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Dedication

THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED to Kathy. She will always be my inspiration to try to be a better man. And to Joe and Bobby, who left parts of their bodies and minds in a strange land and have earned the mercy of the Lord.
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Chapter 1 
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The Final Journey

He always got a little nervous, even now, when the plane bounced around in the air. Ironic, he thought, after all these years, and the adventures leading up to this flight, that he was jittery. The turbulence soon ended, and Paul looked out of the window, turned off the jet stream nozzle of air above him, and wondered what the cemetery would look like. In his mind, the picture was remarkably clear, considering that he had never been to this graveyard, or even to this section of New York State. It was winter, and the snows that had fallen in this part of the country were marbled with dirt, and assorted detritus pushed up from the plows. The gravestones would be all different heights, some tilted or toppled. There would be tattered American flags on some, plastic flowers on others, but for the most part, it would be a settled community with new neighbors depicted by fresh dirt and new depressions.

Paul wasn’t a handsome man in the magazine model sense. He was tall, thin, and still had all his hair at the age of fifty-nine, with little gray. Even though his buddies constantly chided him about dyeing his hair, he didn’t. He gave up defending himself on that point, seriously considering coloring his hair gray.

They probably don’t make gray hair coloring, though. Wouldn’t make a lot of sense.

He had a face that looked lived in. Because it was.

As this flight progressed, Paul recalled the first time he had been in an airplane. At age eighteen, on 6 January 1967, after taking his step forward for the Albany, New York Local Board #27, he was bussed with eleven others to the airport for a flight to Columbia, South Carolina—Fort Jackson. It was suspected that one of the tricks the Army used in those days, to keep desertions down, was to send the draftees to forts far away from their homes. Enlistees from the Northeast, on the other hand, were sent to nearby Fort Dix, New Jersey, where weekend passes were a possibility. Of course, the fact is, the enlistees still had to endure another year or two of Army life for that small privilege. And even worse, they earned the contempt of the draftees as they shouted out their serial number in the mess lines, their prefixes being RA for Regular Army. A draftee’s prefix was US, as in United States, but the owners of this prefix insisted it stood for Unvoluntary Servitude. Proper grammar was not as important as an expedient acronym.

As bad as the draftees headed for Columbia felt, it could have been much worse. Twenty-four men took the step forward that day. You didn’t have to swear the oath of allegiance to America unless you wanted to. However, when they called your name, you had to take the symbolic step forward—or go to jail. After calling the names, and taking the step, they administered the oath. Most of the guys mumbled it anyway. Then came the big shocker. A young Army sergeant announced, “Last names beginning with the letter A up to the letter Mc, advance to the rear three steps. Welcome to the United States Army. You men remaining in front, welcome to the United States Marine Corps.”

Wow. You could have heard a pin drop. Those poor bastards. Most people didn’t know that the Marine Corps was drafting people during the Viet Nam War. Some of those people were standing in the front rank. One guy said to the sergeant, “Sir, I can’t go into the Marines, I’ll never make it.” The uniform’s reply surprised everyone in its kindness. “Son, if you can get one of those Army people standing behind you to take your place, and you take his, I’ll be happy to do the required paperwork.” The unfortunate turned and looked at the new soldiers, but they averted their eyes. He turned around and hung his head. To this day, Paul wondered what happened to that poor drafted Marine.

Paul, the new Private, vomited in the propeller-driven airplane, as did three of his new travel mates. Not one of them had ever been on a plane before. With false bravado, they pretended that the lightning and rain outside the windows at 17,000 feet in the air didn’t cause the nausea. It was because they all went out drinking the night before the journey. And it was true in at least one case. 

The oldest draftee, a married former high school football star, was placed in charge back in Albany and did a great job of getting everybody to switch planes correctly at Atlanta. By the time they arrived in Columbia, the men were all old hands at flying. And scared to death.

