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  The year was 1985, and nearly two decades had passed since my return from Vietnam in 1967. During the interim years, my first task was to take advantage of the GI Bill to further my education and fulfill my longtime dream of attending art school, which I accomplished when I graduated from the Hussian School of Art in Philadelphia. Shortly after graduation, while employed as a detail draftsman for a design firm, I found a job in sales as a manufacturer’s representative, calling on Pittsburgh-area furniture dealers and interior designers. Carol, my future wife, was working as a colorist for one of my accounts, the Pittsburgh Paint Company. I never would have met and asked her out for dinner that day had her boss not requested that Carol keep our appointment in his absence. I began to look forward to my Pittsburgh trips and dinners that led to more dinners as we became aware of our common interests and our attraction for each other grew.


  Carol lived in a small apartment on Grand View Avenue that overlooked the city and had a spectacular view of the three rivers (Allegheny, Monongahela, and Ohio). On the quaint tram car that offered commuters a scenic route to and from the city, rides were especially beautiful on moonlit nights with the distant sound of water flowing under twinkling stars. After work, those rides that took us back to her apartment and the magical moments of discovery eventually led to conversations of marriage. One night after dinner at a favorite restaurant, with the warm afterglow of wine filling our senses, I proposed to Carol, and that brief interlude changed the paths of our lives forever.


  Our marriage took place in Pittsburgh, officiated by a local justice of the peace, with only Carol’s sister and a friend in attendance. We had both been previously married and divorced in the late 1970s. Because we had already experienced the big wedding, the idea of something more intimate and lower key appealed to us. After the JP pronounced us husband and wife, we all gathered near the Three Rivers Stadium where Carol and I shared our personal vows. Ecstatic and eager for new beginnings, we departed Pittsburgh for Rhode Island to share our excitement with Carol’s parents, who were traditional, devout Catholics. Apparently new love impairs judgment, and we were not prepared for how deeply we disappointed our parents when we delivered our news. Fortunately, Carol’s parents quickly accepted me as their son. Applying some rational thinking, we decided to save money by using the rings from our previous marriages. Carol worked with a local artist she knew for a design, and a jeweler creatively hand-forged them into a unique expression of our commitment to each other.


  We soon found new jobs in Philadelphia, said good-bye to Pittsburgh, and moved to Bucks County. Unable to escape my parents’ fuss about our elopement, we joyfully celebrated with family and friends and briefly moved in with them until we were able to find our own home in West Chester, a western Pennsylvania suburb. In 1981, I became a dad to our beautiful daughter, Alexis, the delight of our lives. Fatherhood agreed with me, and I doted on her, my heart overflowing with love and wonder at the tiny human being we had conceived. Married life began in earnest, and all we needed was the dog and station wagon, which we quickly added, to complete the picture of the typical happy suburban family.


  Four years flew by, and we were living the American dream in beautiful Chester County. Single-mindedly focused on my career as the head of interior design for a large contract furniture dealership, it wasn’t unusual for me to work late in my Philadelphia office. I liked working late, craving the peace and quiet after the hectic activity and frantic deadlines. Relishing time alone to complete my day’s work, I was able to unwind before my commute home.


  After a particularly long day of meetings and paperwork, I was mentally exhausted and depending on the caffeine to give me the energy boost I needed to stay focused so I could finish up and get home. The phones had ceased their incessant ringing, the last employee had departed for the day, and the sounds of street traffic and sirens had faded into relative peace and quiet as the city settled into the dinner hour. Draining the last of my coffee and peering into the dark and dreary night, I gazed past my reflection in the window through the hammering rain into the streets. As I stood watching the drops pounding the glass, listening to the relentless tapping, something about it was familiar.


