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This book is dedicated to those
who never made it home from Vietnam,
both the living and the dead,
and to the people who love them
so very, very much





Few had forebodings of their destiny. At the halts they lay in the long wet grass and gossiped, enormously at ease. The whistle blew. They jumped for their equipment. The little gray figure of the colonel far ahead waved its stick. Hump your pack and get a move on. The next hour, man, will bring you three miles nearer to your death. Your life and your death are nothing to these fields—nothing, no more than it is to the man planning the next attack at G.H.Q. You are not even a pawn. Your death will not prevent future wars, will not make the world safe for your children. Your death means no more than if you had died in your bed, full of years and respectability, having begotten a tribe of young. Yet by your courage in tribulation, by your cheerfulness before the dirty devices of this world, you have won the love of those who have watched you. All we remember is your living face, and that we loved you for being of our clay and our spirit.



—GUY CHAPMAN, A Passionate Prodigality

Magnicourt-sur-Canche, France
21 October 1916

For we do not want you to be ignorant, brethren, of the affliction we experienced in Asia; for we were so utterly, unbearably crushed that we despaired of life itself. Why, we felt that we had received the sentence of death; but that was to make us rely not on ourselves but on God who raises the dead; he delivered us from so deadly a peril, and he will deliver us; on him we have set our hope that he will deliver us again. You also must help us by prayer, so that many will give thanks on our behalf …

—2 CORINTHIANS 1: 8–11
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Introduction

They were ours.

In the simplicity of those three words is the power of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial and the purpose of this book. The memorial asks that you remember; here are their names. Shrapnel in the Heart lets you listen; here are their stories, told by the people who loved them.

We have heard about Vietnam from the generals and journalists, soldiers and spies, politicians and historians. Now it is the turn of the people who lost the most and have said the least: the mothers and fathers, sisters and brothers, children, friends, wives, sweethearts, and buddies of the men who died in Vietnam. They tell tenderly, painfully, and sometimes angrily about what it means to lose someone you love in a war that much of the country came to hate. But this is not a book about despair. This is a book about love, love that bombs can’t shatter and bullets can’t kill.

Shrapnel in the Heart is a collection of letters and poems that have been left at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C. In the five years of its existence, the memorial, unexpectedly, became a place not only to honor but to communicate with the dead. The messages that have been left there speak eloquently of loss and remembrance:

“I have dreamed of the day you’ll come home and finally be my Dad. You would have been the best Daddy in the whole world.”

“I’m the one who rocked him as a baby.”

“My prayer, my dear and sweet husband, is that the world would forever know peace.”

“Hi Lover! Seventeen years … you’re still twenty-one—forever young, but gone. Murdered. And nothing will make your loss to us less of a tragedy.”

Material like this does not exist at any other American monument. Never before, it seems, have people unburdened themselves on paper and left their intimate thoughts at a public memorial.

When I went to the memorial for the first time, on New Year’s Day, 1986, I had no inkling this book was in the offing. I went alone and spent six hours at the wall, mesmerized and moved. The names seemed to go on forever; it felt eternally sad.

Vietnam has been a large part of my life. I grew up in the sixties and worked in Saigon as a reporter in the early seventies. But oddly, when I made that initial visit to the memorial, none of that seemed to matter. I was moved simply as a mother. Name one child, your own, and each of the 58,132 names on the wall will break your heart.

I was fascinated by what was happening at the memorial: one by one, without anyone suggesting it, people were silently crossing over their moat of grief and leaving a letter, poem, or other offering at the wall. It seemed almost un-American; we are so proud, so noisy, so extroverted. Yet here, in a sacred and silent ritual, a side of ourselves that we are reluctant to show was being revealed.

This rite of remembrance began with the plunk of a Purple Heart into wet cement. As the foundation of the memorial was being poured, a man asked construction workers if he could drop his brother’s medal into the concrete. He saluted as it slid beneath the surface. There have been more than six thousand similar salutes since the memorial was officially dedicated on Veterans Day, November 11, 1982.

It was then that America finally turned to embrace her own. Engraved on the wall’s black granite panels that pry open the earth are the names of every man and woman who went to Vietnam and never came back. In dedicating the memorial, America finally acknowledged that we lost more than the war in Vietnam; we lost the warriors. The war was deplorable, not the men who served. But that distinction—that the outcome of the war was not the fault of the men who fought it—had never been adequately made before. It had been nearly a decade since the fall of Saigon, but the most powerful nation in the world was finally able to say, “They were ours,” and begin a long-overdue period of national mourning.