The confusion of the Army’s Reception Center was highlighted by the new language that these new soldiers were going to have to learn. It had little to do with nomenclatures and a lot to do with keeping a straight face as the orders and directives were screamed at them. “All you mens what don’t have no coat will get an extra blanket, of which you will sign a hand slip for it, and it would behoove you mens which have got the extra blanket to keep it close to your shivering asses as you will be court-martialed and sent to the stockade if you mens lose the extra blanket that my army has given you out of pity for your sorry asses.” Paul was happy he had a coat. 

After ten days of uniform issue, shots, buzz-shave haircuts, tests, speeches, forms, work details, not much sleep, and one draftee going bonkers and getting taken to the shrink, the men were herded, in real cattle cars, to Basic Training.

The ten weeks of Basic went fast, and Paul learned a lot. For one, he learned that there was always one guy worse off than everyone else in at least one skill.

Unfortunately, that guy was the same person a lot of the time. But Paul was quite happy that he wasn’t often that person. Sometimes, he wondered how some of these guys were going to survive the Army, much less Viet Nam. 

He was also quite adept at imitating one of the ornerier corporals, and his dead-on impression, unknown by Paul, was overheard by the senior Drill Instructor one night. Those guys were everywhere and heard everything. However, the D.I. liked the impression so much, he had him repeat it for the other cadre of NCO’s as Paul was doing his K.P. duty. This made the other D.I.’s and his own leader stay off Paul’s back for the most part. Plus, the fact that Paul, who had never fired a rifle in his life, scored expert on the rifle range. This was also a big deal for the boss men as they usually had side bets with each other as to which platoon would shoot the highest scores. Paul figured that the reason he shot so well was that he didn’t have to “unlearn” anything, like the good old boys from the south. He listened to exactly what the range fire instructors said during training and applied the requisite skills. Although he liked firing a rifle, he didn’t like cleaning one, as it was never good enough to be accepted by the armorer.

He learned to wait until the armorer wanted to go home, and then he accepted all the rifles, with just a cursory look. Paul was a quick study.

Paul was proud when he graduated Basic, having been promoted to the next pay grade, as only ten soldiers out of two-hundred and thirty received this distinction. He was notified as to where he would be sent to school and what his Army job would be. Paul was to stay right at Fort Jackson, no leave, for the next ten weeks to learn to be a radioman. He was okay with this because, in 1967, everyone figured the war would be over in no time, and ten weeks was forever. 

When he got to radio school, he was told that the top ten percent of graduates would be sent to Fort Gordon, GA for radioteletype school eight more weeks. He graduated first place in radio school. Eight more weeks, no leave. How long could that war last, he thought?

The sixty days at Fort Gordon went by quickly, and there was no end in sight for the war. Two life-changing things happened down there at radio teletype school—RTT—that were significant for Paul. 

First, he met Bobby Ray Jackson, a good ole boy from Gaffney, a town near Spartanburg, SC, who, along with Paul, was made a Squad Leader during the duration of the school. 

Paul couldn’t have been more different than Bobby Ray. It was amazing that these two human beings got along at all and, in fact, were fast friends. The southern soldiers were, for the most part, enlistees as opposed to draftees, verifying the suspect rule of sending the enlistees to forts close to their homes. But it seemed to Paul these guys were gracious in taking to their homes the northern draftees with weekend passes, who hadn’t been home in a long time. And their families and friends were also kind to them. The New York boys called these guys “grits.” And of course, they called the northerners “Yankees.” Nothing real original there.

Bobby Ray was short, compact, opinionated, highly racially prejudiced, asthmatic—which he lied about to enlist—and a good soldier. He and Paul got hooked up initially when it seemed like every other word out of Bobby Ray’s mouth was “nigger.” After a few days of this, Paul said, “Hey buddy, I don’t like that word.” The retort was, “I ain’t your buddy, and I don’t give a flyin’ fuck what your sorry Yankee ass likes and don’t like.”

It was on.

