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Chapter 1

NETTIE







Nettie took the back stairs from the emergency room to the second floor two at a time. Glancing left and right, she darted across the hall into the pitch-black recovery room. She needed an oxygen regulator fast, and this unit always had plenty. They just didn’t like to share after-hours. Clicking her penlight on, she hurried past rows of stretchers toward the supply closet but froze as startled shadows thrashed in the corner ahead.


“Bloody hell,” hissed a low, male voice.


Eyes wide and heart racing, Nettie released the button on the penlight and backed up. Panicked whispers and whiffs of perfume followed her out the door, the scent a favorite of the hospital’s most contentious evening supervisor, Genevieve Woods.


Slipping out the door, Nettie ran down the hall to the intensive care unit in search of anonymity and the needed equipment. Just inside, she bumped into Dougie, the short, quiet fellow who delivered linens throughout the hospital from seven at night until seven in the morning. Nettie leaned against the wall, breathless from angst more than effort. “Hi, Dougie.”


“Hey, Miss Nettie, are you okay?”


Straightening up, she peeked through the door’s small window at an empty hall and closed recovery room door. “Yeah, Dougie, I’m fine. How about you?”


“I’m good. Working hard. Lots of sick people, so lots of laundry. Are you and TK still going to the cafeteria for dinner?”


Nettie’s preceptor, TK, had befriended Dougie years ago by sharing a cafeteria table with the shy young man. They’d been friends ever since. When Nettie started the hospital’s nursing internship program earlier in the year, Dougie decided any friend of TK’s was a friend of his.


“Yep, we’ll be there.”


“Okay, see you in a little while.”


Nettie moved aside and opened the door, peeping around the tall cart as Dougie pulled it into the hall. The door to the recovery room now stood ajar, a dark figure hovering just inside. “Gotta go, Dougie.” Darting past moaning patients, beeping monitors, and pulsing ventilators, Nettie found the charge nurse and requested the needed regulator. After signing an equipment form and promising to return it within twenty-four hours, she headed back to the ER.


“What took so long?” TK asked, whipping the regulator out of its sterile bag and replacing the faulty one. Tall and slim with short, curly brown hair and wire-rimmed glasses, TK seldom wasted time.


“I couldn’t get it from the recovery room. I had to go to the ICU,” Nettie replied, opting to stay quiet about what she’d witnessed. Speculating about the identity of the two people in the recovery room wouldn’t accomplish anything. Even if she had proof, she wasn’t sure what to do with it. Hopefully, they hadn’t recognized her, either.


“We need to get this patient undressed,” TK said. “The cardiac catheterization lab will be ready for him any minute. You get his shoes. I’ll get his pants.”


The unconscious man looked like a gentleman. Slender, hair carefully trimmed and styled, close-shaven, with soft hands and manicured nails, he had walked into the ER a short time ago and collapsed. TK and the code blue team had managed to get his heart started again, but the monitor still showed a heart attack in progress.


As TK unbuckled the man’s monogrammed, leather belt, he woke and sat up in a panic.


“What do you think you’re doing?” He slapped TK’s hands away and kicked at Nettie. “Get away from me.” Dazed, his head and shoulders wobbled.


TK raised the head of the stretcher so he could lean back. “Sir, you’re in the emergency room of the Northern Virginia Hospital.”


“I know where I am, dammit. I drove myself here. What I don’t know is who the hell you two are.” He slapped at TK and kicked at Nettie again.


They both stepped back.


Always calm, TK introduced herself and Nettie. “Sir, you passed out as you walked in the door. It looks like you’re having a heart attack. We’re giving you medicine in your vein to help, but there’s a clot in one of the arteries supplying your heart that we need to—”


“Another heart attack? Then, the last thing I need is you two bedpan Betties. Get a doctor in here.”


“A cardiologist has already been here, Mr. Pepper,” TK replied, patiently. “She’s gone to the cath lab to get things ready. We’re going to take you there as soon as her team calls.”


“Don’t talk to me like I’m an idiot. I’ve had heart attacks before. I know the drill.” He stared at TK. “You went through my things. That’s how you know my name.” He looked at his right hand. “Where’s the ring?”


“Your ring and watch are in the safe along with your wallet. We had to know who you are, where you’re from, and how to reach your family,” TK replied.


“My name is William Edward Pepper. There is no family. You don’t need to know my address in Hawaii. And I want the ring back, right now!” Mr. Pepper banged the rail. “And get that damn doctor back in here!”


TK winked at Nettie. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”


As she left the room, Nettie moved to the side of the stretcher, worried Mr. Pepper’s agitation might land him on the floor.


“What are you looking at?” he snapped.


She looked him in the eye. “A jackass.”


Mr. Pepper sucked air as his mouth fell open.


Nettie put her hands on the rail and leaned in. “TK is trying her best to save your life. Why don’t you settle down and let her?”


“Who the hell do you think you are?”


“Just someone who knows you’re scared to death and in a dozen different types of pain.”


Mr. Pepper’s eyes narrowed. “You know nothing of the sort.”


Nettie waited.


He lolled his head back. “Did my heart actually stop?”


“Yes.”


“I’m sweating like crazy.” He wiped his brow. “You all must have given me morphine. I always sweat when I get morphine.”


“Yes, sir. It eases the pain and lowers the heart’s workload at the same time.”


He looked at her name badge. “Nettie, I need to get that ring back.”


The pleading in his voice spoke to more than a ring. “If TK doesn’t bring it when she comes, I’ll get it for you. I promise.”


“I want it—”


The alarm above the stretcher sounded as Mr. Pepper’s eyes rolled back and he slumped to the side, deadly ventricular fibrillation wiggling its way across the monitor. Nettie hit the code blue button on the wall, lowered the head of the bed, gave him two quick breaths, and began pumping his chest. “Please God, lift him up, ease his pain, and heal his heart,” she whispered as others rushed to help. “Don’t go, Mr. Pepper, not now, not like this.”