Since then, the Vietnam Veterans Memorial has become the place where America is coming to terms with the Vietnam War. Shrapnel in the Heart is a log of part of the journey.

This book was researched, reported, and written during 1986. All of the letters and objects that are left at the memorial are saved by the National Park Service for preservation as part of an eventual museum collection. With determination, luck, and the help of librarians, priests, barbers, high schools, post offices, newspapers, historical societies, and long-distance operators, it is often possible to trace people who have left things there. This is what I set out to do. I wanted to know what motivated people to express their private thoughts in a public place, and how the loss of someone they loved altered their lives, relationships, and aspirations.

As I zigzagged across America, I felt the blistering heat of Kansas in the summer and ate fried catfish and hush puppies at a backyard barbecue in Texas. I saw the leaves turn in New Hampshire and the hunting season begin in Wisconsin. I interviewed a woman by a river in Oregon and another in a beachfront bungalow by the Pacific. I had lobster rolls on Cape Cod and sat down to Sunday dinner with Baptists in the backwoods of Mississippi. I went fishing in an Alabama pond. I looked at scrapbooks in Virginia and stood silently in a small Michigan cemetery. I listened to taped interviews from the Philippines and Japan. In Oklahoma City, I sat in the living room with a family of five as they all cried. A suburb in Los Angeles, a kitchen in Minnesota, a mobile home, a country club—the settings changed but the sadness stayed the same.

Isn’t it depressing? was the question my friends asked most frequently during my research. The answer was and remains an emphatic no. It was never depressing because people were grateful for a chance to tell their stories. Sequestered so long with grief, each survivor seemed to think he or she was the only one who continued to mourn so deeply. Time after time, I saw smiles of relief when I told someone about someone else I’d interviewed whose sadness remained intense, even after fifteen or twenty years.

People, I found, not only want to talk about the person they lost in Vietnam, they need to talk. It is a deep yearning in many, suppressed because of the wildly erroneous notion that by now they should be “over it.”

The people I interviewed have been given a lot of well-intentioned but bad advice. “Put it behind you, go on with your life.” “He was only your brother.” “You’re young, you’ll get married again.” “Maybe you are better off,” one mother was told. “What if he came home crazy, crippled, or maimed?” Such suggestions only sealed the sorrow deeper inside. I was startled to see that some people felt apologetic, almost guilty, for having so much to tell.

Shrapnel in the Heart is about breaking the silence. Nothing I can write, no story I can tell, will erase anyone’s pain, but it can, I hope, crack the isolation which is the tyranny of grief.

Grief, I learned while writing this book, is as individual as a fingerprint. A mother kisses her son’s picture every night before she goes to bed; another continues to carry his last letter in her wallet because it is the last thing of his she can touch. Another mother finds solace in writing to her son in the quiet hours after dawn. A father wears his son’s Rolex watch. Parents keep his bedroom just the same.

I think the controversy over the Vietnam War stifled a lot of grief. The shame society felt over Vietnam delayed for years any national recognition for the men and women who served there. America’s shame, confusion, and humiliation certainly did not dent the pride or love families felt for their sons, but it did lessen the likelihood of their talking about it.

The bitterness surrounding Vietnam stripped it of any honor, and the veterans who did come home were stripped of their dignity. They were ignored if they were lucky, scorned if they were not. And if you lost someone you loved in the convulsion of Vietnam, the way to protect his memory was not to talk about it. As Eleanor Wimbish, a mother I interviewed, said, “I could find people to share my grief because I lost my son, but few wanted to hear where he died.”

The soldiers who served in Vietnam were the youngest ever to leave our shores. They fought, and died, at an average age of nineteen, seven years younger than their counterparts in World War II. I always winced when a mother told me her son had never spent a night away from home until he went into the service. These young men became the unwitting pallbearers of America’s only military defeat, and it was years before they were forgiven for it.

Courage is the common thread that runs through these stories. Shrapnel in the Heart brought me, quite literally, to the doorsteps of the quietly courageous. I have always been struck by the savagery and randomness of the blows that lacerate some lives. I am in awe of the courage it takes to go on.

