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I dedicate this book to all those killed in wars, those who remain missing, and those who somehow survived it.

VIETNAM WAR

All the wrong people remember Vietnam. I think all the people who remember it should forget it, and all the people who forgot it should remember it.

Michael Herr, U.S. journalist, the Observer, London, January 15, 1989

I was learning that there are some events that are so overwhelming that you can't simply be a witness. You can't be above it. You can't be neutral. You can't be untouched by it. It's as simple as that. You see it. You live it. You experience it, and it will be with you all of your days. 

Joe Galloway, U.S. Journalist during Vietnam, “Vietnam in HD,” 2011
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1973, Middle America

Adele stopped short as a young boy bumped against her legs.

"Sorry," he mumbled before disappearing back into the crowd.

With a sigh, she bit her lip and continued forward. On the platform, the dignitaries of the town, and a few from the state, lined up in parade. Today Lieutenant Crowley would speak. Would he even say what she needed to hear?

Her gaze traveled across the trembling sea of American flags. So many people had come. Old men, young boys, wives, daughters, sons, and nephews – all stood like various threads woven into a colorful fabric.

A high school band rattled out a song slightly out of tune and the crowd groaned. Her gaze paused on some of the faces. The man with the blue cravat, where’d he come from? Was he for the war or against it? The girl by his side, was she here to show patriotism or out of obligation to the man?

A tall woman wearing a pink tweed suit gripped a framed photo tight in her hands. In the photo, a young man in a football uniform smiled widely at the camera. What was her story and who was that youth?

She looked down at herself and her husband’s face rose in her thoughts. Where did she fit in? John had warned her of what was to come.

“War? You’re going to war?” Heat rose in her cheeks. She shouldn’t yell at him, not now. “For what? Why? Why do we care about some country on the other side of the earth? I hate Vietnam!”

Her words tumbled over each other. “I mean, c’mon! This is wrong! Terry is gone because of that war ...” 

John scowled, and she choked back her next thought.

“I could give you all the reasons in the world. Perhaps Terry is one of them. I won’t be a draft dodger.”

No, that would be unlike you.

Regret. The memory sat sour in her stomach. Terry, their skinny, odd, bookworm of a friend, was gone. They’d attended his funeral together. Not all the flag-draped coffins, all the salutes, all the medals in the world made up for that. She missed his sunny smile. She missed him saying the wrong thing at the wrong time.

A loud noise from the podium interrupted her reverie. “Friends,” a stout man in a tight black suit began, “We are SO glad to introduce to you, Lieutenant Andrew Crowley, finally returned, an ex-POW from Vietnam.” 

A wave of cheers ascended from the crowd and with it voices of laughter and derision.

“Lieutenant Crowley,” the man continued. 

An average-sized man with dark wavy hair, Lieutenant Crowley, even wearing his fancy dress uniform, looked decidedly normal. But she should have expected that. He would, after all, have cleaned up and eaten since he'd returned.

His shoes caught the light as he leaned over the podium. “Thank you.” The microphone whistled, and some in the crowd groaned.

“And thank YOU." He waved his hand toward the crowd. 

"I’m glad to be home.” Scattered applause erupted and died down. He grasped the podium firmly.

“So many ask me how I survived. What did I do to stay upbeat? Well, I guess I survived because I believed in myself and I believed in my fellow soldiers. I believed in my nation. I believed the day would come when I would be free. It was hard at times, yet I never stopped thinking I’d make it out alive ...”

Alive. The last word rang in her ears, and gasping for air, the crowd pressed in upon her uncomfortably.

"I can't breathe," she choked out as her vision clouded and bile rose in her throat. “Please ... please let me out!” 

But no one budged. Instead, suffocating, smothering, the people tightened. 

I have to get away. 

A heavy-set man glared at her, beads of perspiration rolling down his face.

I need air. Dizzy, she flailed her arms and slid to the ground.

A strong male arm grasped hold of her shoulders. Lifting and pulling, the stranger steered her through the crowd.

“Make way. Make way,” he shouted. 

At the street’s edge, she slumped onto the sun-warmed metal of a public bench, dropping her head into her hands. 

The speech throbbed in her ears, a muffled roar and distant buildings swam in her view.

“Lean on me,” the man said as he sat beside her.

Adele closed her eyes, and a wave of nausea
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