THE VENTILATOR CYCLED STEADILY NEXT to Mr. Pepper’s stretcher. Still unconscious, he had just returned from the cath lab where the clot blocking his left coronary artery had been dissolved, but not before it caused permanent damage.


Nettie pulled his signet ring from the valuables bag she’d retrieved from the ER’s safe. The ring’s weight, muted gold glow, and hundreds of minuscule scratches spoke to its quality and long years of wear. She couldn’t separate the swirly initials on the top, but they didn’t appear to be Mr. Pepper’s. Returning the ring to its home on his right hand, she wrapped it in surgical tape to ensure it stayed on his finger, then wrote “Do not remove” and her initials on the tape.


TK appeared in the doorway. “CCU is ready for him. I’ll get his chart while you pack his things.”


Mr. Pepper’s dress shirt had been cut away during the first resuscitation and the rest of his things thrown across a chair during the second. Nettie put his tailored suit and cashmere overcoat on hangers, then covered them with a long clear plastic trash bag. While not the best protection for elegant things, it was better than nothing. Laying the bag across the bottom of the stretcher, she placed his intricately tooled leather shoes, matching belt, and monogrammed socks and underwear in a plastic bag and stowed it in a basket under the mattress.


Rolling Mr. Pepper into his assigned CCU room, TK left to talk with the charge nurse while Nettie positioned the stretcher and put his things away. She stepped back as two CCU nurses quickly changed monitors, placed an automatic blood pressure cuff on Mr. Pepper’s arm, arranged the pumps and poles holding multiple IV lines, and covered him with a hypothermia blanket. In a few minutes, his body temperature would drop to ninety degrees where it would stay for twenty-four hours or more. The cold would decrease his body’s demand for oxygen and lessen the workload of his hurting heart. Nettie put his socks back on his feet, then covered the top of his head with a folded towel. These small pieces of cloth would help minimize shivering and further reduce his demand for oxygen. Underneath the hum and systematic beeps of the life-saving equipment lay a hurting and unhappy man. The least she could do was try to make him a little more comfortable.


Outside the door, TK and the charge nurse studied Mr. Pepper’s latest electrocardiogram. “Left anterior descending infarct,” the nurse whispered. “Widowmaker.”


Nettie wrapped her hand around Mr. Pepper’s and whispered in his ear. “Your ring is on your finger and God is in your corner. Feel better soon.”


His eyelids fluttered, and for a split-second Nettie thought he might wake up. But his lids went smooth again as he drifted back to wherever the mind goes when traumatized and drugged.


Leaving work later that night, Nettie couldn’t stop thinking about Mr. Pepper. “There’s no family,” he’d said. The only thing in his wallet besides cash and credit cards had been the name and phone number of a lawyer in Hawaii. Tomorrow, one of the hospital’s social workers would call to see if they could get more information. Until then, the only people who cared about this man were strangers.


At home, Nettie brushed her teeth, slipped into her pajamas, and had just turned down her bed covers when the phone rang. She rushed to stop the clanging before it woke Win, her best friend and roommate. No one calls this late at night. Something’s wrong.





WISPS OF STEAM RADIATED FROM the asphalt as Nettie brought the car to a stop in the shade of the rain-heavy loblolly pines outside the entrance to Fort Benning. Instead of delivering a cool start to an unusually hot, spring day, the fast-moving storm had created a stifling morning sauna. Already disheveled from the all-night drive, the humidity made her hair droop, skin sticky, and clothes wilt. Plus, her breath had to smell like coffee. She didn’t want to say goodbye to Andy like this. Without warning, his orders had been changed and moved up. Instead of participating in the next level of tactical training in Georgia for three months, he would be leaving for South Vietnam in a matter of hours.


“Everyone’s restricted to base until flight time,” he’d said last night. “I can’t even meet you halfway.”


“If I leave now, I can get there before you go.”


“No, honey. It’s too late to be on the road. I—”


“I’m on my way.” Nettie hung up before he could object again. She called TK, then left a message with the ER charge nurse explaining that she wouldn’t be in tomorrow and why. Andy, the love of her life, would be gone for a year, maybe longer. She quickly changed clothes, filled a thermos with instant black coffee, and left a note for Win. Grabbing her wallet and the keys to her old Oldsmobile Cutlass, Nettie headed for I-95, the new interstate highway that made it possible for her to travel from Northern Virginia to Columbus, Georgia, before Andy had to leave.


She’d tried to pull herself together during the long drive, but the closer she got to the military base, the more rogue tears escaped. Get a grip, girl. The last thing Andy needs is to see you puffy, red-eyed, and bawling. She blew her nose, blotted her eyes, brushed her hair, and stepped out of the car to tuck in her blouse. Straightening her shorts, she took several deep breaths. The sharp citrusy smell of the pines helped clear her head. Climbing back behind the wheel, she pinched her cheeks, bit her lips until they blushed, popped a Certs mint in her mouth, and headed for the guard gate.


Checking Nettie’s driver’s license against the expected guest list, the military policeman waved her in. From memory, she turned right, drove through a tunnel of overhanging hickory trees, and entered a village of austere, white clapboard buildings. The sign on the first one said Visitor’s Center.


Andy jumped from the steps and trotted toward the car as Nettie pulled up, relief flooding his handsome face. Tall and tanned, his uniform accented his broad shoulders, slim waist, and muscular build.


Thank God he’s strong. He’ll need to be.


Andy leaned in the window, cupped Nettie’s face, and gave her a quick kiss.


She slid to the middle of the seat as he climbed in and put his arms around her. He smelled good and felt better. His second kiss was long and sweet.


“I’m sorry you had such a long drive, but I’m so glad you came,” he said, kissing her hair.


“Me, too.” She took his hand. “Why the sudden change in orders?”


“I’m not sure. Rumor has it a North Vietnamese offensive may be in the works, so they want us in-country and up to speed as soon as possible.”


Nettie shivered.


Andy pulled her close. “Just a lot more of what we’ve already been doing, honey.”