Paul went after Bobby Ray’s neck with his hands. Bobby Ray was more surprised than scared, and it took him a moment to get his balance, at which point he got Paul in a pretty good headlock. Paul rammed him into a tent post, and the general-purpose tent—GP medium—collapsed on the two of them. They both started laughing, and the brawl was over. Still laughing as they righted the tent, neither the fight nor the reason for it was ever brought up again. Bobby Ray just tried hard to avoid saying “nigger” around Paul, and Paul pretended he didn’t hear it when Bobby Ray slipped. Bobby Ray could never understand why a white guy, like Paul, would be offended by that word. Friggen Yankees, nuttier than a squirrel’s balls. 

Bobby Ray and Paul were inseparable after that day. They just watched their verbal boundaries and joked about common enemies, the Army, the brass, good pussy, bad pussy, lifers, and Jody. Jody was the fictional guy, a draft dodger, who stayed home and got your girlfriend, your car, and everything else of value that you left at home—as in the marching or running chant, “Ain’t no use in looking back. Jody’s got your Cadillac.” Your girlfriend was known as “Little Mary Rottencrotch” or some other lovely moniker. 

Truth be known, very few of these guys had girlfriends, let alone Cadillacs. Most of these guys had nothing, maybe a mother and father who loved them and said they were proud of them, even though they were worried to death about what would become of them. 

The overwhelming profiles of enlisted soldiers in 1967 were poor southern white kids, poor northern white kids, black kids far more than their demographic portion, and many, many Hispanic kids. There were draftees from places that weren’t even States, like Puerto Rico, The Virgin Islands, and Guam. Some of these kids didn’t speak English. You didn’t have to articulate anything but your trigger finger, as far as Uncle Sam was concerned. One of the favorite excuses for joining the Army was that “The Judge gave me a choice, Army or jail.” This took the onus off the guy for enlisting, whether it was true or not. And in 99% of these cases, it was not. Paul’s favorite was when one of the soldiers, known as “Fast Eddie,” stated, “I signed up for Tahiti.” The recruiter told this guy that he could put in for Tahiti. You could see why they called this guy Fast Eddie.

Second, Paul signed up for Jump School.

One day, the platoon was brought to the theatre to hear a pitch for Airborne volunteers. Bobby Ray had already been guaranteed jump school after radio school by his recruiter, but all were forced to listen to the pitch. A tall, good looking Hispanic sergeant, with master jump wings on his chest and soft cap gave the spiel. Paul thought that this was the most impressive looking soldier he had ever seen.

Jump school was three weeks long, four weeks if you considered “zero week.” It would commence directly after graduation from RTT school. Four more weeks in the States. Again, how long could that war last? Paul signed up immediately. He and Bobby Ray and a religious guy with the unlikely name of Posie were the only airborne volunteers from his tent. Even though the other guys said they were crazy, you could see that they really respected them for signing up as their eyes were always wide when they were talking to them, kind of like puppies waiting for a command. Posie, a conscientious objector, who would not carry a firearm into battle, and Paul were the only draftees from the platoon to do so.

Paul and Posie graduated from RTT school and were promoted to Private First Class, Pay Grade E-3. This was important for a couple of draftees. Bobby Ray didn’t fare as well, remaining an E-1. He was supposed to automatically make Pay Grade E-2 in four months but got into an altercation with a young black soldier, and both were held back from promotion. It really wasn’t even Bobby Ray’s fault. Paul was at the scene and saw what happened. The seventeen-year-old black kid, from Mississippi, was in line with the rest of the platoon, waiting to sign out on a day pass to go down to Augusta, GA. The problem was that he had on his dress army green slacks and low quarter shoes along with a civilian tee shirt and straw cap. You could either wear your dress greens or your civvies but not combine them in any way. Bobby Ray, honestly, and not in the least bit maliciously, told the young trooper the rule. He knew the CQ—Charge of Quarters—signing out passes would not let him go out dressed like that. The black kid told Bobby Ray to “mind his redneck business.” It was on, once more.