  Memories have a way of creeping into your consciousness. Some grab you by the throat and squeeze until you can’t breathe, leaving you terrified and trembling in a heap on the floor, heart pounding and soaking wet from sweat and trying to claw your way back to the present. Some dwell low under the surface and occasionally reappear so you can’t shake them off or push them back down into the far recesses of your mind. And some are like annoying gnats that won’t be slapped away. Over the years, I had experienced all three types of these persistent memories of a long-ago war. And those were the memories that suddenly clouded out the present as I was transported back to 1966, to my tour of duty in Vietnam.


  My military occupational specialty (MOS), the job to which “boots” are assigned, was field radio operator. Along with my personal gear, weapon, ammo, and extra battery, I carried the radio that was our only link to our company for communication, and help if needed. It was up to me to protect it, and I learned to—like a mother bear protects her cubs! Our squad was on a routine search and destroy (S & D) mission to locate, engage, and destroy the enemy, and this was my first time out. We were spread out over a known Viet Cong (VC) trail and set up to ambush or capture “Charlie,” which is how we referred to the enemy. Waiting there crouched down in the underbrush alone under the weight of the radio, I listened to the rain making a relentless tapping sound on my poncho. My senses were on high alert, and my heart was beating in anticipation. In addition to the terrifying thoughts of kill or be killed that raced through my mind, we had been warned about the myriad ways the VC used to trap soldiers. Not only were we in danger of encountering the enemy and being ambushed, but the constant threat of booby traps was also everywhere. The training to detect and set booby traps began immediately upon arrival and continued until the day, if we were lucky enough to survive, that we would finally board a transport truck to depart Vietnam for good.


  I was becoming drenched and longed for hot coffee and a cigarette. One of the first things you also learned in Nam was not to use any kind of light that Charlie could see that would reveal your position. Lighting a cigarette or smoking was one of many things that could get us killed that night. I guess we were in the rainy season, and under the heavy gray shroud of clouds, it was raining so hard I could only see a few feet ahead. Although I couldn’t detect the rest of our squad, I knew they were scattered in the area waiting for the VC to show up. About ten feet off to my right, my buddy John, who was barely a blur, was crouched down, also trying unsuccessfully to keep dry. John and I were both assigned to the 2nd Battalion, 4th Marines, 3rd Marine Division, and quickly became friends. He was an avid Pittsburgh Steelers fan, hailing from Pittsburgh, while I, of course, am a Philadelphia Eagles fan. Because the teams are in different divisions, there was no rivalry between us, and we often spent free time together talking about football, home, and, of course, girls. Peering through the downpour, he smiled at me, and only the white of his teeth was distinguishable under the green and black camouflage paint on his face. We gave each other a thumbs-up and a head nod to indicate that everything was okay. Okay this time!


  We got lucky, and our first S & D mission was uneventful, but it could have gone either way, and we knew the reality was that all hell could break loose at any time. Not finding any VC, we stayed just long enough to wait out the rain. We finally made our way back to the command post (CP), which was about an hour’s walk, carefully stepping through small streams and rice paddies that were also potentially booby-trapped. I was physically drained and exhausted from the adrenalin and lack of sleep. The sight of our camp on the horizon was a huge relief, though we weren’t out of danger yet. Land mines were set up to blast Charlie if he tried to overrun our CP, and we still had to navigate that area before we could safely enter camp. A minefield takes on a whole new meaning when your life is literally at stake!


  The mines we used were M18A1 claymore mines that are an anti-infiltration weapon loaded with high explosives (C4) that fires several hundred steel balls about one hundred yards within a sixty-degree arc and operates by remote control. They are pushed into the ground and adjusted by the peep sight to determine the killing zone.1 Sometimes on a pitch-black night, Charlie would crawl up to the claymores and turn them around, so whenever we heard Charlie and detonated the mines, the load of shot could take out our perimeter of defenses instead. That was only one of many reasons we never got a good night’s sleep.