Rarely do we notice the triumphs that are forged by putting one foot in front of the other, one day at a time. Did we ever really notice that each bullet that took a life in Vietnam stopped several other lives here dead in their tracks? The flag on the coffin covered only the obvious tragedy.

It wasn’t just the bodies that were buried, it was the dreams. “I was supposed to marry Joey Sintoni in 1969,” remembers Angela Matthews. “I didn’t find it easy to progress to Plan B. Marriage was killed in action.”

When I began the research for this book, I expected to encounter people who would be unable to talk about the person they loved who died in Vietnam. I thought these people would most likely be mothers, but I was wrong. They were the brothers and sisters. I think their trauma is the least expressed. I think siblings are the least understood victims of the Vietnam War.

Their own needs were underestimated in the avalanche of emotion that descended on their families. Society expects mothers to fall apart and grieve. At least initially, there is a lot of support for a woman who loses a child. But brothers and sisters are told they have their whole life ahead of them. They do not always get a chance to grieve adequately for the part of their life that is behind.

I think the grief of siblings was often internalized because they didn’t want to burden anyone else. Sometimes it was discounted completely. No one put it more vividly than Yvonne Sherman, who remembers people responding to her news of losing a brother in Vietnam by saying, “Oh, I feel so sorry for your mom and dad.” Difficult, too, was measuring up to a brother who became perfected in death.

Time occasionally makes loss more bearable. But for siblings, their own passage through life can be a jarring reminder of just how much their brother missed. Sally Van Valin summed it up when remembering her youngest brother, David Stoll. “I always thought someday we would be grown up and visit each other with kids and play cards in the evening, and it just hasn’t turned out that way. I miss him, all the things that might have been, and finding out what he would have been like as a grown-up person. I would have loved to see how he would have held a baby and taken care of a child of his own.”

I also believe that the ideal of the strong, silent man is still very much with us. Fathers. One of the saddest things I heard while interviewing was the comment of a women who said she had never seen her husband cry about their son’s death. “But sometimes he’ll go out in the garage and spend a couple of hours there and he’ll come back and his eyes will be all red and I know he’s been crying.”

While reading through the hundreds of letters and poems that have been left at the memorial, I never encountered one that was written from a father to his son. Sometimes a man would write “Love, Dad” on the bottom of a note from his wife, but rarely was there anything more. Fathers who were home when I arrived participated in the interviews with eagerness and candor, but they are apparently less inclined to express themselves in writing.

Minorities are also severely underrepresented among the traceable letters left at the wall. When I began this book, I was certain that some of the letters would turn out to have been written by blacks. Only one did, and the writer, through a friend of her brother’s, declined to be interviewed. I was never able to speak with her directly. My dilemma was that my work was defined not by what I sought, but by what I was able to find.

It may well be that blacks leave material anonymously; black vets may be more likely to leave a medal or other object than a letter. So far, the lack of letters from blacks remains a mystery to me. What is undeniable are the simple facts of Vietnam: in the first fully integrated war, blacks fought as ably and nobly as any other soldiers. In fact, in some years they gave more; for example, from 1965 to 1967, blacks represented only 11 percent of the U.S. population but roughly 23 percent of the war’s combat casualties. (However, by the end of the war blacks represented only 12.5 percent of the total killed in the Vietnam War.) Those who survived came home and found their service in Vietnam was one more reason for discrimination in America.

Women also made enormous contributions and sacrifices in Vietnam, something that has until recently been forgotten by everyone and hidden by many of the women themselves. An Army nurse who did just that tells why in this book.

Everything that is left at the memorial is being processed by MARS, the Museum and Archeological Regional Storage facility. Each item that arrives at the warehouse is dated and tagged and carefully preserved in metal cabinets with cushioned drawers. Seeing the material for the first time is like wading through emotional debris hurled to the surface years after a terrible shipwreck.

Throughout my research I was surprised by not only the amount but the richness of the poetry that is left at the memorial. I wondered why people who may have had little exposure to poetry chose it as a way to express their feelings. The best explanation for this phenomenon came from a Vietnam vet in Wichita, Kansas, Rick Rogers, who told me, “When you’ve been to the abyss and stared into the pit of hell, you look for the opposite to explain it, sort of like yin and yang.”

