1968 and continued to serve in the reserves and national guard before retiring as a First Sergeant with 31 years of service. I was honored to serve alongside him for eight of those years.

Oldron “Buddy” McCoy – My stepfather served on board the U.S.S. Kittyhawk as a machinist’s mate and is privileged to be plankowner.

––––––––
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This story was made better because of Jeanne Hardt’s efforts and patience. Thank you for taking on this project.

Opened Wounds

Washington, D.C. politicians used statistics to measure many aspects of the war in Vietnam, with the most famous being the body count. Instead of ground taken and held—the measure of success in previous wars—the politicians compared the number of enemy dead to the number of American dead. Even the initially defective M16 rifle was chosen because of statistics. 

When the war was over and American forces no longer fought in the Southeast Asia theater of operations, 2,594,000 American personnel had served in that distant land, and 58,193 were dead. But these statistics are only part of the story. Of the most frequently discussed and reported statistics, the number 2,646 is the most troubling. It is the number of personnel who remain missing. For almost sixty years since the beginning of active combat operations involving American military personnel, America still cannot account for more than two thousand of its citizens, each of whom were sent to that distant land by the very government that for so long brushed them aside as nothing but a statistic.

Following the 1968 Tet Offensive, support in America for the war effort in Vietnam waned dramatically. Thousands of Americans protested America’s involvement, but their protests weren’t directed only at the government that sent its citizens to fight. Those who served in the war returned home to yet another war, a war they should not have witnessed. Americans greeted returning veterans with heated anger and resentment for their service. Sadly, that resentment was often on display by those who had previously fought in the same war. 

But those who served in that distant land—those who fought that bloody war—were not statistics. They were people, each of whom gave of their lives, voluntarily or not, at the request of a government that said the war was just. The same government that would come to look upon them as nothing more than a number. A government that, some would say, sacrificed their lives because of a bean counter’s choice for a new, initially defective rifle, because of that bean counter’s desire to save a few dollars. A government that, when the war finally ended, chose to forget those still missing for nearly a decade.

Thousands of American service personnel suffered physical injuries that left them with permanent, disabling reminders of their service to a nation that despised them for years. Thousands more suffered debilitating, mental anguish over what they experienced at the hands of the enemy, or what they witnessed from the disdain that had festered and exploded among the American population. The physical and emotional wounds, carried by countless thousands to this day, are the untold story of the war in Vietnam, but a statistic cannot tell this story. It must be told through the lives of those who have lived with those scars.

Time Passed is the story of three such men: Daniel Gardner, Phillip Russ, and Benjamin Simms. All three suffered physical and emotional scars they carried in tormented silence for nearly four decades after returning home until an unexpected and unexplained event occurred. An event not understood, but one desperately needed for the trio—and needed for the long-missing souls responsible.

Prologue: Vietnam 1968

The morning sun peeked over the distant horizon, only minutes from sharing its brilliant illumination, as the flight crew climbed on board their Huey slick. Step by step, they performed the pre-flight checks necessary to prepare the aircraft to complete this mission—one deemed illegal by the politicians in Washington, D.C.—but a mission that would take place, nonetheless. 

The pilots completed their checks, while the crew chief and door gunner performed function checks on their M2, .50 caliber machine guns before climbing from the aircraft and completing their checks done from the ground. Ordinarily, when flying with other aircraft, the men mounted the dependable M60 machine guns, which fired a 7.62x51mm round, but for missions when the Huey flew alone, including this one, the crew mounted the venerable Browning M2 machine guns. 

Each crewmember willingly and without hesitation volunteered for this illegal mission, and the morning’s briefing ran in the back of each man’s mind. The briefing had been provided hours earlier by the operation’s officer when the distant horizon was still dark from the moonless night. The crew had spent that time discussing and making final plans for the mission. As part of the mission briefing, the commander made certain to emphasize these words:

“This mission is not permitted by the Washington politicians, but those politicians are not living in harm’s way. They are not brothers to any of the men fighting in this war. They don’t care that our brothers are being tortured or starved to death in an enemy prison camp.”