  As we approached camp, someone gave the password to the sentry, who confirmed and waved us in. Soaking wet from my boots to my skivvies, I had visions of a hot shower and the warm, dry cot in my hooch. Our camp shower was just another tent beside a four-hundred-gallon mobile tank called a “water buffalo,” with a hose hung overhead that supplied a sprayer, but as long as it discharged water, it was good enough for us. There was a waiting line for the shower, so I dried off, stripped down, and crashed onto my cot. It didn’t take me long to fall asleep, with my pistol—a .45-caliber handgun—stashed under my pillow and a fragmentation (frag) grenade nearby. Most guys went to bed with their weapons close by for protection against the ever-present danger of VC infiltrating the perimeter. We slept with one eye open and were prepared for anything, making the camp a perilous place for sleepwalkers!


  Suddenly my attention returned to the present, and I realized I was in my office, still gazing out the window. I must have been there for at least an hour, lost in a sea of thoughts and overcome with unresolved emotions. I had experienced occasional flashbacks in the past, but this was different—more real. It left me shaking with an anxiety I often felt and generally tried to ignore. It was time to leave, but my memories followed me home, so after dinner I felt compelled to pull out my duffle bag and revisit what I had stowed away for nineteen long years.


  Finally, promising myself that I would return to that chapter of my life soon, I repacked the contents safely back into my duffle bag while considering a plan to start writing my stories and possibly having them published someday.
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  I was eight years old when my parents, my sister Jean, and I moved to Richboro, one hour north of Philadelphia—a small, one-horse town in Bucks County. Famous for its historic sites, including Washington Crossing Historic Park, the county was founded in 1682 and named Buckingham-shire by William Penn after his family home in England. Although called a suburb, it was typical bucolic America, with acres of cornfields, horses, and country roads, parks, and trails. My dad’s dream of owning a home was realized when he purchased a three-quarter-acre lot that backed up to a farm, designed a small ranch-style house, and hired a builder. Compared to our Philadelphia row-house neighborhood with little patches of lawn in the front and sidewalks that met the street, Richboro, with vast areas of green peppered with towering shade trees made for climbing, was a boy’s paradise. I often wondered how different my life would have been had we stayed in the city.


  The suburbs were tailor-made for carefree adventures. The day we moved into our little house, I met Artie. I happened to glance out my bedroom window and saw him sitting on a donkey in our backyard. He waved. “Hey, kid,” he yelled through my bedroom window. “Do you want a ride?” This was something I definitely wouldn’t have experienced in our city neighborhood, and he didn’t have to ask twice. Artie introduced me to Neil and Mike, and we became lifelong friends. Roaming the fields of Artie’s dad’s farm on the back of that old donkey, riding his green diesel tractor in the cornfields, riding bikes on country roads, and playing Army were how we spent our summer days.


  War games were a favorite for most boys who watched war movies on tiny black-and-white TV screens or in the movies. We played with little green Army men equipped with all of the tactical gear for battles that were enacted in backyards across America. The prized bag of Army soldiers was one of the toys most requested of Santa. Artie’s parents’ barn, a big weathered red structure that housed their cows, was our shelter and Army command post on rainy days. Two of us would be the enemy and two the brave American soldiers—no one wanted to be the enemy, so we drew straws of hay to decide. Someone would be the officer in charge, whose job it was to fortify our positions against the enemy that we defended with guns made from the never-ending supply of sticks that dropped from the trees at the edge of the property.


  My interest in things military actually began at the tender age of five when we lived in Costa Mesa, California. Back-alley battles only required our imagination, pointed fingers for guns, and the noises little boys make to simulate bullets and explosions. One day while playing, after breaching a picket fence to a neighbor’s yard, we discovered bags of military uniforms, including helmets and empty cartridge belts. Such a find was too much for our youthful curiosity to pass by, and gleeful shouts of “Wow!” and “Cool!” expressed our excitement. Perhaps the owner was at work, because we browsed and donned the bounty uninterrupted for some time. Much to our delight, someone discovered what looked like bloodstains and a suspicious hole in one of the helmets. After an hour or so, our interest was exhausted, and we returned the contents to the bags and moved on to other adventures. At the time, our young minds couldn’t comprehend the significance of what we found. Years later, after the war, when I thought of that experience, I realized we were playing on hallowed ground, with someone’s memories finally, it seemed, being laid to rest.