Veterans leave many of the mementos. There are dog tags and dilapidated combat boots, boonie hats and helmets, ragged sweatbands and medals of all kinds, including the Congressional Medal of Honor. Except for a few knives, no weapons have been left at the wall.

The array of objects is eclectic: a can of Vermont maple syrup and seventy-one cents in change. A blue high heel, a Viet Cong wedding ring. There are Bibles and bumper stickers, Buddhas and Saint Christopher medals and a book of Jewish prayers for the dead. There is an eighty-nine-cent shot glass with lyrics from a Billy Joel song tucked inside: “Remember Charlie, remember Baker, they left their childhood on every acre.”

There are several teddy bears and scores of flags with messages printed neatly in the red or white stripes. On a dollar bill is written, “A debt so long unpaid, and the beer I promised.” There are drawers full of POW/MIA bracelets and cans of C-rations. Someone has left a faded orange wallet-sized calendar with the days crossed off and “Kathi and Bobby” and “Bobby and Kathi” written inside ballpoint hearts. There is an eight-track Carpenters’ tape and a can of sardines. A three of spades and a pack of Luckies have been left along with a bicycle-tire tube and a Golden Melody harmonica. Someone left a small Ziploc bag filled with dirt and someone else left seven LOVE stamps in a long white envelope. “Please Write” was scrawled across the front.

The hundreds of snapshots that have been left at the wall form an Instamatic history of the Vietnam War. Some are hideous—disemboweled enemy soldiers. Most are poignant—smiling bare-chested GIs, their arms slung nonchalantly around one another’s shoulders. They lean against sandbagged bunkers in lonely-looking places. You think, They look like kids, and then you realize they were.

Two months after my first visit to the memorial, I went to MARS to work on a magazine article. I spent hours alone, reading, thinking, and sometimes weeping. The temperature is deliberately kept cool, for preservation, and it is quiet; only a few people work there full time. That cold and silent backdrop creates an eeriness so palpable it gets you by the throat. Each time I’ve gone there, I’ve wanted to flee, but I felt compelled to read, to listen. I had tapped into a gigantic reservoir of pain and I wanted to find out what it meant. How could a memorial elicit such a staggering response?

It happened, I believe, because there was a staggering need. Vietnam isn’t behind us at all; it’s in us. Sometimes it is only a shard of memory; sometimes it is a ferocious trauma. It defined one generation and influenced those that preceded and followed. To understand it, we need to think about it and feel it; the memorial is the one place we have in common where those feelings can be expressed.

Until we go there, we are, in a sense, incomplete, and so is the memorial.

Maya Ying Lin, the architect who designed the Vietnam Veterans Memorial when she was a twenty-year-old student at Yale, says she never thought of it as V-shaped. She always conceptualized it as a circle to be completed by the thoughts and feelings people bring.

She describes it as the boundary between the living and the dead. We cannot enter their world, but we can peer into it; that is why the memorial is black. In a city of towering alabaster monuments, hers is receding and dark. “White is like a wall, a barrier; it shuts the door. I found black a soothing, deep, deep color because you can look into it forever.” She knew not only that the memorial had to be black but that it had to be granite, because granite, when polished, is deeply reflective. When you look at the wall, you see yourself reflected behind the names of the dead. Clouds move, kites fly, trees sway in the reflection behind the names. It is a way of saying that once we can confront and go beyond death, we find renewed life.

This is the essence of healing. Maya Lin understood that it begins with the confrontation of the past and the finding, facing, and touching of a name. So she made her memorial into a journey. One begins by looking up a name in a directory. Then one walks along to a specific panel and finds a specific line; on that line is a name. Because the memorial is arranged chronologically, the name is grouped with others killed on that same day, in alphabetical order. Maya Lin felt that if people could go back and face the traumatic moment in their past, they would be able to go forward again. As she points out, “When you leave the memorial, you have to walk back up into the light. You must choose to do it, to go beyond. To me, it is very much a journey. You have to walk out and leave it in the end.”

Her vision originated as a class project at Yale, which earned her a B. She was talked into entering it in the national competition to pick a design for the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, although she was sure she had no chance of winning. But out of the 1,421 entries, hers was ultimately the unanimous choice of a panel of prominent judges. The designers’ identities had been kept secret until a winner was selected. When the judges discovered that the architect who was about to rocket into national prominence was a Chinese-American woman who lived in a university dorm, they were shocked.