In this case, the use of the word, brothers, was not a reference to those men who were bound together by the blood they shared. The commander’s use of the word referenced a bond much stronger. It referred to the men who had fought alongside each other in battle and depended on each other to survive, and to those who shared a common experience in battle, even if they hadn’t fought side-by-side, which was the case for the brothers of this mission. 

The flight crew did not personally know the brothers they were attempting to rescue, but they all shared a common battle experience. Those held captive were now placed in a position where their survival depended on the actions of others they did not know. They would have to depend on this flight crew and the airborne soldiers soon to be on board.

The commander took over this part of the briefing. “If you do not return from this mission...” He paused, closed his eyes, and slowly exhaled. “If you do not return from this mission,” he repeated, “no one will be sent to find you, and you will be reported missing in action. The chances your bodies will be returned home are nonexistent.”

The commander squared his jaw. “And without your bodies, your families may never find closure.” There had been no need for the commander to voice those words. Every man in the room—including those not participating in the mission—knew them well.

The crew knew their commander referenced their families so they might think about their blood relations back home. He knew, as they knew, each man on this mission needed to fully understand the potential consequences and how their actions might affect others. But their bond as brothers was stronger than the bond that existed between them and their loved ones back home. Only death would keep them from executing this mission.

“Clear,” the co-pilot radioed, having completed the steps to start the Huey’s engines. 

The crew chief and door gunner stood outside the bird in their normal, start-up positions, one on each side of the aircraft, and the crew chief answered, “Clear.” Both remained in their positions as the Huey’s rotors began rotating. Spinning slowly at first, they quickly began rotating at idle speed. The two on the ground performed their final checks and climbed back into the bird.

The side doors were left open, as was normal, and the rotation of the rotor blades moved air throughout the crew compartment, blowing away the prevalent, Vietnam heat and humidity. When the Huey was ready to lift off, the co-pilot nodded to the pilot. The pilot rotated the throttle, increasing the rotors’ rotation speed, and pulled up on the collective, forcing more air under the rotors and lifting the bird’s landing skids from the ground. The sun fully illuminated the sky around the company area now, and the flight crew could see other members saluting, wishing them a successful mission and safe return. Once the aircraft rose high enough off the ground, the pilot moved the cyclic forward, and the Huey began its trek to the mission destination – Cambodia.

Members of the 173rd Airborne Brigade took part in this mission. These airborne soldiers were to be flown just across the border into Cambodia and dropped off two clicks—or two kilometers—from a confirmed POW camp. Once on the ground, the Huey crew would depart the landing zone, or LZ, return to South Vietnam, and stand by while the airborne soldiers freed their brothers from the camp. The Huey crew would await radio confirmation of a successful mission and would fly to the evacuation LZ, a different LZ than the one where they dropped off the airborne soldiers. If all went as planned, those prisoners would be flown to freedom. 

A secondary flight was planned to pick up the airborne soldiers. The Huey could not carry all the prisoners and their rescuers, so the rescuers would be left behind to defend themselves while they waited for the follow-up flight. That flight would be sent only if the commander received a radio call confirming a successful rescue.

“We’re clear,” the co-pilot radioed when the Huey cleared the company area.

The crew chief and door gunner positioned the first round of an ammunition belt on the feed trays and closed the covers of the M2s. They then pulled back and released the handles on their M2s twice to chamber a round. “Weapons hot,” the crew chief announced before pushing on their M2’s butterflies, for a short burst to test-fire the weapons’ function. The M2s remained locked and loaded after the completion of the test, making them ready for immediate action should the Huey come under fire and the bird need defending.

The helicopter crew were part of 335th Assault Helicopter Company, nicknamed the Cowboys. They were stationed outside Dak To, and their primary mission was combat support to the 173rd Airborne Brigade. The Cowboys cartoonish-looking logo—a blue-clad man carrying a black rifle and sitting astride a brown horse—had been painted on a piece of sheet metal which had been riveted to the Huey’s door. The rider was painted over a blue, oval background, which was lighter in color, and he wore a blue helmet bearing the numbers 335 in white letters. Beneath the rider, painted in black and all caps, was the word, COWBOYS. 