  My sisters Joan and Jean were twelve and ten years older than I am. By the time we moved to Richboro, Joan was married and living in Texas with her husband, Earl, who was in the Army. Jean was attending the Philadelphia College of Art and lived with us in Richboro for four years before moving out. My dad was a gentle, patient man who seemed completely unmatched with mom, who had a quick temper. He was an electrical engineer who worked at the shipyard in Philadelphia for a local engineering firm and came home late every night. My mother was a housewife, and I guess I never gave a second thought to the cleaning, cooking, and laundry she constantly did for us, as well as managing the house in Dad’s absence. She was a strict, no-nonsense disciplinarian who could be very tough at times, especially with my sisters. Although I was pretty quiet around the house and played outside most of the time, I learned early when to stay out of Mom’s way.


  Mom and Jean rarely saw eye to eye on anything, especially on Jean’s boyfriends. For some reason, Mom didn’t seem to like any of them, so Mom and Jean argued constantly. I just added to Jean’s misery by being a constant tease. Usually I was banished to my bedroom or outside before her dates arrived, with strict orders to “Stay out of the way!” One day while Jean was at school, I was practicing tricks with my new all-wood Duncan yo-yo and had a brainstorm. Thinking how cool it would be if my yo-yo sparkled, it occurred to me that rhinestones would be an awesome embellishment—I knew exactly where to find what I needed. In the contents of Jean’s jewelry box was the perfect solution! Gathering a handful of trinkets that I thought she might not miss, I commenced prying them from their settings and gluing on the dazzling little stones until both sides of the yo-yo were covered. Admiring my handiwork, I set out to show off my creation to my buddies, proudly executing a dazzling “around the world” trick that elicited admiring comments and was well worth the wrath of Jean, which I was sure to provoke. Tired from school and her commute, Jean sought the refuge of her spotless bedroom when she arrived home, only to discover her jewelry box in an unaccustomed state of disorder and some gems missing. I was safely hidden in my bedroom with my chair against the door when I heard her scream, “Geeooorrge!!” and my startled mother yelling from the kitchen, “What happened?!” I did not show my face again until, having missed my afternoon snack, I was hungry enough to brave the dinner table and my irate sister, who slapped the back of my head and threatened to kill me if I ever entered her room again.


  With the distance in our ages, Jean and I never had the chance to be close when we were young, but I always looked up to her. She was a talented artist who made a successful career as a painter, traveled the world offering workshops, and published an acclaimed book on watercoloring. Jean and husband Ron, a well-known artist and sculptor, are parents to Scott, also an artist, and Jeff, who is a musician, and also grandparents to four grandchildren. In high school I was a fair student, but what really interested me was art, especially the field trips that gave me the opportunity to sketch nature and the surrounding farmlands I loved. I didn’t know it then, but Jean had a definite influence on me. I think I always wanted to follow in her footsteps, and in later years art would be my passion, and in a way part of my future careers.


  In those days, most kids joined the Scouts. I joined the Cub Scouts and later the Boy Scouts. Dad, an Eagle Scout, was our scoutmaster and mentor. Becoming an Eagle Scout, the highest rank attainable in the Scouts program, which requires at least twenty-one merit badges, is achieved by only 4 percent of Scouts. Dad took us on weekend camping trips where we’d hike and canoe along the Delaware Canal and set up tents on the mule path. We had no idea of its amazing history. Renamed the Delaware Canal State Park in 1989, the canal, which runs sixty miles parallel to the right bank of the Delaware River, is preserved today as the last towpath canal in America capable of being fully watered and restored.