It didn’t keep Bobby Ray from graduating radio teletype school though. Posie, Bobby Ray, and Paul were sent to the travel center barracks, where they met up with about forty other guys who volunteered for jump school. They were placed on an Army cattle car bus and transported to Fort Benning, GA. for paratrooper school. Of the forty-three guys on the bus, an astonishing twenty-seven of them were draftees. Some wanted the extra $55 a month parachute pay, which was quite a supplement to a Private’s $92.30 monthly salary. Some, like Posie, figured, as a sky soldier, he could do the most good. Some, like Paul, thought this was an acceptable way to waste four more weeks in the States. The war should certainly be over by then. Some, like Bobby Ray, were trying to outdo their fathers. Some guys wanted to impress girlfriends back home wearing bloused boots. Some guys wanted to beat somebody up when they got home, possibly their recruiting Sergeant. And one guy had no idea why he was on this bus.

The weeks at the jump school were physically taxing. A lot of upper body work and tons of running. But at night, after 1800 hrs., you ate chow, cleaned your gear, shined your boots, wrote letters, and bullshitted with your buddies. The biggest surprise of jump school was how easy it was to jump from an airplane. You had to do five jumps to get your wings, and the biggest problem was not getting injured in a PLF—parachute landing fall—so that you would be medically set back and forced do it all over again. And your crotch was red sore because of the harness that pulled on your balls when the chute opened. Other than that, it was stepping out of a door in the windy solitude and serene views before doing it again. On graduation day, when the Generals were making speeches, telling the new troopers they were all going to Viet Nam, some of them would die, some would get wounded, and what an honor it was to serve, it started to dawn on Paul that this war wasn’t ending just yet.

Then it was time to wait for orders. Orders came in the daily mail, and you could tell where you were going because of the APO—Army Post Office—number, fore-runner to the zip code. If you got APO 96-something, you were going to Viet Nam. Of the 130 guys who got orders on graduation day, 106 got APO San Francisco 96-something. The Nam. First, they had to go to the Republic of Viet Nam—RVN—village for four days. This was a little homemade village, complete with tunnels and booby traps and punji sticks that all the Nam-bound troops, even the cooks and clerks, had to go to. The training was run by returnees from Nam and truly scared the living shit out of the troops, especially the cooks and the clerks. After that, the poor unfortunates got thirty days leave. Bobby Ray and Posie got thirty days leave.

Of the remaining troops, sixteen were not eighteen years old yet or had a brother serving in the combat zone. Either way, it bought them some time. One guy got a direct appointment to West Point, a friggen miracle as he was a draftee. His armed forces entrance scores were so high, he was asked to take the SAT’s, aced them, and was presented with the chance to attend the Academy. He used to work at a plumbing parts store in Indiana. Five guys got orders for Korea. And two guys got orders for West Germany. The Germany guys only got twelve days’ leave. Paul got twelve days’ leave. He was happy he didn’t get thirty days’ leave.

Bobby Ray asked Paul to go downtown that night to celebrate. “Yeah, sure,” Paul said even though he was a little embarrassed by his own good fortune. Paul and Bobby Ray tried to convince Posie to go out with them, but they knew he wouldn’t. “That’s alright, you boys go out without me.” He didn’t drink or smoke or swear, but he wasn’t stuck up about it, just didn’t party. Paul figured if Posie got killed in the Nam, the Viet Cong who shot him would meet a pissed off St. Peter somewhere down the road. Bobby Ray was quiet around Posie like he just couldn’t figure him out. He wasn’t used to this modest brand of courage, and it scared him. Posie was the other person he didn’t say “nigger” around as well.