As with all 335th Hueys, this one was painted in an olive-green and black camouflage pattern. It was marked with the lettering that indicated the bird was assigned to the unit’s commander, though the commander was not part of this mission. The Cowboys had flown so many troop-support and MEDEVAC missions that the pilot’s bird had been grounded until needed repairs could be made, so he was forced to fly his commander’s aircraft for this mission.

The pilot alerted the crew when the Huey was a thousand meters from the LZ in Cambodia. On final approach, the door gunner and crew chief started firing the M2s into the trees to force any enemy present to duck their heads. The recoil of the heavy M2s caused the aircraft to shake slightly, and the pilot had to compensate for this. The machine guns would be fired in short bursts but nonstop until the Huey hovered off the ground and the infantry soldiers could jump from the aircraft. 

When the helicopter was in hover, the crew chief and door gunners ceased firing while the airborne troops jumped from the aircraft. Before the last troop was clear, enemy weapons fire erupted from all around the LZ, in the Huey’s direction.

The airborne soldiers moved into defensive positions around the Huey to defend the aircraft. Before radioing, “Let’s go,” the crew chief and door gunner began firing toward the enemy positions.

Enemy fire increased before the pilot could work the controls to fly the Huey from the LZ. Within seconds, the bird lost power and landed hard on the skids, but still upright.  The aircraft struck the ground at almost the same moment it arrived. The Huey was only two to three feet from the ground, but the impact jolted those still on board, and they struggled to regain their balance. The aircraft’s engine fell silent, and dark smoke billowed upward as the rotors slowed their rotation.

The disabled Huey meant no one was departing the LZ in this bird, and everyone was now forced into the firefight. The flight crew of four, joined by the infantry detachment of eight, had to fend off a vastly superior number of enemy soldiers in a battle that would not end well for the airborne soldiers or the Huey crew.
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Chapter One
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Daniel Gardner: The Year 2010

Sixty-six-year-old Daniel stood from his couch in the living room of his home and stepped through the front door and into the yard. He had spent more than half his life alone, having become a widower at the early age of twenty-seven, and the self-imposed guilt still weighed on him. He’d lived with it for the last three-plus decades and never remarried—never even considered it. He believed he owed his deceased wife, Ellen, his life since he hadn’t been there when she needed him the most.

Daniel stared at the three-bedroom house he and Ellen purchased when they planned the rest of their lives, including the goal of having children. Two of the bedrooms remained empty, except for a few personal belongings packed in old, dust-covered boxes. The only words spoken within those walls were ones Daniel said to himself. The sounds that came from those rare occurrences when he spoke echoed off the room’s walls as if off a canyon wall.

He turned his head and took in the neighborhood. It was a crowded subdivision where the residents always milled about. Daniel knew none of them. He kept to himself since coming home and only ventured outdoors for his daily, morning ritual and to purchase needed food. He acknowledged a neighbor only once, after the neighbor approached him first—almost forty years ago.

Daniel headed for his 1964 Chevrolet Impala to make the trek to the local market. His heavy limp served as a constant reminder of a fractured leg that wasn’t permitted to heal and required surgical repair to be of any use. The older he got, the more pronounced the limp became and the pain more severe, but he welcomed it. It was his just punishment for the decision he made that kept him from Ellen.

Daniel returned from the market, climbed out of the Impala, and gave it a light pat on the hood. He and Ellen had purchased the car just before his first tour, and he’d found it parked in his garage when he arrived home from Vietnam in 1971. 

He carried a single loaf of bread that he’d purchased to perform the same task he had completed every morning since arriving home in 1971. He performed this to keep the first of two promises he made nearly forty years before. He didn’t park in the garage since he’d soon be leaving to continue his morning ritual and keep the second of the two promises.

