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LaFollette, Tennessee

May 1962

Santo D'Orso leaned against the door of his rented mobile home and watched as Jenny Ambrosio turned her new Cadillac convertible around in the bare patch of ground that served as his front yard and parking space.

When she had it pointed in the direction that she wanted, she stuck her head out the driver's window and smiled and called out to Santo, yelling, “Take care of yourself, Saint. I'll send you my new address as soon as I have one.” 

Santo wasn't smiling and he wasn't promising to write. Jenny was waiting on him to respond but she wasn't expecting a scowl and a cigarette butt being flipped in her direction before he turned and re-entered the door to his trailer.

CHAPTER  1

Rung Sat Special Zone

Mekong Delta

June 1966

Radioman Second Class Santo D'Orso was still bleeding badly and Doc Sefton hadn't been able to stop it. At least not yet.

“Don't worry, Saint, I promise you on my hypocrite oath that you're gonna make it.”

“Stop it, Doc, I'm hurting too much to laugh. If I say that I believe you, will you shut the fuck up?”

The Corpsman laughed for the both of them, but only his lips and voice participated. He was worried and rightly so. Two rounds in the stomach from an AK-47 were worth worrying over. A lot. Something, a bullet or maybe some shrapnel had also hit Santo in the left ankle, but the Corpsman wasn't worried about that. Santo was more likely to live with just a bad ankle. The bullets in the gut were an entirely different matter. The corpsman's immediate goal was to get Santo to an operating table. There wasn't one handy at the moment.

The PBR crewmen who had extracted the team from the mangrove swamp where they were being overrun were now taking fire from the riverbanks as they throttled their boat and flew up the Saigon river and out of the Rung Sat Special Zone. The boat's radio operator was talking to a helo pilot who was hovering above a clear spot of land that led down to the river. The boat was close now, but the helo would only land when the PBR came in and offloaded their passengers. The pilot was experienced and it didn't take a genius to know that the craft was most vulnerable during takeoff and landing.

The moment the boat was close enough to the bank to wade ashore, two members of the team carried Santo toward the helicopter with the Corpsman running alongside with an arm extended to maintain the pressure on the same serious wounds. The helo was providing the ambulance service the corpsman had called for Santo.

CHAPTER  2 

Santo's team had come down south to the Mekong Delta to imitate the program that they and other units had been running in the northern part of South Vietnam. It was called the “Phoenix,” program and was a simple program to carry out. Instead of trying to fight the enemy in a traditional battlefield warfare manner, the SEALs and Green Berets simply sought out and assassinated any and all of the Viet Cong and NVA leaders and their civilian sympathizers that they could find. 

Now, some team members were doing the same thing in the Rung Sat Special Zone. Find the enemy and kill them on the spot. The Seal's were never intended to be members of the “Mr. Nice Guy,” military establishment. Pentagon leadership, both military and civilian alike, did not like to discuss or even think of the SEALs and Green Berets and the things they did. It was not the traditional “Nice,” warfare they were used to. These units believed in winning by any means, not “Losing with honor,” as their leadership, both military and political seemed to prefer.

This operation just happened to turn into a can of worms for Santo and his comrades, but it was just part of a day's work. Nothing personal. The enemy had bested them today, but they had paid dearly while doing so.

CHAPTER  3

LaFollette, Tennessee

October 1966

––––––––
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Two days after being flown to the 3rd Field Hospital, Tan Son Nhut, Saigon, Santo was carried aboard a plane and was soon on his way to San Diego and the Naval Hospital there.

Three months, some shortened intestine, and a permanently weakened left ankle later, Santo got off a Trailways bus in LaFollette Tennessee. There were no marching bands or family members to meet him at the station, but he hadn't really been expecting either.