And so was Jan Scruggs, the grunt-turned-graduate-student who had conceived the idea of building a memorial to his dead buddies. One night after midnight he was sitting alone in his Maryland kitchen drinking scotch. He had been to see The Deer Hunter, a gritty, violent film about a Vietnam vet. His mind flashed back to the most disturbing moment of his tour in Vietnam.

On January 21, 1970, twelve of Jan’s friends were blown apart while they were unloading an ammunition truck. His eyes fill with tears as he tells the story. Before he changes the subject, he describes how helpless he felt, wandering among the lifeless forms. He tells about seeing a friend with his brains spilling out of his head. When it gets too terrible, he stops.

That night in his kitchen he vowed that he would build a monument in Washington, D.C, with all the names on it. In the coming months, a national fund-raising campaign was organized by Scruggs and Jack Wheeler, Bob Doubek, and Sandie Fauriol. In two years, they would raise nearly ten million dollars, all of it from private contributions.

No one involved with the creation of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial had any idea of how significant it would become. Jan Scruggs thought it would initially attract thousands of visitors but then would turn into just another pretty place to play Frisbee on the Mall. No one anticipated that nearly twenty million Americans would visit it during its first five years.

Vietnam has always been my teacher. I was twenty-two years old when I went there two months after graduating from college in 1972. I went with all the answers and left with only questions. Saigon feels like my hometown because it is where the rest of my life began. It is where I first worked as a reporter and where I wrote the first article I ever published. More important, it is where I met friends I would love forever.

The reporters I know who worked in Vietnam would go back in an instant if it were possible. Rarely is life so passionate and intense as it is when played out against a backdrop of war. Everything matters in a way it never has before, and with constant reminders of death, life becomes both precious and precarious. The only people who really understand that are the people with you at the time. In a war you experience mankind at its worst and at its best. It is a terror and a blessing that you would never trade.

I returned to Vietnam in April 1975, when the country was spinning out of control. It had become harder to stay away than to go back, and so for six hundred dollars I bought a round-trip youth-fare ticket from Paris to Saigon. During my first two years there I had been a radio reporter. During the last month I wrote for a magazine.

I remember the fortune-teller who confided to me her despair. She and her husband had plans to poison themselves and the children if there was a Communist takeover. I wanted to know if her clairvoyance was making her distraught. “Oh, no,” she said. “There are some events that overwhelm destiny.” It was the best description I ever heard of the Vietnam War.

On April 29, 1975, I left Saigon for the last time, yanked straight up into the sky by a helicopter from a city I had come to love. Tanks rolled into town the next day and the government of South Vietnam surrendered. Saigon was renamed Ho Chi Minh City, but I have never been able to call it that.

Vietnam became my teacher once again in 1986. I traveled thousands of miles, knocking on strangers’ doors to ask them about the biggest loss of their lives. It was not always easy.

Yet I will always think of Shrapnel in the Heart as a blessing. At times, it seemed to extract a terrible emotional toll from me and from the people I interviewed; we were caught in a riptide of sadness. But I know now that this book gave back more than it took. It gave me the steadying reminder that the legacies of our lives are written in the hearts of those we love.

When I began this book, I thought I was writing about dead soldiers. I finish with the knowledge that they are, spiritually, very much alive.

I don’t know if their deaths were a waste, but I know most assuredly that their lives were not. They mattered passionately to the people who loved them, and that has never changed. Their deaths caused wrenching, unending pain and despair. But the magnitude of the pain leads to an understanding of just how much these men were loved. It is by peering through the wretched gloom of their deaths that we see the magnificence of the love that still binds them to the living. Sadly, it is not a love that can stop war, but it is one that defeats death.

The Vietnam Veterans Memorial enabled a nation to say, “They were ours.” This book offers the simple rejoinder “Yes, and he was mine.”


[image: ]
EDDIE LYNN LANCASTER
Private First Class, Company F, 3rd Marine Regiment, 3rd Marine Division
AUGUST 20,1948–DECEMBER 19,1967


Dearest Eddie Lynn,

I’d give anything to have you shell just one more pecan for me on Grandma’s porch.

All my love,
Your cousin
Anne



[image: ]

WHAT WOULD I SAY to Eddie Lynn if I had one more thought to pass on to him before he died? What are you going to say to a person to make them know that you love them, that you wish they had not had to go through this?