There was a place in Columbus, GA called the Whiskey-A-Go-Go. It wasn’t the world-famous Whiskey-A-Go-Go, but neither Paul nor Bobby Ray knew that. Paul felt sophisticated in this bar, where it was legal to drink at eighteen. The go-go girls in their fringed outfits and their fat, stretch-marked legs did their impressions of the frug, the jerk, and the pony. They all looked remarkably bored. Of course, they, along with two barmaids, were the only females in the whole place. It was crawling with drunk, whacked-out paratroopers, wannabes, and three of the biggest, meanest looking bouncers below the Mason-Dixon Line. It was a train wreck looking for a place to happen. For some reason, it seemed to Paul, southerners had to do this weird rebel yell thing whenever they came within thirty feet of alcohol. When Bobby Ray let out his first war-whoop, Paul knew it was going to be a night to remember.
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Save the Tomatoes for Packy

Back in the plane, Paul’s mind flashed from memory to memory. He left the Whisky-A-Go-Go in Columbus, and his random-access memory took him to a cold, dark college bar in Albany, New York, in 1969, where it was easy to pick up a babe for the night. Paul never thought of hooking up as much of a challenge as he had a tremendous line of bullshit. And a job. 

On this night, at twenty years of age, about three months after his discharge, and about 75% of his journey to full-blown alcoholism completed, Paul saw a dark-haired, tall girl in a mini skirt standing at the far end of the bar, alone. She was staring into her drink, tight-lipped. Paul walked over and said, “How ya doin?” She glared at him. Didn’t smile, didn’t frown, didn’t do diddly. Strike one. 

Paul said, “So, do you go to school?” 

She fired back, with a bit of venom, “I’m a TEACHER!” 

Strike two. 

Paul said, “Oh, I’m a janitor. My name is Paul.” 

She smiled. “I’m Kathy.” 

Base hit.

They drank some beers and Paul told his usual lies. It was probably apparent that he was lying most of the time, but he was so goddamned good at it the fib receivers didn’t generally care. His intelligence, humor, and potential always shone through—until he got “the click.”

“The click” was when he got just enough booze in him to give himself over to feel that the world was okay. It came to him as a distinct switch in his brain every time. There it is, I’m okay now. Coasting.

But he wasn’t okay.

Click City meant blackouts, outrageous behavior, pathetic fistfights, buckets of vomit, and the worst—next day remorse. The only way to get over the next day remorse was to get the click again, and this time it would be different. But it wasn’t. Ever.

Kathy was quite impressed with Paul. For one thing, he was tall. Tall girls always want a guy to be at least within reasonable eye-level range. Another thing, he was funny. Not like her stuffed shirts, fellow tweed people who had tenure. They didn’t have to survive and deal with the frustrations, anxieties, and horrors of warfare. Black humor and escapism were just a couple of the coping mechanisms employed. As were prayers, drugs, alcohol, sex, and cigarettes. Paul was a janitor for the phone company. When you started a career with the phone or power company, you had to start as a janitor or meter reader, just so they could see if you were an asshole or not before investing money in you to go to lineman’s school or splicing school. 

The bar closed at three in the morning, so they went to the diner on the corner and got omelets. Paul didn’t eat his eggs, just a couple of charred home fries. He had a lot of trouble with the eating portion of life. Plus, he didn’t want to fill his belly with food as it interfered with the uptake of the click juice.

Kathy told him, watching him ignore his omelet, “I’m from a little rural town outside Cattaraugus.” 

Paul thought, how in the hell can somebody be from someplace outside of Cattaraugus? What could possibly BE outside of Cattaraugus? Maybe farms, cows, hermits?

Anyway, he got her phone number. He didn’t even try to score, though he was clearly on third base with a good lead. He was pretty much clicked out anyway, but he knew he was going to call her because he took his time in writing her number down. In big letters, he wrote “Kathy from Hooterville—met last night at Daddy’s” so that he would remember the next day.

Kathy was twenty-five years old and taught high school English. Paul was twenty and mopped floors. They were perfect for each other, or so Paul thought. The pair went out on dates, and the dates usually went like this: Paul would show up, relatively buzzed. They would go to dinner or for a sandwich, which Paul always ordered but rarely ate. Movie. Bar. Kathy’s place. 

