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To Ron, my first love and my final hero.

For twenty years, you wore the uniform; for thirty more, you wore the war. This book is the voice for your quiet strength and the record of the miles you walked as a "dead man walking." You traded your geology books for a sailor's life so we could soar, and I will spend the rest of mine making sure the world remembers your sacrifice.

To my father, A First Lieutenant in WW2.

An officer of the Greatest Generation who survived D-Day only to become a "guinea pig" in the shadow of the system. I see your brilliance in every column of numbers and your soul in the eyes of your great-grandson. Your legacy of integrity was the compass that guided me through the darkest nights.

To Warren, my brother, and my confidante.

For the Sunday phone calls, the "ball on the roof," and the signs from the other side. You were the first to listen, and even now, you are the one who reminds me that the veil is thin and the bond is never truly broken.

And to the Veterans of the Persian Gulf.

To those who breathed the black rain and felt the sting of the hidden needle.

May you find your truth in these pages.

May you know that you were seen.

Dead Man Walking

Soon after Ron returned from the Persian Gulf War, the phone rang. A doctor was calling—not to offer greetings or thanks, but to ask whether I’d noticed “any changes” in my husband. I was naive and assumed it was routine; after all, he’d just served in a war zone aboard the USS Guam. I told him Ron didn’t seem as strong as before. The doctor didn’t ask for the details.

I did not know then that the call was a harbinger. I did not know that the medical community was already quietly holding its breath, waiting for the fallout from a cocktail of poorly documented vaccines and pills.

Years later, the pieces of the puzzle began to fit together. Before Ron even left for the Gulf, I remember him coming home unable to even raise his arm because of the sheer volume of injections—Yellow Fever, Typhoid, Cholera, Meningitis, Polio, and Hepatitis, just to name a few. But it was the "hidden" ones—the Anthrax and Botulinum Toxoid—along with the Pyridostigmine Bromide (PB) tablets; that would eventually rewrite his biological future.

Ron’s health did not fail all at once; it was a slow, calculated retreat. What began as COPD and a heart condition eventually morphed into a "Type 2" diabetes diagnosis that did not behave the way it should. We watched a rapid, unexplained decline that mirrored a pattern now recognized by researchers: an autoimmune attack triggered by the very things meant to protect him.

In that early phone call, the doctor was not just checking in. He was looking for the first signs of a transformation. He suspected that Ron and his fellow sailors, if they were lucky enough to live long enough, were destined to become a specific breed of veteran—the 100 percent service-connected disabled.

To the government, he was a statistic. To the VA, he was a claim. But to the system that created his condition, he was something else entirely: a "Dead Man Walking."
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January 2025: Signs and Shadows
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By January 3rd, the air felt heavy, as if the atmosphere itself was holding its breath. I sat by the window at 3:40 p.m., waiting for the first snowflakes or my son’s return from work—whichever reached the door first. Outside, a flock of birds sat huddled in a single neighbor's tree. It was an odd sight; with so many branches available in the yard, they chose to crowd together, a silent, feathered audience watching our house.

Inside, the balance was shifting. That day, Ron fell twice.

The first fall forced me to cancel my Book Club meeting. The second fall should have been terrifying, but Ron was strangely coherent, even joking as he struggled to get his footing on the floor. I managed to get some electrolytes into him, but the realization was settling in his dizziness wasn’t just "old age." He was beginning to mix his afternoon and evening pills, swallowing them dry. It was a blessing to catch it, but a wake-up call to the toxicity of the regimen. Those pills were supposed to save him, but instead, they were draining the hydration from his body.

At 3:45 p.m., the snow finally began to fall. The birds vanished. I had captured a photo of them just in time—a snapshot of a warning I didn't yet understand.

The week that followed felt thin, as if the veil between this world and the next was fraying. Messages from my mother seemed to appear everywhere. I posted a rose for her on Facebook, remembering the blanket of red blooms on her coffin. Then, on January 5th, a bottle of Osteo Bi-Flex tumbled off my closet shelf. As I bent to retrieve it, I found my sterling silver citrine ring sparkling on the floor. For a Virgo woman, citrine is more than jewelry; it is a shield of optimism and personal power. I put it on, feeling like I was arming myself for a battle.

I celebrated what would have been my mother's birthday on January 8th with a single silk rose in an old glass nursing bottle—the one she used for orange juice when we lived by the groves. I needed her strength, because three days later, I nearly died myself.

A violent allergic reaction to over-the-counter medicine turned into a fight for air. As I lay there choking, unable to breathe, the room began to fill with strange lights—yellow sparks by the dresser, a blue glow in the shower. Something was trying to enter my throat, to block my life force. But I heard my mother’s voice in my head, the woman who, in her eighties, lost everything to family betrayal and simply said, "I guess I’ll start saving all over again."

I refused to give up. I fought my way back to the air because I knew I had to be there for Ron.

Ron was in his own recovery. He had suffered a harrowing bout of illness around Thanksgiving after a cup of hot cocoa that we suspected had been tampered with. In the chaos, he had stopped taking his heart medications—Amiodarone, Lisinopril, Metoprolol. I watched his blood pressure skyrocket; I held the trash can while he retched and helped him to the floor when he passed out.

I didn't call the ambulance. It was a calculated, desperate risk. Ron hated hospitals. If at all possible, it was better for me not to call 911, unless I had no other choice. 

By mid-January, there were flashes of hope. On the 14th, the eye doctor found only minor cataracts—a miracle considering the dehydration and the erratic Metformin doses. Ron’s mind seemed to clear; he cooked hamburgers and talked about volunteering at the Community Living Center. We even investigated playing pool at the recreation center.
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But the mystery followed us into our most private spaces. On January 19th, as we prepared for an intimate evening, we found a footprint on the glass of the shower. It was high up higher than Ron could possibly kick, in a bathroom no one else used.

A footprint is a symbol of a new journey. A mark left behind to show that someone has passed through. As I looked at that mark, I wondered if it was a sign of a positive change, or a reminder that we weren't walking this path alone.
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