She knew better. It was more, dangerously more. As hot, humid, and miserable as summers in Georgia were, there was no comparison to the hellish heat and wetness of the jungles of Southeast Asia. And there would be no pretending, he’d be dodging real people and things intent on killing him. Nightly television news reported the horrors of fighting a jungle war and never failed to update the American public on the numbers of soldiers killed and wounded on a weekly basis. “Is everyone going early?” she asked.


“No, only those who’ve completed Long-Range Reconnaissance Patrol training. The rest will follow later.”


“Your mom must be beside herself.”


“I called her last night. She wasn’t surprised. The army used to do the same thing to my dad. Would you call her when you get home? See if she’s okay?”


“Of course. It’s an awfully long flight. Will you have any layovers?”


“Not really. We fly to Alaska today, refuel, then head to Okinawa, Japan. From there we fly to Da Nang Air Base in South Vietnam. After that, I have no idea where I’ll be sent.”


“You’re a lieutenant. That’s a good thing, right?”


Doubt flashed in Andy’s eyes. “I don’t know if it’s good or not. I have to lead men I’ve never met, in a country I’ve never seen, in a war no one seems sure about.”


Nettie squeezed his hand. As the son of a military family, the words were not easy for Andy to say, but she understood why he said them. To date, the United States had lost over fifty thousand men and their allies, South Vietnam’s Army of the Republic of Vietnam, the ARVNs, had lost over two hundred thousand in their attempt to stop a hostile takeover by the communist controlled North Vietnamese Army, the NVA. With the brutal war playing out on television, many citizens were questioning America’s continued involvement. Even the politicians in Washington, DC, couldn’t seem to decide if they wanted to stay the course or just get the hell out.


Andy drove to the western edge of the base. Parking in front of a forested area, he pulled a colorful, patchwork quilt from the trunk. Hand-sewn from squares of cloth cut from the clothes Nettie and Andy grew up in, the quilt had been an engagement present from their mothers.


Following a curvy path through the woods, they came to the bank of the picturesque Chattahoochee, the river of painted rocks. Spreading the quilt near the water’s edge, they sat shoulder to shoulder watching the morning fog lift in lazy drifts. They’d discovered the serene glade during Nettie’s first visit to the base and made a point of visiting it every time she came. The secluded spot reminded them both of River’s Rest, their favorite hideaway at home in Amherst.


In the middle of the river’s sauntering current sat a small, W-shaped structure made of colorful granite boulders. Placed by Native Americans a century ago, the structure provided an easy way to secure food. The boulders’ quartz and feldspar sparkles attracted fish that became trapped in the W-shaped design, making them easy targets for spears.


“I’ve been thinking,” Andy said, watching the osprey and cormorants dive for their breakfast. “I’m going to be gone a long time, and I don’t want you worrying. I know you’ll be busy with school and work, but I also want you to go out with friends, have fun. Like you always say, I want you to choose to be happy.”


Nettie’s mantra flew back at her hard. “Andy, don’t—”


“No, listen, this is important.” He took her hand. “I can do whatever I have to do over there, but it will be a hell of a lot easier if I know you’re okay. For decades I watched my mother worry herself sick whenever my father deployed in harm’s way. I don’t want you going through that.”


“Worry seldom accomplishes what fear does,” Nettie replied, remembering the words of Win’s grandmother, Nibi, a full-blooded Monacan Indian.


“What?”


“It’s something Nibi told me once. She said worry spins us in circles while fear motivates us to act. I’ll stay busy with school and work, and if that’s not enough to keep the worry at bay, I’ll find something else to do, something constructive. I promise.”


“Who would have thought fear could be a friend.” Andy pulled a stem of white clover and twirled it back and forth. “It’s the unknown that has my attention, what I fear. The army’s prepared me for a lot. And I’m sure I’ll learn more from the guys who’ve been in-country for a while. But still—”


“Don’t underestimate yourself, Andy. You’re smart, you see things others aren’t even looking for, and you’re the bravest human being I know.” Andy had risked his life to save hers during the flooding after Hurricane Camille in 1969. He’d demonstrated a level of courage that defined heroism.


He kissed her, then pulled a small version of the New Testament from his breast pocket. Inside was a picture of Nettie and him.


“You had it laminated?”


“The monsoons over there keep everything wet. I didn’t want it to get ruined.” He slid the picture between pages marked with a small, red ribbon. Several lines on the page were underlined.


“First Corinthians 13:13?”


Andy nodded. “And now these three remain: faith, hope, and love. But the greatest of these is love.” He wove his fingers through hers. “I love you, Nettie. I have since the day I met you in the sandbox, and I will love you until the day I die and beyond.”


Tears Nettie had been trying to corral for hours broke free.


Andy pulled her close. “It will be okay, baby.”


“No. Nothing will be okay until you’re back home.”


“Look at me.” Andy lifted her chin. “Nobody wants this, but if we have to do it, let’s do it our way. Let’s stay focused on the jobs we have to do, and take it one step at a time, one day at a time.” He kissed their engagement ring. “A year from now, this will all be over, and we’ll be having a picnic at River’s Rest and putting the finishing touches on our wedding plans. Deal?”


Nettie managed a weak nod. “Deal,” she whispered.


He slid the New Testament back into his pocket and wiped away her tears. “I have to go.”


Nettie started to get up.


“No, stay here. I don’t want you standing behind some rusty, chain-link fence on a sweltering tarmac. I’ll walk back.” He kissed her, holding her tight for a long moment, as if trying to imprint the feeling deep in his memory.


She held onto his hand as he stood. “Come back to me.”


“Count on it.” He put two fingers to his lips and blew her a kiss as he walked away.


She held the air kiss until she couldn’t see him anymore, her heart breaking. Numb, she laid down on the soft quilt. Since childhood, Andy had been there, her rock, her port in every storm, and she’d been there for him. Now, she couldn’t help him, and he couldn’t help her. Loss, loneliness, and the insanity of war pulled her into an exhausted sleep.


