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To the men and women still wearing the "I’m Fine" mask.

To those who have survived the ambush abroad only to find themselves trapped in the silence at home. This book is dedicated to the warriors who feel like ghosts in their own living rooms, and to the families standing watch in the shadows beside them.

We are the originators of a new chain. May these words serve as the first link in your recovery, the "Fine Print" of a life reclaimed, and the proof that while we were trained to be silent, we were never meant to be alone.

Semper Fidelis.




​REAL WORLD

Sixty years have passed since my deployment as a combat Marine to Vietnam, yet only a handful of years have granted me the painful awareness of my inability to suppress the demons of PTSD alone. Like so many veterans, these "Demons" have relentlessly stalked me, manifesting as vivid nightmares, subtly altered personas, and deeply buried, often irrational fears. The weight of their presence is a constant, often suffocating pressure.

While some veterans manage to navigate the demons' onslaught with a semblance of success, millions more languish in destitution, trapped in needless solitude and agonizing social disconnection. Many silently condemn themselves as cowards, terrified of surrendering to the demons' relentless hold. Countless others exist in a state of perpetual denial, clinging fiercely to their warrior's pride, masking their pain with stoicism. The most vulnerable among us – those tormented by unbearable guilt and haunted by the feeling of utter loneliness – too often succumb to despair and choose to "end" their lives, in a tragic and irreversible act of surrender.
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To family, friends, and lost brother Marines,

I cannot explain why I have chosen to pen this apology on this particular Christmas Day. Perhaps it's the weight of approaching my 78th birthday, or the growing difficulty in recalling my childhood memories, or finally accepting that I have spent decades viewing my past through a distant, clouded lens. Since returning from Vietnam, my only way of partitioning the dark memories of war was through a desperate struggle to forget them. But I could not simply forget Vietnam, I had to also forget my life before it.

The cost of this struggle has become painfully clear. In my relentless effort to suppress the harrowing memories of war, I inadvertently locked away the precious memories of my childhood, my family, my friends, and my brother Marines who fought and died in a jungle thousands of miles from their homes and loved ones over five decades ago.

These were brothers who strengthened me through the intimidation and challenges of boot camp, whose minds aligned with mine as we trained to fight and survive as one unit through advanced guerrilla warfare in Okinawa and the Philippines, preparing for what awaited us in Vietnam. The unshakeable bond we shared, the absolute trust that another Marine would always have 'your back' - its absence has left an aching void in my heart that grows deeper with each passing year.

I see now that building this wall between my past and present was a misguided attempt at

self-preservation. But the price of this protection has been devastating: the family and friends I once held dear have become like shadows in an ebbing dream. Those who remain must believe I abandoned them for reasons they'll never understand. With all my heart, I apologize for the profound pain my absence may have caused.

To my brothers who gave their lives in combat, I will no longer remain hidden in the shadows, failing to honor your heroism and sacrifice. To those cherished childhood friends who left us too soon, whether by overdose or natural causes before my return from Vietnam, and to those who survived, I vow to confront my demons rather than continue avoiding the bonds we shared.

The wound of our lost brotherhood has not healed with time; instead, it has carved an ever-deeper chasm in my soul.

To my family, I did not forget you by design. I am deeply saddened by the lost contact and decades of separation. The price of walling off my past was losing the warmth of your love, and that burden grows heavier with each passing year.

On this Christmas Day 2024, I must finally remember and honor my closest Marine brothers, whose memories I have too long tried to suppress. They gave their lives one day on Hill 362 in Vietnam during Operation Hastings in 1966:

PFC James R. Nash 7-24-66 Brick Township, NJ PFC Paul J. Strausser 7-24-66 Millington, NJ PFC Bruce A. Baker 7-24-66 Essex Junction, VT PFC Pruitt H. Cheaney  7-24-66 Sarasota, FL

SSGT Norman L. Koos 7-24-66 Olivet, MI [A WWII veteran who saw more in me than I saw in myself]

To all those I've lost touch with - family, friends, and fellow Marines alike - please understand that my silence was never about a lack of love or respect. It was a misguided attempt to shield myself from pain, a defense mechanism that ultimately robbed me of the irreplaceable warmth of your companionship. I hope this long-overdue apology might begin to mend what my silence has broken. 

With deepest remorse and honor, 

Sgt AW Schade. USMC
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As friends and family gather, their laughter and joy ringing hollow in my ears during another festive holiday, I am often plunged into a state of profound despondency, ambushed by vivid, intrusive memories of lost friendships and the grotesque theatre of battlefield carnage.

These fragmented recollections erupt erratically from a vulnerable, carefully constructed partition of my mind – a cerebral fortress I erected decades ago, a delicate mechanism for preserving some semblance of normalcy in a society that demands it. Unwittingly, I find myself clutching at a profound loneliness, a direct consequence of my relentless avoidance of those formative years. To truly gaze into my past, to confront the ghosts that haunt me, I must first transcend a dense and suffocating cloak of darkness, a self-imposed prison designed to restrain the demons unleashed so long ago. Let me begin.
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