Daniel hesitated when he reached the three front steps that would take him to his porch and eventually his front door. The short journey had become an ever-increasing struggle which he dreaded each day but completed without fail. He had two promises to keep, so he pushed himself through the pain, only to hesitate when he reached the front door. Opening the door reminded him of the days, the years, he was forced to live away from home, and the endless hours of suffering inflicted on his body while held captive. Though a far cry from the little cell in which he’d been held for two years, the memories remained vividly clear, and the hollow emptiness of the house only served as a constant reminder of that distant, yet horrible, past.

Also difficult was the memory of the torture inflicted not on him but exacted on another. That memory, his memory, as so many who’d experienced combat referred to those memories that haunted their dreams, would not escape his mind. The horrifying incident had been thrust upon the stranger to whom he’d said little but had been able to call a friend during his time in captivity. The stranger who had sacrificed so Daniel might survive that prison hell, but whose sacrifice came at a cost.

Daniel reached the kitchen and carefully placed the bag on the counter. He unwound the paper-covered-wire twist that confined the bread within its little, plastic prison. The bread freed, he took five slices from the loaf and placed them on the lower shelf of a cabinet—the only shelf he was now able to reach—and replaced the five he’d put there the day before. 

The promise he’d made while still in that distant land entered his mind again. He’d allowed that promise to control his life for nearly four decades, and it came to him daily while he fulfilled that promise. He glanced at the bottle of water standing next to the bread. The ever-present bottle. It wasn’t part of his nearly four decades-old promise, but he kept it there because of what he’d suffered those years ago. He would never take for granted having that precious, life-giving liquid. 

Before closing the cabinet door, he looked at the empty, upper shelves and recalled the day when he could raise his arms over his shoulders and reach those now-elusive shelves. He could still reach the bottom shelf because of his height, but even that accomplishment took more and more effort as the years caught up with him. 

Daniel pulled five more slices from the plastic bag and carried them to his bedroom. He opened the top drawer in his nightstand and removed from it the five slices of bread he’d left the day before. He replaced them with five new ones, and he again verified the presence of the bottle of water before closing the drawer. 

Daniel performed this task, five slices at a time, in two other rooms of his house until each slice from the new loaf was in place, each time replacing slices he’d left the day before, and each time confirming the presence of water. He then took the day-old bread, placed it in the plastic bag that moments earlier held his fresh bread, and secured the bag with the little twist tie.

Daniel limped to his car with the bag of day-old bread in hand, started the old Impala, and drove in the direction of the cemetery. Located on the outskirts of town, the little cemetery was situated on the grounds of the church where he and Ellen married. As a youth, he had never graced the church with his presence, but now it greeted him daily, and it had for the last thirty-nine years. 

He climbed from the car and was welcomed by a worn path that had formed over the nearly four decades of this daily journey through the cemetery. It wasn’t a straight path, and the worn route carried Daniel through many turns as he took care not to walk on others’ graves. He finally reached the headstone that read Gardner on one side, and when he stepped around it, the names, Daniel and Ellen appeared.

He confirmed the bread he left there the day before was gone. It always was. He spoke a few words to Ellen, placed the bag on the ground, untwisted the little tie, and reached into the bag. Carefully, he pulled from it each slice of bread, one at a time, and placed the slices at the base of the headstone under Ellen’s name. With each slice, he held a private conversation in a voice not heard, with someone not seen. His second promise kept, he stood and limped from the grave of his wife, following the little winding trail back to his car.  

Each step he took reminded him of how he’d become crippled. He’d survived his first two tours in Vietnam without injury, but the third was not a charm. The scene of the helicopter he piloted being shot down replayed in his mind over and over. The expected twelve months of the third—and planned last—tour, were extended because of it. That incident ended his military career, but not before two years of living hell destroyed him mentally and physically.

Daniel arrived home again and stepped back through his front door. For the first time in decades, he walked into one of the empty rooms and opened one of the dust-covered boxes. From it, he retrieved his promotion order. It was the one that had kept him in Vietnam for a third tour, and the one that had kept him from Ellen when she needed him most. He re-read the order promoting him from CW2 to CW3 and recounted the events in his mind.