Hours later, a gusty breeze signaled the approach of another storm. Groggy, Nettie got to her feet and wrapped the quilt around her, Andy’s scent still present. The path seemed longer and rougher as she stumbled her way back to the car. Opening the trunk, she brushed the grass and twigs from the quilt, folded it, and placed it inside, resolving not to unfold it until she and Andy were together again.


Rain drops and tears wet her face as she got into the car. Get a grip, Nettie. You can’t do it this way. You promised Andy. If he can do what he has to do, you can, too. You have school and work to concentrate on, and before you know it, he’ll be home. So, suck it up buttercup, and get on with it. Taking a deep breath, she turned the windshield wipers on, put the car in gear and headed for home.





THE NEXT AFTERNOON, AT THE 3:00 P.M. change of shifts, a dozen ER nurses gathered in pairs across the glass-enclosed nurses’ station preparing to give and receive report on each patient. Having the additional eyes and ears around did little to deflect Genevieve Woods’s dressing-down of Nettie, the graying supervisor intent on humiliation.


Twice, Nettie tried to explain that she’d missed work the previous day because her fiancé’s deployment had been moved up unexpectedly and that he would be in Vietnam for a year. And twice it didn’t matter. In fact, Nettie’s reason for being gone seemed to infuriate the woman even more.


“You had an obligation to be here, regardless of what’s going on in your personal life,” Mrs. Woods insisted, her once pretty face distorted with feigned indignation. “Illness and death in the immediate family are the only acceptable excuses. You demonstrated a flagrant disregard of hospital policy, which constitutes grounds for dismissal from the internship program.”


Some of the ER nurses turned disbelieving eyes toward the angry woman, others kept their heads down to stay out of the line of fire.


“Ma’am, I didn’t disregard the policy. I followed it exactly. I notified—”


“You were expected to be here. Others in this department were counting on you.”


TK entered the nurses’ station, after standing in the door long enough to hear what was going on. “Mrs. Woods, Nettie had my permission to be away.”


Mrs. Woods spun around. “TK, you’re not authorized to give anyone a day off, much less an intern.”


“Ma’am, we’re interrupting report, why don’t we talk in here.” TK opened the door to a side office and motioned Nettie in. Mrs. Woods followed in a snit, her perfume trailing in her wake.


Not bothering to sit, TK pulled a notebook from the bookcase. “Mrs. Woods, the new Nursing Internship Manual says the designated preceptor, which in this case is me, can adjust the intern’s schedule as needed. Nettie had my permission to be off yesterday.”


Mrs. Woods snatched the manual, her eyes narrowing as she read the policy. “At any point did you consider notifying me or another supervisor of the change in staffing?”


“No,” TK replied matter-of-factly. “The manual also says interns are not to be counted in the daily staffing schedule, so her absence didn’t inconvenience or cause a hardship on anyone. Why would a supervisor need to be informed of a problem that didn’t exist?”


Touché TK. Nettie braced for an acidic comeback but watched Mrs. Woods surrender to logic instead.


“Regardless, supervisors need to know what’s going on in their units.”


TK had mastered the skill of allowing people to save face, even when they didn’t deserve it. She opened the office door, scattering those who’d huddled nearby. “I see your point, Mrs. Woods. We’ll try and remember that next time.”


“Good.” Mrs. Woods nodded stiffly at TK, shot Nettie a dark look, then left.


“Come on,” TK said to Nettie as the supervisor disappeared. “We’ve wasted enough time on this nonsense.” Grabbing stethoscopes, she and Nettie headed down the hall.


“Thanks for the help back there, TK,” Nettie said when they were past curious ears.


“No need to thank me. Woods was out of line.” TK stopped. “I got the feeling she was angry about something else altogether. Any idea what it could be?”


Nettie shrugged, unwilling to drag TK into speculating about who was in the recovery room that night.


“Well, don’t let her get to you. She’s an unhappy person.”


“Any idea why?”


“Lord only knows. Seems like it’s a choice she made a long time ago.”


“What a miserable way to live.”


“Exactly.”


“Her perfume doesn’t fit her personality,” Nettie said. “In fact, I’m surprised she wears perfume at all.”


“No hospital staff is supposed to, but Genevieve Woods has gotten away with it for decades. Unfortunately, it hasn’t helped her disposition.” TK frowned. “I don’t know why she is so wound up about you, but stay out of her way. People who can’t control their own happiness will try to control yours.”













Chapter 2

ANDY







The heavy, vibrating drone of the C-130’s four turboprop engines made sleep impossible, even if Andy and the other soldiers had wanted to close their eyes. Back-and-forth chatter had ended hours ago. Now most of them just stared at something no one else could see. Once they landed in South Vietnam, his platoon would be separated, shipped off to reinforce other recon platoons who’d lost men to the enemy or home. He looked around. How many of these men will make the return flight in a body bag? Will I? Andy moved his hand over his left breast pocket, the outline of its contents filling his palm.


“So, what’s in that pocket, Lieutenant?” asked Luca Moretti, the platoon’s New York City street-smart, badass, funny man. “You’ve touched it a half-dozen times since we’ve been in the air. She must be something,” he added with an irritating grin.


Dammit, Andy. Keep your hand down. He knew better than to give any of these men, especially Moretti, a reason to needle him.


“I don’t have a girl,” Moretti continued. “Maybe when we get home, I’ll find one and we can go on a double date.”


“Moretti, you find a girl crazy enough to go out with you, and we’ll do it.”


Small, wiry, and barely meeting the army’s height and weight requirements, Moretti had been in a half-dozen scuffles or outright fights since joining Andy’s unit. Even now, his face showed evidence of a recent encounter with someone’s fist.


Andy pointed to the black-and-blue eye. “How’d you get the shiner this time?”


“Tripped, sir,” he replied, winking with his good eye.


Moretti had a quick temper, but it seemed most of the fights occurred because he refused to back down when provoked. Despite being battered and bruised, Moretti never squealed on the other guy, even if it meant taking the blame and punishment himself. The higher-ups at Fort Benning had wanted to send Moretti packing long ago, but Andy fought to keep him. “If nothing more, he’s a good man to have in a fight.”