The best times for Paul were when he was buzzed, in bed, after the obligatory conjugal wrestling match, and low, slow talking to each other. It was Kathy’s best time too. The rest all felt like bullshit, but those precious minutes made life enjoyable again. Kathy was so smart and would use words like “egregious” and “appalled.” Paul made her laugh with tales of his adventures. He tried but couldn’t explain to her the gray world he had come from. How could Paul discuss something he wasn’t even close to figuring out for himself? A lot of the time, she would parse, but never correct, his stories. She would tell him about symbolism and icons, and she made him realize what saving the tomatoes for Packy really represented.

Paul had three siblings. In the pure, white trash, Irish shanty lexicon, just about everyone’s name had to have an Irish diminutive—or at least a semblance of one. Paul’s name was safe, couldn’t destroy that one, so they went with Paulie. The micks and the ginzoes had a real knack for making every name end with a “y” or “ie,” no matter how old the guy they were talking about. His sisters were Kathleen—Kitty, Theresa—Tessie, and Patrick was Packy. For some reason, known only to God, Paul’s aunts and his grandfather decided that Packy really loved tomatoes. They had a garden in their postage stamp backyard where they grew radishes, tomatoes, and squash. When they harvested their bounty, the standing rule was, “Save the tomatoes for Packy.” Packy didn’t love tomatoes. He also didn’t dislike tomatoes. In fact, he was completely ambivalent about them. However, whenever anyone in the family got over to Troy to see the two spinster aunts and the grandfather with the colostomy bag, they got tomatoes. “These are for Packy, he loves ’em.” And they were dutifully returned to Patrick. Sometimes he ate them. Sometimes they were included in the daily repast, with the rejoinder, “Packy was nice enough to share his tomatoes.” As far as hunter/gatherers go, it was Packy’s fifteen minutes of fame.

Kathy explained to Paul what this all meant. 

“It made your aunts and grandfather feel an attachment to their relatives, on a personal level. It also helped them in their crop choices for the year. They couldn’t leave Packy’s tomatoes out of the harvest. So, they felt good.” 

Sure, it made Packy feel special. He couldn’t very well tell them at this point that they were out of their minds, right? So, he always thanked them profusely for the goddamned tomatoes. Kathy explained, “It was the connection to Packy that was important, not the object.” This made sense to Paul. He thought Kathy was the smartest person he had ever met.

Kathy had secrets. She occasionally cried, usually while reading. Paul thought she was really into that story. She never really explained what the bandage under her right shoulder was for. At first, Paul assumed it was razor burn or something, but as the weeks went on, he knew it was something else. So, one night, after the social duties were accomplished, he asked her. He couldn’t really see her too well in the dark. And it was good that she was in his arms. She said, “Paulie, I have Hodgkin’s Disease.” Paul didn’t know what that was, but it sure sounded ominous. She had never called him Paulie before. Being the self-absorbed prick that he was, naturally, the first thing he said was, “Oh, is it contagious?” 

“No, it’s cancer,” she said. 

“Ummm.” Paul was desperately trying to think of the right thing to say. He knew this was a watershed moment in both of their lives. 

“What do the doctors say?”

“Well,” she sighed, “most of the treatments are experimental, but they’re hopeful. Every day, new potential cures are found.”

Paul thought, Sure, just like back in ’67, how long can this war last? He really was at a loss now. Couldn’t think of anything to say. He just held her close, all night. Taking her to see the movie version of Love Story last month was probably not in her best interest.

And now he knew that he loved her, and that confused and scared the bejesus out of him.

He moved in with her the next day.
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“Don’t much care what that Yankee boy does.”

Back in NY, the plane landed, and Paul squeezed down the aisle, stiff from the ride or his years—he couldn’t decide which. As he ducked to exit down the portable stairway, he couldn’t help but think about how Bobby Ray wouldn’t have been able to make this trip—what with his artificial leg and missing arm. He wouldn’t have put up with the kind flight attendants fussing around him, trying to make small talk, and professionally ignoring his body’s remaining parts. Funny, this was a guy that Paul had jumped from airplanes with, and now he wouldn’t even be able to ride as a passenger anymore without a big hassle.
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