Santo stood by the side of the bus and grabbed his seabag the minute the station attendant pulled it from the belly of the bus and tossed it in his direction. After he had expertly swung the bag to his shoulder, he walked around the bus and up to the corner and then across Central Avenue and took a right turn to walk down to the Russell Hotel on the corner of Central and Tennessee Avenues. He had never even been in the door of the place before but he needed a place to stay at least for tonight and he could afford it. For the last four years, he had saved at least seventy-five percent of his pay. Maybe more. He had quit smoking early on in his training because he needed all the lung power he could garner to get through all the requirements he had to endure both on land and in the water, fresh and salt. The money he would have spent on smokes went into the savings kitty too, along with his combat pay.

CHAPTER  4

San Diego, California

August 1962

Three weeks before graduating from Navy boot camp at RTC (Recruit Training Command) San Diego, Seaman Apprentice Santo D'Orso was pulled from ranks and ordered to the base personnel office. He wasn't told why. 

Of course. Follow orders, follow orders, follow orders,was the mantra that he had heard from the day he left the recruiting office in Knoxville, back in May, and by now he understood that the mantra would continue until the day he left the “Canoe Club,” as he had been taught to call it.

Once in the personnel office, he removed his white hat, stood at attention, and waited for orders. Of course. He was finally noticed by a second-class personnelman and directed to another office. Once there, he knocked and was told to enter.

The office was bare of any furnishings beyond a desk, a chief petty officer seated in a chair behind the desk and a chair in front of the desk. There was also a coffee pot perched on a small table in a corner and that was it, Santo noticed. He was at attention again and he was relieved when the Chief told him to get himself a cup of coffee if he wished and be seated. Santo wondered what the hell was going on, but he didn't dare ask. He knew that the Navy would let him know when it was time.

“I have been told that you're a good swimmer, D'Orso.” The chief stopped talking and waited.

Finally, Santo worked up an answer for the Chief. 

“My company commander told me that very same thing after we won the company flag during the swim week competition. After that, he pulled me off my service week duty at the mess hall and let me clean the barracks for a week instead.” Santo was proud of that and he was Italian enough and brave enough to sort of toot his own horn.

The Chief smiled at his response and liked the fact that Santo wasn't demonstrating the normal fear and timidness that most recruits did when in the presence of someone wearing khaki. That was a common denominator among members of the Navy SEAL teams.

CHAPTER  5

LaFollette, Tennessee

October 1966

Elmore Kitchen was helping an elderly lady out of his cab in front of the hotel when Santo stepped through the doors. Taking this as a sign that the day was going well, he waited until the lady was through the doors behind him. Santo then called out to Elmore and said that he needed his services.

Elmore was more than happy to have some quick turnaround business and said so. He replied in the affirmative when Santo asked if the Baird garage was still in business out in Long Hollow and Santo asked him to take him there.

Once they arrived at Stoney Baird's well-run garage, Santo asked Elmore if he would wait for a minute while he asked Mr. Baird about a good vehicle someone might be selling. Elmore was agreeable.

Stoney knew Santo and he immediately commenced joking about sailors. Stoney was a Marine, through and through. Santo laughed with him and then turned serious.

“I have Elmore waiting for me, Mr. Baird, in case I need him to carry me back to town. I just got in last night and I wanted to talk to you first before I went hunting for something to drive.”

“Go tell Elmore to go on and that I will get you back to town if need be. How's that?”

Stoney knew of a used pickup truck that one of his clients wanted to sell. Santo figured if Stoney serviced it, then it would be a good buy if the price was right for his wallet. Stoney made a phone call and an hour later, Santo was on his way to Jacksboro to register his new vehicle.

After that task was completed, he headed back to LaFollette, stopping at Hack Ayer's office on the way. Hack was an auctioneer extraordinaire and a real estate person and Santo thought that his office would be the best place to start looking for a place to live.

A girl named Marlene Wilson, who had been a year behind him in school was working a desk in the office. She saw him come in and jumped up and came running and gave him a hug, telling him how much she loved a man in uniform. They sat down at her desk and carried on a mild flirtation while he described what he would like to find. When he noticed an engagement ring, he dialed down the flirtation. When she offered to ride around with him to look at some of the listings she had come up with, he remembered that he had another appointment. She looked disappointed but didn't say anything. Just nodded and thanked him for
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