  The mornings were frigid and damp, and our day started early. Resisting Dad’s unwelcome wake-up calls, we’d burrow into our sleeping bags, unwilling to leave our warm nests until shrill whistle calls and rumbling stomachs lured us out to make breakfast and break camp. I have to give him credit for the way he expertly managed nine twelve-year-old boys while supervising the morning activities. The sounds of nature, the surging of the river rapids, and the smell of pancakes cooking on the fire are vivid and wonderful memories that I often revisit fondly, having experienced it with my dad. Much later, I would remember how kind and humble he was, qualities that made him an exceptional person, and I hoped that I would measure up in some way. I didn’t make it to Eagle Scout but earned Life Scout, which is just below the Eagle Scout badge. Later on, I became an Explorer Scout. I now understand how Scout training helped me all through life with discipline and readiness and, I guess in a way, with my first military experience.


  My high school was located next to a farm where “fragrances” were in abundance! Early every morning during spring, the fields were spread with manure. Our school windows were opened, and the cool breeze blew into our classrooms with the pungent aroma wafting through, clearing our senses and watering our eyes!


  Football was the pastime of choice, and I joined junior varsity in my sophomore year. After my second year, I realized I’d never make varsity. One afternoon while watching the track team running a 440 (one lap around the track), I decided to ask the coach if I could try out. I was a skinny kid with long legs, lots of energy, and a history of racing around fields and farmland with my friends for hours. Coach said go ahead, and I ran like hell and beat everyone to the finish line. He walked over, patted me on the back, and said I could switch to track and field. I lettered in my senior year and earned a coveted letterman’s sweater, which was a big deal. I wore mine proudly, especially around the girls!


  With $25 that I borrowed from my dad, I bought my first car from a senior in high school who was going into the Army. It was a 1952 pea-green Studebaker with fabric seats and overdrive, and you couldn’t tell if it was coming or going because the front and back looked almost the same. I instantly gained my freedom and lots of new friends. When I was not with my buddies, I would drive to the other end of Bucks County to visit my sister Joan who had moved back from Texas and settled in Levittown. By then, Joan and Earl had three little boys named Jim, Tim, and Kim, who became my pals. Joan and Earl’s house became a regular hangout, and I often showed up unannounced looking for some rambunctious fun and a meal. Their house was small, comfortable, and welcoming, with a sliding door off the dining room that opened to a cement patio. Next to it stood a well-used grill that produced hotdogs nonstop and a table with thirst-quenching lemonade. The yard was scattered with lawn chairs, water toys, and balls of all sorts, and the back corner housed a shiny aqua vinyl aboveground pool big enough to allow three boys and a teenager plenty of room for hours of roughhousing. I loved playing with the boys, who looked up to their older cousin, and I had no trouble convincing them that I was “The All Great and Powerful Uncle George,” a title that has stuck to this day.


  It was 1963, and I was in my senior year of high school. I was more than ready for graduation and my independence, but that did not diminish the bittersweet feelings of leaving behind childhood friends and my first love. I had seen Lynn with Jim, one of my classmates around school, and knew they had been a couple for a while. When they broke up at our friend’s birthday party and he left with his new attraction, Candy, I noticed Lynn standing alone in a corner, so I wandered over and asked her to dance. Lynn was petite with curves in the right places and pretty eyes that lit up when she laughed. Glancing around the room filled with couples “making out,” I found us a place to sit. We talked for a while, and I wondered what it would be like to kiss her. I hoped she couldn’t hear my heart pounding as I placed my arm around the back of the sofa. Deciding to take a chance, I casually draped it over her shoulder and caressed her arm as we sat talking. As she settled closer and looked up at me, I gently reached down and brushed her soft lips with mine. Looking into my eyes, she returned my kiss, and I pulled her closer. We spent the rest of the evening locked in each other’s arms, and from that night on we were inseparable.