THE BLAST OF SCORCHING HOT, humid air stole Andy’s breath as he exited the plane at Da Nang Air Base. Georgia summers were paradise compared to this furnace. Squinting against the glare and waves of heat rolling off the white tarmac, he reached for the Ray-Ban aviator sunglasses Nettie had given him for his birthday. They fogged up before he could get them adjusted.


“Try shaving cream,” Moretti said, matching Andy’s stride.


“Pardon?”


“Shaving cream. It will keep your sunglasses from fogging up. Spread a little dab on each lens, let it dry, polish them, and you’re good to go.”


Andy cocked his head. “Where the hell did you come up with that?”


“Hints from Heloise. My mom reads her column every day.”


Following the crowd into a massive and only slightly cooler hangar, Andy stopped at the first table to pick up his assignment. Following instructions to wait under the Camp Eagle sign, he refused to let his disappointment show. Located in Military Region One, Camp Eagle sat just south of the DMZ, the demilitarized zone separating North and South Vietnam. Also known as I Corps, the region recorded more American and ARVNs killed or wounded than the other three military regions combined. Andy studied the assignment in his hand. He would be leading a long-range reconnaissance platoon out of Camp Eagle.


Moretti joined Andy. “Looks like you drew the short straw, Lieutenant. I’m in your platoon.”


“Lucky me,” Andy joked.


When a dozen men had gathered under the Camp Eagle sign, a corporal wearing a blaze orange vest approached Andy, the only officer in the group. “Sir, if you and the others will follow me to the supply tent, we’ll get you equipped. After that, we’ll grab some chow and I’ll get you back here to catch a chopper up to Eagle.”


Two hours later, Andy and Moretti were back at the airfield dressed in lightweight jungle fatigues and waiting for the next step in their journey. Each carried a steel helmet, an M16 rifle, a bandolier with six magazines of ammo, and a utility belt with two canteens and a knife. Their rucksacks held a soft, wide-brimmed boonie hat, a poncho, long range patrol rations that were nicknamed LURPS, chlorine tablets, compact day and night binoculars, a first aid kit, extra socks, a small brick of C4 plastic explosive, and any personal items whose weight they were willing to carry.


The corporal pointed to the first of several Chinooks lined up on the tarmac. “Lieutenant, that’s your ride. It’s warming up so you all keep your head down and watch out for the rotors, it’s windy.”


Andy gave him a thumbs up, then he, Moretti, and others destined for Camp Eagle crossed the tarmac and climbed aboard the powerful chopper. As it lifted off, the view below changed quickly from hangars and concrete runways to palm trees, acres of jade-colored rice paddies lined with irrigation ditches, scattered huts, villages, and massive stretches of dense jungle canopy.


A splayed, peach-colored sunset nestled above the low-lying mountains in the distance as the Chinook approached the front-line base. From above, Camp Eagle had the appearance of a midsize city. Hundreds of buildings and tents of various shapes and sizes filled the clear-cut acres. Roads full of jeeps, trucks, and scurrying people crisscrossed the camp. On the south side, dozens of helicopters were taking off and landing, their multicolored lights blinking codes like fireflies.


Once on the ground, Andy and the others gathered in yet another large hangar and were separated by assignments. Those going to the recon platoon were directed to a corner where a sergeant with hazel skin and graying temples waited.


Saluting Andy, the sergeant stuck out his hand. “Lieutenant Stockton, I’m Gus Griffin, platoon sergeant for special recon. Welcome to Eagle.”


“Thank you, Sergeant.” Gus’s handshake felt firm and friendly.


Once all the names on Gus’s clipboard had been checked off, he waved his assistant over, then addressed the group. “Gentlemen, grab your gear. The private will show you to your barracks and where the closest mess hall is located. Tomorrow at 0800, we’ll meet in the briefing building across from the barracks to start your orientation and begin updating your advanced jungle training.”


“When can we call home?” a voice asked from the back.


“You can’t,” Gus said. “Outgoing calls from here are few and far between. We’re too close to the front and stand to lose too much if somebody says the wrong thing. But you can write. Mail is delivered a couple of times a week when you’re in camp. Long-range recon patrols get their mail when they surface to be resupplied, or they can pick it up at the post office when they get back to camp.”


Andy hung back as the rest of the men followed the private. “Sergeant, I heard a rumor about an enemy offensive in the works. Any truth to it?”


Gus nodded. “It’s possible, sir. We’ve had reports that the Viet Cong, the guerrilla faction of the NVA, have increased their activity along the southern border of the DMZ. That could mean NVA regulars are preparing to follow. Colonel Clark, Camp Eagle’s commander, wants to increase the number of small reconnaissance squads close to the border to monitor what’s going on. That’s what our platoon will be doing.”


The angst in the pit of Andy’s stomach worsened. “How long have you been in-country, Sergeant?”


“Just started my third tour, sir.”


“Lifer, huh?”


“Yes, sir. Looking to retire after this one.”


“Have you always done recon?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Then I imagine you can teach us new guys a lot.”


“I’ll try, sir. Come on, I’ll give you a ride to your barracks.”


Driving toward the center of camp, they passed supply tents, multiple mess halls that smelled like dinner, laundry tents, horseshoe pits, clubs for officers and those who weren’t, and a large mobile army surgical hospital, or MASH unit, where patients lounged on benches or strode around dressed in layered hospital gowns and bandages. Nettie’s friend and long-time nursing mentor, Linda Howard, was stationed with this MASH unit. He’d be sure to look her up.


After stowing their gear, Andy and Moretti toured the camp, filled up on a fried chicken, mashed potatoes, green beans, and apple pie dinner, then separated to pen letters home. There wasn’t much to write about, but at least Nettie and his mom would know he had arrived safely. Once the patrols started, there would be few chances to let them know anything.