Following his first tour in Vietnam, Daniel had taken advantage of the Army’s growing need for helicopter pilots and attended flight school. But becoming a pilot came at a price, and the Army sent him back to Vietnam. When the time came for him to depart for his second tour, he found it harder to leave than it had been for the first tour, and he’d held Ellen while she cried tears of pride, sadness, and fear. He’d never spoken the words to Ellen, but in his mind, he’d apologized to her for becoming a pilot and forcing her to live apart from him for another year.

He'd proven to be among the best, during his first tour as a pilot, and he’d received several decorations. With the medals and the many hours of flight time came a promotion to Chief Warrant Officer, CW2, about six months after arriving in Vietnam. Daniel completed the remaining months of this tour and was packing his belongings for the trip home when his commander approached him and told him that the Army needed experienced helicopter pilots. 

Daniel clearly recalled how the Army offered to promote him to CW3 if he’d be willing to remain in-country for a third tour. Daniel accepted without hesitation, then wrote to Ellen and told her of his plans. He apologized for not consulting her before choosing to remain for a third tour, explaining he had no way to contact her in the time he was given to make his decision. He had emphasized that he couldn’t pass up the opportunity for the quick promotion that would take much longer if he refused the offer.

He dug deep into a box and found the letter she’d written to him in response. It pained him to re-read it. He remembered how she’d never congratulated him on his promotion, but she did say that she missed him dearly and was proud of what he had accomplished.  

His gaze lingered on the final words on the page:


I miss you terribly and love you dearly. Please be careful and don’t do anything foolish for the next twelve months. I’ll keep the fire burning and will be here when you return home.
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Chapter Two
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Phillip ‘Phil’ Russ: The Year 2010

Phil glanced at Debbie, his wife of forty-four years. They’d taken their respective positions on the old couch—that should’ve been replaced many times over—just as they had every evening for the past thirty-eight years. 

He’d spoken little to her since coming home from the Vietnam war and had kept himself locked in the constant state of mind that was his torture. He’d purposefully kept Debbie in the dark about the suffering he’d experienced, and the pain that left him with almost nothing to say to her for so many long, agonizing years. He was sixty-one but felt so much older.

He stared straight ahead in tortured silence, while Debbie talked. Maybe she thought that if she kept talking, he would eventually release what tore at him and return to being the man she’d fallen in love with. She rambled in a one-sided conversation—almost like that of a crazy woman. Yet maybe it kept her from going mad and was something necessary to maintain her sanity and not fall victim to the torture that was destroying him.

Debbie cried at night, and her tears did not go unheard, but Phil felt helpless to give her what she wanted, what she needed. He knew she needed the physical affection they had shared so long ago, but he could not give it. She also needed to hear his voice, and a part of him wanted to tell her what he kept locked inside his mind, but he was long ago silenced by the nightmares of his humiliating experiences and a reoccurring dream, his dream. 

He never stopped loving her, but he never attempted to touch her, to let her know through his physical being that he loved her. Part of him wanted to, needed to, but he wasn’t able. He couldn’t erase from his mind the destructive degradation he had suffered that destroyed his will. Because of his lack of affection toward her and his constant distance, he woke every day expecting to learn Debbie had given up on him and their marriage, but she never did.

He glanced at her again, and she smiled.

Sighing, he faced forward once more.

***
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Debbie took a deep breath. What should she say next? She couldn’t come right out and ask Phil what troubled him, but somehow, she had to gently slip in words that might provoke a response.

She watched for a physical response that indicated she’d broken through: the slightest upturn of Phil’s cheeks, indicating a smile, or increased brightness in his eyes, showing a heightened awareness. 

Nothing.

She always believed that if she ever witnessed a physical response of any kind, she would have cracked open the door to her husband’s troubled mind. For thirty-eight years, Phil kept the door closed and locked. Why should she think tonight would be any different? Yet, hope remained.

On previous occasions, Phil had responded with a few short words, and they were barely audible. Those inaudible words were meaningless in her goal for him to speak. They only acknowledged that she’d said something. 