  Walking arm in arm into our favorite hangouts and around school between classes, we became known as a couple and settled into a comfortable pattern of meeting before the first bell, sharing lunch, and talking on the phone. Friday nights and weekends were filled with plans to look forward to, but I must have missed any signs that our relationship changed. Lynn and her mom went to Virginia to visit family for a week over the Christmas holiday. Unaccustomed to being alone, I found myself floundering with extra time and yearning for the week to end so we could return to school and our familiar routine. The day they returned, I immediately phoned her, but my calls went unanswered. In school she avoided me and made excuses of obligations. Finally, one of her friends broke it to me that she was dating someone else. I was devastated and angry to find out through a friend. Breaking up, as they say, is so very hard to do, and my heart was broken.


  Dreading every encounter with her, I found myself avoiding my usual routes through the halls to class and avoided familiar hangouts where they might be together. I went to the senior prom alone and stood with the guys with no dates. Stealing glances at her and wishing she was back in my arms, I could almost smell her perfume and feel her soft body against mine. Unable to suppress my desire for her and afraid it would show, I walked out to join the others for a smoke. As they played the last dance, I collected my buddies to get a bite to eat. I wanted to be gone before the crowd started to leave, knowing cars would fill with couples shouting confirmations of post-prom celebrating. The following week until graduation day was just a blur of disappointment with me feeling sorry for myself.


  I had always thought about the military for a career and was torn between that and art school. My uncle was in the Air Force and was always traveling somewhere. During homecomings, he regaled us with stories of his adventures, which sounded pretty exciting to a teenager hoping to break away from family, so the thought of being a soldier like my uncle lingered in the back of my mind. I also heard about Grandpa Frank, my dad’s father, who built small trucks out of scrap parts in his garage and gave them to the military for the war effort during World War II. He had some kind of physical issues that prevented him from serving, but like most people then, he wanted to contribute in any way he could.


  Every boy loved to watch war movies with gripping tales of heroism, and they were probably the best recruitment vehicles the military could have devised when they enlisted the help of the entertainment industry for World War II. All of this probably impacted and contributed to my desire to know more about the military. Finally, one day, without mentioning it to anyone, I took a drive into Philadelphia and visited all the recruiting offices. My first stop was the Navy recruitment center. I walked out after a short discussion that left me feeling unmotivated. The Air Force recruiter tried to talk me into enlisting but had no guarantees for an assignment, so I decided to try the Marines who, to me, seemed to be synonymous with strength and bravery. The walls of all the recruiting offices were lined with huge posters designed to entice young men with words of excellence and bravery. There on the walls, I saw the words that convinced me—the few, the strong, and the brave—and I knew it was for me.


  As the recruiter brought me coffee and reassured me that this was the right decision, I found myself taking the test and signing the papers. It was impulsive, and I really hadn’t realized the magnitude of what I’d done until, on hearing the news, my totally distraught mother demanded that my dad take me back to the center to “un-sign” the papers. It took a while, but Dad and I managed to calm her down, and I convinced them that I knew what I was doing, at least we hoped. This was the first time I had stood up to my parents and taken charge of my life, so in my mind I was ready. It was a done deal, but little did I know what lay ahead. In the blink of an eye, I graduated from high school, and my enlistment was looming over my head. I only had a few months left before I would be off to Parris Island, South Carolina, but first I was looking forward to some shore time.


  Every year my parents rented a summer home in Ocean City, New Jersey, for a week or two. Both of my sisters stayed all summer—Jean at Flanders Hotel and Joan at a boarding house as they worked to earn money for college. Dad arrived Friday evenings for the weekend and returned to work on Mondays, leaving me with Mom, who occasionally came to the beach, but mostly she just stayed at the shore house and did what she did at home. I was free to spend my days swimming and hanging out with friends without a care in the world and only thoughts of how to fill my days with sun and fun. It would be years before I realized how fortunate and idyllic my youth had been, with no concept that others lived less charmed lives. Looking back, I realize I didn’t see much of Mom then and didn’t give much thought to her life except how it affected me. Later, during my military years, I began to wish there had been a deeper connection and tried to make it up to her, especially after our daughter
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