The next morning, Gus greeted Andy with a salute and warm smile as he and the rest of the platoon entered the briefing building. Leading Andy to the front of the room, Gus’s tone went flat as he introduced a tall, thin, balding officer. “Lieutenant Stockton, this is our company commander, Major Smith.”


“Sir,” Andy said, offering his hand. He fought the urge to wipe his palm on his pants after the major’s sweaty, indifferent shake.


Gus turned toward two men standing off to the side, warmth returning to his voice. “Lieutenant, this is Due Le and Quy Tran, our ARVN interpreters.”


The handshakes of the two men were welcoming. “Pleasure to meet you both,” Andy said.


Gus motioned for the four of them to sit in the front row as Major Smith called the group to order. Welcoming everyone to the briefing in a bored voice, he introduced Andy as the platoon leader and Gus as his second.


Andy wished it were the other way around.


Moving to a large map of Vietnam, the major used a black-tipped wooden pointer to trace the southern edge of the DMZ. “We have reports that the Viet Cong—VC for short—have infiltrated the DMZ and are attempting to establish control of strategic villages on this side of the border. If true, NVA regulars may follow and try to use those villages to stage an offensive in the months to come.” Moving the pointer west, he added, “Lieutenant, your platoon will be split into two squads and conduct deep cover reconnaissance patrols here, in the Vinh Lee District.”


Andy studied the topography markings and noted mostly mountainous jungle, with widely scattered villages in the valleys and plains.


“The VC commonly set up cadres of sympathizers in villages they want to control. These spies suppress any resistance, often violently, and divert the village’s resources north. They also try to recruit young men and boys from the villages to join their ranks or those of the NVA. If the boys refuse, they are conscripted or taken by force.” Laying the pointer down, Major Smith turned to Andy and Gus. “We want your squads to find out which villages have cadres, which ones are actually occupied by VC, and determine if the NVA is showing any signs of following. Other recon platoons will be doing the same eastward along the DMZ. Questions?”


Seeing no hands, the Major continued. “The two most dangerous times for an American soldier in Vietnam are his first and last patrols. We’ve learned to dramatically decrease casualties by providing in-country training above and beyond what you learned at Fort Benning. To that end, your activities for the rest of this week will include advanced jungle survival and reconnaissance techniques. Next week, you will practice these skills in overnight patrols in the jungle surrounding the base. During these practice patrols, Lieutenant Stockton and Sergeant Griffin will be assessing your abilities. Afterward, they will divide the platoon into two squads. Each squad will then conduct a two-week patrol along the closest boundary of your primary reconnaissance area. You will then come back to Eagle to debrief, make any needed personnel adjustments, and prepare to conduct longer patrols further north in your assigned area. Long-range patrols can last between thirty to ninety days, sometimes longer.”


The inexperienced soldiers in the room became restless at hearing how long they could be in the jungle. Andy stilled them with a glance.


Major Smith motioned for Gus to come forward. “I’m going to turn the briefing over to Sergeant Griffin. He will fill you in on the logistics of your training.”


As Major Smith left the building, Gus strolled over to a box sitting on a long folding table in the front of the room. One by one he pulled out packs of cigarettes and chewing gum, bars of soap and candy, tubes of toothpaste, containers of deodorant and commercial bug repellant, and toilet paper. “As a recon platoon, our job is to reach our target, collect data, and leave without anyone ever knowing we were there, especially the VC, NVA, and their sympathizers. Living a covert life in an unforgiving jungle is not easy. In fact, it’s damn hard and unbelievably dangerous. To survive, there are rules you must follow. The first is that you will not pack items like these.” Gus motioned toward the table.


The moans and groans started immediately. Andy raised his hand, again commanding silence as Gus continued.


“We can’t afford to let commercial smells or trash of any kind give away our position. Either could get us killed.”


“Sir?” a voice asked from the back. “If we have to use leaves for TP, how do we know which ones are safe?”


“Good question. Each of you will receive a laminated handout of plants to avoid. I suggest you pay attention to it.”


Some of the inexperienced men sent raised eyebrow looks to one another. The experienced ones just nodded.


“The second rule is don’t fight the jungle. Use it to your advantage. It provides food, water, and cover against the enemy and the elements. Its noise, as well as its silence, warns you if someone or something is approaching. It even has medicines for some of our most common ailments. However, if you ignore or disrespect it, the jungle will kill you. Pack out everything you pack in. Leave the environment exactly as you found it and keep your eyes open and moving.


“Rule three. Protect yourself. Keep your steel helmets on even when your perimeter is set. Keep your sleeves down and buttoned and your pants tucked into your socks. If you don’t, the bugs will eat you alive and the bot flies will use your skin as an incubator for their larva. Use lemongrass, basil, and plain old mud as bug repellants. Put it on all exposed skin, including your head. Assume unknown plants, vines, and snakes are poisonous, bathe when it rains, keep your feet dry, and don’t drink any untreated jungle water unless it is in the form of rain.


“Rule four. Take care of your rifle. Here, the enemy has one goal and that is to kill you.”


The room went still.


“While our mission is reconnaissance, don’t take your rifle for granted. Keep it clean, keep it within arm’s length, keep a bullet in the chamber, and remember, if the enemy is in range, so are you. If you need to hit the ground, keep the barrel of your gun up. If it’s raining hard, keep the barrel down. And always carry at least six magazines. That being said, we will not—and I repeat—will not engage the enemy in any offensive action. We fire defensively and only if needed to save a life. Remember, our goal is to avoid detection.”


Reminded of their covert status, Andy relaxed a little. He never relished the idea of taking a human life, but he also wasn’t about to let someone take his without a fight.


“Rule five. Never forget where you are. Walk heel first, look left, look right, and look down every third step. It’s the best way to keep yourself from being blown up, impaled on a punji board, dropped into a spear pit, or bitten by a poisonous snake. The VC have few weapons, and the ones they do have are usually scavenged from us. However, they’re great at conniving other ways to kill us, even more so than the NVA. Expect the unexpected,” Gus emphasized. “They’ll distract you in one direction, while someone tries to kill you from another. They like to use foot traps attached to spear boards and are great at setting tripwires attached to grenades. If you hear the soft ping of a pin being pulled, you have two seconds to hit the deck. Understood?”