The man she’d married in 1966 and kissed goodbye in 1967 wasn’t the same man who returned home in 1972. Every day she woke with the hope that Phil would finally respond to her, but every day she went to bed with her hope unrealized. She didn’t care what he said, she just wanted him to converse more than one or two words at a time. He used to love life and wanted to live it to the fullest. She wanted to hear the joyous voice she loved listening to when they first met. Besides, it was essential to his mental state. She longed for him to talk about what tormented him—what was destroying him—and could have done so for many years already.

At times, the silence was too much for Debbie. On more than one occasion, she had come close to asking Phil what troubled him so much that he would forget he had a wife, but she would regain her control and refuse to ask. She believed he needed to talk about what tore at him, but she also thought he had to initiate the conversation, so all she could do was hope the words she spoke during her one-sided conversations would stir something. They never did. 

Debbie often cried herself to sleep at night. Whatever tortured her husband ate at her as well, and the tears washed away the sadness, but only temporarily. She would wake the next morning to start the vicious cycle all over. She also cried because she was lonely and longed for his touch and wanted to touch him, too. For nearly four decades, she had remained with her husband, lived under the same roof, ate at the same table, and slept in the same bed, yet Phil had never shown her the affection she sought, and for thirty-eight years, she felt alone. 

That Phil loved her, Debbie never doubted, and her love for him had not wavered. Yet every day, though she didn’t live by herself, she felt more alone than she believed humanly possible. 

The physical scars—his limp, disfigured arm, and scar tissue on his body—Debbie could see. Though she never asked what caused them, she didn’t believe they were what had changed him. She didn’t think they had taken Phil’s self-worth and his will. She didn’t believe they had taken her husband from her. 

The future the two of them made early in their marriage evaporated the day Phil departed for Vietnam. But no matter how difficult his life, and hers, had become, he was her husband, and nothing would change that, even if he was no longer the man she married—the husband she longed for. 

***
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Phil seldom ventured far from the safety of his home. Until he retired from his job, his only travel was his daily journey to work and back. He chose to work the afternoon shift because it had fewer people, and while he was home, his neighbors were at work, so he never had to risk talking to them. 

Phil’s cruel suffering in Vietnam lasted only a brief time in the grand scheme of his life. Looking back, it seemed a short period, but the destruction brought on his and Debbie’s lives during the last three decades plus was a lifetime. He didn’t want it to be, and he knew Debbie paid a steep price because of his actions, but he felt helpless.

Since returning home, Phil frequently thought about the path that had brought him to this point in his life, and every time he considered it, he became angered by the choices he had made. It began when he completed college and received his draft notice in 1967.  The Army wanted to send him to train as an artillery officer, but Phil, a bit of a pacificist, who wanted to avoid killing, even from a distance had said, “Send me to flight school, or don’t draft me.”

Phil knew he could not choose his branch, and he certainly had no say about the Army drafting him, but the Army decided he could be more valuable as a pilot. Twelve months after being drafted, Phil found himself in Vietnam piloting Huey slicks. 
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Chapter Three
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Benjamin Simms: The Year 2010

Benjamin painstakingly rose from the couch of his living room in preparation for bed. As was always the case, a single light—the only light he used—illuminated the little room. It took most people mere seconds to complete the task of turning off a lamp, but not Benjamin. He found it difficult, so he used just one and suffered through the task each night. Now sixty-four, as he aged, he struggled to perform the simple tasks most people took for granted, and his daily struggle to survive became more and more difficult. It seemed that life itself was more and more taxing, but he never gave up.

He was in perfect health for a man in his sixties, except for the physical changes he had lived with for the last three-plus decades. Mentally, he was a different person altogether. 

He’d learned to live with the physical changes, even though they made life difficult, but he never attempted to recognize the man he had become because of those changes. Through everything he had experienced, it wasn’t his physical disabilities that made him feel helpless. What he lost because of those disabilities was what steadily tore at him and eroded his mind for more than three decades.

Benjamin laid his head on his pillow, facing a picture of Lynne. His heart ached over her absence from his life, even after all these years. He’d loved her since high school. For eight years, he’d referred to her as his wife, and maybe he should have married her, but he never proposed.