“The only thing I could think of was my childhood and my memories of Eddie Lynn in happier times, when we were all kids and our lives were ahead of us and we were so full of hope and promise for tomorrow. I thought of the most enjoyable thing he and I had ever done together, and that was sitting there eating those pecans out of my grandmother’s pecan trees. They were good, oh, they were good.”

Anne Pearson is Eddie Lynn’s cousin. They were especially close because he had no brothers or sisters. When he was a toddler his mother had divorced his father and moved back into her parents’ small house with the big porch in Sour Lake, Texas. Anne’s family came frequently on weekends, and she and her brother and sister took the place of the siblings Eddie Lynn never had.

“The smells of Sour Lake were very distinct. The grounds around my grandma’s house were mostly woods and the leaves that fell on the ground were never raked—no reason to. Consequently, the leaves would rot, and new leaves would fall. In the heat and humidity of the Texas Gulf Coast, these rotting leaves had a distinct odor. It was not unpleasant—smelled much like a package of potting soil smells when you first open it—maybe a little greener than that. Even today, if you live close to the woods, the smell is everywhere.”

Every November, when the trees were laden with pecans, the children would gather them up by the handful. “Of course you didn’t dare peel them in the house. You always had to sit on the porch. This was before everybody had TV sets, and in the South, your social life centered around the porch. It always had an overhang, and you could sit out there in the worst rainstorm and not get wet. You could sit out there and be cool, and in the evening, neighbors would come over and talk about the day’s activities.”

The children would open the pecans with a nutcracker or split them with a brick or a hammer. Eddie Lynn’s grandfather had mastered the art of extracting the pecans in perfect halves, which he would sell to neighbors. The ones the family kept were used for pies (made with ribbon cane sugar), Christmas candies, and cakes.

“We would have big Sunday dinners at my grandma’s house,” Anne continues. “Fried chicken, ham, roast beef, mainly the sort of thing that will cook for a couple of hours while the family goes to church.” Later in the afternoon, it would be time for Anne’s family to drive home. “It seemed like every time we would leave to go home, Eddie Lynn would be standing on the porch waving goodbye. I can remember my mother saying, every time, ‘Poor Eddie Lynn.’ And to a southerner, there’s a lot of love and affection and sympathy in those words, just ‘Poor Eddie Lynn.’ I remember when I got the phone call that he died, that was the first thought that went through my mind, Poor Eddie Lynn. It was so devastating to think of that young life being snuffed out.”

Eddie Lynn Lancaster was nineteen years old when he stepped on a land mine his third day in Vietnam. It was the week before Christmas; Eddie Lynn’s mother hasn’t had a Christmas tree since. Hiking through the woods and chopping down a tree was one of the things they had always done together.

Eddie Lynn’s mother, Betty Beimbrink, pronounces his name softly as a two-syllable word, EdLynn. “When I think of Eddie Lynn, the main thing I think of is when he wanted me to do something for him, he’d say, ‘Mama, would you do me a favor?’ I knew then that he was fixin’ to put the touch to me.”

He wasn’t interested in sports, scouting, or band. He loved to be in the woods, with his dogs. He liked to hunt. “I’ve got his old hunting horn hanging up there with his dog tags. You call your dogs with it, kind of like Daniel Boone.” He’d come home with squirrels, birds, and rabbits—mostly squirrels, which his mother would cook, but not eat.

When Eddie Lynn was twelve, his mother remarried and they moved out of his grandma’s house on Merchant Street. Throughout high school he dreamed of joining the Air Force, and his mother promised him that if he kept his grades up and graduated from high school, she would let him go into the service.

One day she came home from work and found Eddie Lynn sitting on the porch with the Marine Corps recruiter. “My heart went phtt. This fellow goes up to the school in his dress uniform, not the olive green, and oh, boy, you can imagine. When I was seventeen, if I had seen a Marine in his dress whites, I would have probably dropped my teeth too.

“I said, ‘Now, we talked about your going in the Air Force,’ and he said, ‘Now, Mama, you promised that if I’d bring my grades up, whatever I wanted to do, you’d help me do.’ I never made a promise to him I didn’t try to keep.” She signed the papers, and he joined the Marines.

Boot camp changed him. His mother felt it toughened him up and taught him “that life is not a bowl of cherries.” He said he liked the Marine Corps and was very proud to have made private first class.