Gus and Andy looked around at the nodding heads.


“The VC are also very good at hiding,” Gus continued. “Tunnels, caves, treetop canopies, dead tree trunks, ledges, and dense brush. They’ll hit you when you’re vulnerable, run like hell, then hide and hit you again. They’ll also hide in plain sight. VC and their cadres roam the villages, supposedly to help people, but more often terrorizing and brutalizing to ensure submission. They’ve murdered hundreds of thousands of South Vietnamese civilians this way. So, when villagers are around, pay attention to where they are looking. Those living in fear will look down and avoid eye contact. Actual VC and cadre members will have their eyes up and watching everyone.”


“Time to remember that class on body language,” Moretti joked, lightening the mood in the room.


“Exactly,” Gus said. “Sometimes body language can say more than words.” He picked up a long, narrow piece of brown cloth from the table. “The VC do not wear uniforms, but they do favor black tunics as do their cadres.” Tying the brown belt around his waist, he picked up a knife and a pistol and hid them among the folds of the belt. “Always assume the enemy is armed, especially if they are wearing belts similar to this one.”


Gus removed the weapons and belt and moved to the center of the room. “The last and most important rule is one word. Team. When you arrive in-country, it’s all about you. What you need to learn, what you need to see, what you need to hear, and what you need to do to stay alive. Out there, it’s not about you, it’s about your team, your squad, and what it needs. Your squad lives or dies based on the skills of its weakest link. You don’t want to be the self-centered ass that gets someone killed.”


“And if the enemy spots us anyway?” someone asked.


Gus looked at Andy and winked. “Try to look unimportant. They may be low on ammo and only shoot at the officers.”


Laughter rippled across the room.


“Seriously, follow the rules and they will get you back here in one piece. Now, does anyone have questions?”


“How often do we get supply drops when we’re out on patrol?” someone asked.


“If we’re out for a month or longer, we’ll get drops every couple of weeks, but only when it’s safe. If we’re close enough to the enemy to do our job, the choppers can’t come in without giving away our position, so be prepared to live off the jungle more times than not.”


The double doors in the back of the room opened, and an aproned private pushed in a cart holding a tall coffee pot and stacks of Styrofoam cups.


“Let’s take a ten-minute break,” Gus said.


Most of the men who were in-country for the first time stayed seated, not even bothering with social chatter, their expressions reflecting a sobering reality. Andy got a cup of coffee and walked outside. He felt good about being paired with Gus. He outranked the sergeant but understood the value of experience and common sense in keeping soldiers from becoming mortality statistics. They just had to be willing to listen.





TEN DAYS LATER, ANDY JOINED Gus in the mess tent. Except for Moretti, he barely knew the men in his platoon, yet he already had to make critical decisions that could influence the rest of their lives. The platoon had finished orientation and completed the overnight practice patrols using experienced soldiers to guide the new ones and testing different combinations of men to discern who worked together best. Earlier in the day, he and Gus had divided the platoon into two squads of ten, including the two ARVN interpreters. Now they had to assign men to key positions within each squad before heading north into the jungle tomorrow morning.


“Ready to review position assignments, Sergeant?” Andy asked, taking a seat across the table.


“I think so,” Gus replied, sliding his list toward Andy. “I put those with in-country experience in the key positions to start and will rotate the new guys in as I get to know them better.”


Andy studied the list while Gus got them both a beer. During his time at Fort Benning, Andy had trained for all routine patrol positions, including the most dangerous ones—point, slack, sharpshooter, and rear security. As point man, he walked ten yards ahead of the rest of the squad, scanning for anything out of place, learning to expect the unexpected and anticipating what’s coming next and from which direction. In the slack position, he stayed five yards behind the point man and at least five yards ahead of the squad, scanning in the opposite direction of the point. As third man in, the sharpshooter position, his rifle stayed up and ready to take out targets spotted by the point and slack. And, when covering rear security, he’d learned how to do 360s while still moving forward. The rest of the squad stayed in the cradle or middle.


Once promoted to lieutenant, Andy had evaluated soldiers and assigned them to each of the positions, but at Fort Benning, the enemy and bullets weren’t real and a good meal, shower, and comfortable bunk waited for each man at the end of the day. None of that applied here.


“Your assignments look good,” Andy said. “See what you think of mine.” He slid both lists across the table. “On point, I have Ronnie Mays, the one nicknamed Strawberry.” Andy wasn’t crazy about nicknames based on an individual’s most vulnerable characteristics, but in this case, the man with red hair and freckles preferred his nickname. “Strawberry’s been in-country the longest and has the most experience on point. His peripheral vision is incredible. He picked up small trail signs others missed on some of the practice patrols. And he always looks twice if he doesn’t trust his first glance.”


“You notice a lot for a new lieutenant.”


“Beginner’s luck,” Andy replied, half-kiddingly. “I’ve got Skip Rawlin as slack. He’s quiet, but he and Strawberry have a smooth rhythm. If Strawberry’s looking up, Rawlin is looking down. If Strawberry’s looking left, Rawlin is looking right.”


Gus nodded. “You’re right, they are a good team. Rawlin also has a reputation as a fixer. If something isn’t working, he usually knows how to fix it, including rifles and radios.”


“That’s good to know,” Andy replied, marking Rawlin as backup radio man. “I put Dan Chase as third man in, the sharpshooter position. He’s cool under pressure, and he’s got icy precision with a rifle. He put six shots in the bullseye in less than thirty seconds at the range yesterday.”


“I saw that. Impressive.”


“Next is John Wayne Taylor, the one the guys nicknamed Cowboy. He’s been cocky and a little sloppy on the practice patrols. For now, he stays in the middle where I can watch him.”


“Good move. It will be interesting to see how he’ll react under pressure.”


“Damn, Gus. I’m not sure how I’m going to react under pressure, much less Cowboy and the rest of these guys.”