His eyes misted over as he gazed at the photo and thought about the hike they’d taken in the Rocky Mountains—an activity they loved and frequently participated in. Lynne had her long hair loosely tied up, and she wore no makeup. The image of her was as natural and beautiful as the mountains visible in the background, and the happy smile on her face perfected her beauty. Anyone who saw the photograph would know how much she loved him. 

The picture had faded, and its colors looked slightly washed, but Lynne hadn’t aged a day since the day he’d returned home. Her picture served as his time capsule to the days when the two of them lived, loved, and wondered in their joy of being together. She retained her beauty, but he’d become something he didn’t recognize—a thing. He refused to call himself a person, let alone a man, because of what he had become and what he had lost. 

His nightmare didn’t come in the form of a nightly dream, as was commonly the case for combat veterans. His nightmare was the letter he had received from Lynne so many years ago, a letter he hadn’t kept, a letter he didn’t need to keep. He had committed it to memory. To this day, he could recall every horrible word and each cruel syllable, and he had allowed the words in that letter to control his life. 

Those words convinced him he was no longer a man and would not again find love, so he never tried. For the last thirty-eight years, he’d chosen to live alone. Each night, he became lost in the ageless image of the woman he once considered his wife—his life—and each night he slept, wondering where life had taken her.

Benjamin’s thoughts occasionally shifted to another woman he had met many years ago. She had seemed to express an interest in him, even knowing he was now no longer a man. He remembered their conversations and how she had tried to get him to talk, to erase from his mind the sadness he refused to let go. 

He recalled the little note she had written to him and slipped into his travel bag. Benjamin didn’t see it until he returned home from Vietnam and opened the bag, and he never acted on her request. He still had the note, but he hadn’t read it since the day he arrived home so long ago. 

Could she be the one? he had sometimes wondered, and even at times wished. But the years between their lives were now too far distant, and he believed the chances of their paths crossing again would never be. She probably could have turned his life around. She’d known what he had become, yet still expressed admiration for him. But he had allowed his loss, his sadness, and his emotion, to control his life and his actions. He knew she was lost forever.

Because his body wasn’t whole, and each step seemed to drain every ounce of energy, he rarely traveled far from his home and seldom ventured into his yard. He made only the short trips necessary to replenish the supplies of food he couldn’t order online. He spoke little to others, mostly acknowledging what they said to him with as few words as possible.

Tonight, Benjamin’s mind remembered the choices he’d made that led to Lynn making her fateful decision, and to him living alone.

His first tour in Vietnam was in 1967, as a tanker. He didn’t see much combat during that tour, mostly some small battles in which the enemy had no armor, but he learned enough to know he wanted something different. So, he requested to be trained as a helicopter door gunner, not knowing what that decision would mean for him. His request was immediately accepted, and Benjamin returned to the states to receive the training necessary to be the door gunner he wanted to be, and the Army immediately ordered him back to Vietnam.

His second tour began in February 1969, but he quickly became disillusioned with an Army that was more focused on a body count than successes in the field. Still, he knew too many others depended on him to do his job, so he soldiered on. During the remainder of that tour, he quickly learned everything he needed to know for promotion to crew chief. Three months from the end of that second tour, he was offered a crew chief position and a promotion to sergeant first class, but the promotion was contingent on him remaining in Vietnam. 

Benjamin accepted the promotion and wrote Lynne of his decision. Her reply included the words he’d never forget:


I love you with all my heart and will proudly support any decision you make.
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Chapter Four
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Daniel: The Year 1968

Daniel volunteered for a search and rescue mission to bring home Lieutenant David Terry, a downed Navy pilot. The mission would take his crew nine miles into Laos—forbidden territory. But the downed pilot could not be left behind for the enemy to capture or kill, so he needed to be rescued. Daniel and his rescue team made the flight from their base camp to where the pilot awaited them. When Daniel’s Huey was 2,000 meters from Lieutenant Terry’s location, the co-pilot radioed him. 
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