When he left home again, it was for further training in San Diego. His mother remembers: “I had no idea that was the last time I’d ever see him, but yet, in a way, I knew it. I kind of had a very depressing feeling when he walked across that runway and got on that plane because I knew—no one had ever told me but I knew—he was on his way to Vietnam.”

In San Diego, Eddie Lynn’s path again crossed that of his cousin Anne. She was in her mid-twenties and was working as a secretary at the Marine base. She had grown up in a conservative household—her father had a career in the Navy—and she never questioned authority or paid much attention to the outside world until John Kennedy was assassinated in 1963.

“I think that one single event started me thinking that all was not right with the world. I had just turned twenty-two when Kennedy was killed, I had a little girl and another baby on the way, and I remember thinking, What kind of world am I bringing these children into? I started paying attention to what was going on, and then I started working on the Marine base in 1966, and all of a sudden, I’m seeing all these young kids coming in for recruit training. The platoons kept getting larger and the training period kept getting shorter and every evening you’d turn on the news and you’d be eating supper and watching Uncle Walter and you’d hear about the body count.”

When Eddie Lynn came through as a young recruit, Anne remembers, he seemed happy and enthusiastic. “He kept raving about how much he liked the food in the mess hall. He was so full of life and ready to take on the world.”

But he didn’t survive his first patrol in Quang Nam province.

“We kept sending our young American boys over there and they would be killed and not come back, but we weren’t gaining any ground, and these Vietnamese and Chinese—whoever it was we were fighting over there—we couldn’t kill them all. My life wasn’t any better because Eddie Lynn and all his peers died. The world that I knew was not any safer. The more we questioned our leaders, it seemed, the more stubborn they got and dug their heels in. I thought, Oh, my God, I’ve got a little kid four years old—is he going to have to go over there and die?

“Eddie Lynn was only nineteen when he joined the Marines instead of going to college,” his cousin remembers, “so his life was not particularly eventful in any way, but he meant a lot to a lot of people, and when he was killed, it brought the Vietnam War closer to our home. It was almost as if someone grabbed us by the shoulders and said, ‘Wake up, you fools! Look at what is happening in the world. This young man was one of thousands. They all had mothers, they all had fathers, this was everybody’s son.’ ”

Eddie Lynn’s body came home in a sealed casket on New Year’s Eve. His mother says: “At first you’re kind of numb. You think, This is a dream. I am going to wake up. You drive down the road and you see somebody walking and he walks just like him—he was a long, tall, skinny boy, about six feet two—and your heart goes beating and you think they made a mistake.”

Because she never saw his body, there was always hope. When the POWs were released in Hanoi six years after his death, she scanned the columns of names in the newspaper immediately every morning.

The first year after his death, people told her she was spending too much time at Eddie Lynn’s grave. “You grieve your way, I’ll grieve mine” was all she had to say. Earlier, she and her husband used to go out every Saturday night. “We called it honky-tonking. I loved to dance better than anything. Get a crowd together, go out dancing, have a few drinks, that used to be the meat of life. I wouldn’t go dancing now. I haven’t gone out at all since Eddie Lynn died.”

She lives quietly with her husband in an expanded mobile home not too far from Sour Lake. She is retired and spends her days reading, gardening, watching the hummingbirds at her feeder, and cuddling a Chihuahua named Chloe. “There’s very little that actually makes me happy. I can’t say I am unhappy, but I don’t care like I ought to.”

She and her husband have visited the Vietnam Veterans Memorial once. For Betty, who had felt for so long that no one understood how much she suffered, the visit made a difference. “What really impressed me was the number of names. The memorial is, of course, beautiful, but when I looked at those names, I thought, How could I say there was no one who understood how I felt?”

Anne Pearson, Eddie Lynn’s cousin, is now the secretary to the commandant of the Marine Corps in Okinawa, Japan. She went to the Vietnam Veterans Memorial for the first time on a sultry August Sunday in 1985, while on home leave.

“When I first walked in and saw this slash in the ground, this gash in the face of the earth, it seemed so symbolic of the hurt and bruises that America felt and endured during the war. I saw what looked to me like miles and miles of names. I started walking into that gash and I started reading those names and the enormity of it just flooded over me. By the time I got to the third or fourth
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