“I’m not worried about you, sir.”


Andy wished he shared Gus’s optimism. “I put Paul Trent, a.k.a. Doc, in the cradle. He watches out for everyone. He spots men with blisters before they start limping and those with bites before they start scratching. And he’s obsessive about the men keeping their feet dry and skin covered.”


Gus laughed. “He’ll be a good one to have on long patrols. Who’s your rear sharpshooter?”


“Matt Hollis.”


“The one they call the philosopher,” Gus tapped his temple. “He’s an exceptional shot and is always analyzing and questioning what he’s seeing. This is his second tour.”


“A sharpshooting philosopher. Interesting combination,” Andy said.


“He’ll be a steadying influence on your new guys. How about rear security?”


“Scott Sirocco,” Andy replied. “He has a good eye, steady aim, and a can-do attitude.”


“He also has an infectious laugh. He’ll help keep things light,” Gus added, looking at the list again. “So, that leaves Moretti as your radioman.”


Andy nodded. “He’s small but strong as an ox, hears like a bat, and has a clear, low voice. He covered the radio for me at Benning.”


“He’s scrappy. I had to break up a scuffle between him and one of my guys.”


“Let me guess,” Andy chuckled. “The other guy started it and Moretti ended it.”


“That’s about the size of it. My guy made the mistake of calling him shorty. The next thing I knew, Moretti was pounding the heck out of him.”


“Did Moretti shake the man’s hand after?”


“Yeah, he did.”


“He’s a good man to have in a fight.”


“Your lineup looks good, Lieutenant. If you’re agreeable, Quy Tran can go with you to translate and I’ll take Due Le with me.”


“What can you tell me about Quy?” Andy asked.


“He’s young, smart, and hardworking. He blends in well and knows how to get close enough to hear things without getting caught. I’ve worked with him before. He’s a good man.”


“How did he learn English well enough to become an interpreter?”


“Quy is what Asians call ‘life dust’ or one who is left behind. He’s the son of a French soldier and a South Vietnamese woman. Neither wanted him, so he ended up in a missionary orphanage, which is where he learned to speak and read English. When fighting broke out, he joined the ARVNs. They eventually transferred him to Camp Eagle because of his language skills. He’s one of the best we have.”


“Never underestimate the power of what you leave behind, huh?” Andy said.


“That’s right. And just so you know, Quy is a master of the martial arts and carries at least two concealed knives. He can also handle an M16 as well as anyone in your squad.”


“Good to know.” Andy folded his assignment sheet and stuck it in his pocket. “Any other last-minute details we need to cover?”


“No, sir, that about does it.”


“Okay. See you at 0500?”


“Yes, sir. Sleep well.”


“You, too, Sergeant.”


Andy headed back to the barracks. He wanted to write Nettie before his squad headed out. He found a quiet place where there was enough light to write, but he could still see the stars. He filled page after page with things about the camp, his men, what he was learning, and what he wished he could tell her in person. “We start a two-week patrol tomorrow. After that, patrols will be a month or longer, so don’t worry if you don’t hear from me.” Andy looked up at the night sky. Growing up, he and Nettie had spent hours lying in the grass on Allen’s Hill watching the stars and dreaming about life. Now, separated or not, they could still be together. “Meet me in the stars. I love you. Andy.”





IN THE PREDAWN HOURS, AN M35 cargo truck nicknamed “A Deuce and a Half” transported the two squads ten miles north along Road 546, stopping near a teepee-shaped outcropping of rocks. From this point on, the two squads would separate and travel north by foot and off-road to begin reconnaissance of the villages in the lower part of the Vinh Lee District. He and Gus had split the district in half. Andy and his squad would recon to the west while Gus and his squad went east. The two squads would meet back at the teepee rocks in two weeks.


Andy adjusted his ruck higher on his shoulders and scanned the surrounding terrain while the rest of his squad finished darkening their faces and hands with camo, the experienced soldiers covering every inch of exposed skin except for their trigger finger. The hilly terrain and dense vegetation would make hiking harder, but the elevation would give them a better line of sight and the undergrowth would provide cover.


“Any last-minute advice, Sergeant?”


“I think you’re good to go, Lieutenant. You have good instincts. Trust them.”


Andy glanced over at his squad. “Question is, will they?”


“They’ve been evaluating you as much as you’ve been evaluating them, sir. You’ve listened to those with in-country experience, and you didn’t care who was watching when you did. They noticed. They also didn’t question your position assignments this morning, which says a lot. They’ll trust a leader who trusts them.”


“And frag those they don’t?”


Gus laughed. “I don’t think that will be an issue, sir. Just don’t underestimate yourself or them.”


“Well, let’s hope that’s enough.” Andy took a deep breath. “I’ll radio you every morning at 0500 and you radio me at 1900 hours unless we need to go silent. If that’s the case, radio when you can.”


“And meet back here two weeks from today.”


“Right. Good luck, Sergeant,” Andy said, shaking Gus’s hand.


“Good luck to you, too, sir.” Gus signaled his squad to head out in staggered formation.


Andy walked over to his squad, hoping his qualms weren’t evident. The experienced soldiers had their jaws set, resolved to do what they had to do. The new ones were wide-eyed and nervous. Quy had traded his ARVN uniform for a dark gray, commoner’s tunic with baggy pants and a conical, palm leaf hat. If he had to mingle with the villagers, he needed to look the part.


Andy spoke with a confidence he didn’t feel. “Stay low, stay quiet. Don’t engage unless it’s to save lives. If you have the option, use your knife. If you have to fire, make it count, then everyone backtracks a klick and regroups. If a klick isn’t secure, go back two. Running password as you come in is your last name and the number of men approaching. If at any point you are unsure about what to do, follow the guys who’ve been in-country. Under no circumstances do you ever forget where you are, what our mission is, and that there are people out there willing to kill us to stop us. Stay focused. Understood?”


The experienced GIs kept their eyes on the new guys until every one of them nodded.


“Okay. Stagger the line. Strawberry, take us out.”
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