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Eleanor Foster stepped proudly from the
gleaming black limousine to the red-carpeted walkway leading to the
front door of the eighteenth century Georgetown mansion. There was
vigor to her step on this gala evening that belied her age of
sixty-four years. Eleanor had done everything she could do to
insure a star-spangled evening.

Her husband Samuel P. Foster, U. S. Senator
extraordinaire, was stepping down from the Senate seat he had held
longer than anyone else in the history of Virginia. As she proudly
glided along the walkway toward the entrance to her home, she
contemplated their life together. Sam had been a good husband, in
spite of his “distractions” as she preferred to think of his
discreet but on-going liaisons with other women. She had conceded
that part of her husband many years ago. She lost him when the
disrespect she had for herself allowed her to believe it when Sam
told her that truly great and powerful men could never be satisfied
by one woman. She would always be his wife and the mother of their
children, he told her, boldly reminding her that a man needed a
wife and children in order to run for the Presidency of the United
States. Eleanor had swallowed her pride at age twenty-three, and
she was not to get it back until she gave birth at age forty-two to
their son, Jack.

She remained confident though, that the
history books would judge Sam Foster well. Even though he had not
seen his dream of becoming President, come true, he had been a good
Senator. He was feared and respected and the historians would
revere him as a great states-man. That was, after all was said, and
done, all that was important to him, and in the end that was all
that was important to her as well.

The graduation of their two sons from
officer training school at Virginia Military Institute was also
celebrated on this momentous evening. It would be the last evening
that she would have them both home before they shipped out for a
tour of duty in Viet Nam.

“Yes,” Eleanor
reminded herself as she approached the entrance to her
home,

“June 22, 1965 will be a
night I will remember for the rest of my life.”

Limousines by the dozen, their drivers
anxious to disgorge their cargo of government dignitaries snaked
along with the usual noisy police escorts in a line of vehicles
that brought the Monday night commuter traffic on Pennsylvania
Avenue to a standstill.

The entire perimeter of the grounds of the
mansion bristled with the frenetic activities of local police
department and contracted security guards.

To Eleanor Foster everything was exactly as
it should be. Across the chandelier-lighted room of A-list
Washington dignitaries, Eleanor could see her husband in the role
he was so very comfortable with, surrounded by well-wishers.

“A young man like Jack,
Senator, you must be very proud!” said one of the tuxedoed guests
while vigorously shaking Sam's hand.

“You bet I am!” bellowed
Sam in a voice that made one-on-one conversation a matter of public
record,

“Eleanor and I are both
very, very proud of Jack” He lifted his head to be sure that
everyone, including his Democratic rivals, could hear.

“Let this be a personal
rebuttal to those that charge the burden of this conflict in
Vietnam to be unequally distributed.” The small circle of friends
that had surrounded the Senator nodded in agreement and parted to
allow Eleanor to take her place next to her husband.

“Oh sure, Jack could have
stayed stateside,” he continued, pausing long enough to take a kiss
on the cheek from his wife,

“But he wanted to serve his
country in combat and to do his fair share!”

“Like his Father and
Grandfather before him,” said Eleanor assuming the role to which
she had become so accustomed.

“Maybe he’ll end up a hero
like his daddy,” added the local television channel newscaster, in
her sexy southern drawl.

“Or a Senator!” chortled
Eleanor, hugging her husband’s prosperous waist with her elegant,
fragile arm.

“Why stop there?” queried
Sam, his eyes widening. Suddenly everyone felt comfortable with one
another and laughed in unison. It had never been a secret that Sam
wanted Jack to chase the Presidency.

Sam’s peripheral vision picked up the finely
tailored Army uniform and followed as the man wearing it deftly
sifted through the crowded room of smiling guests. When the young
man got to within arms length the Senator reached out and grabbed
him by the back of the arm, turning him to the attentive group.

"Ladies, especially ladies,” he said winking
“And of course, Gentlemen, I want you all to congratulate our son,
Bill, who as you all know will also be leaving in the morning for
South East Asia.” Sam moved his meaty hand up to the back of Bill’s
neck and beamed with generous and sincere pride.

“He and Jack just may be
the one-two punch we need over there!”

The brief yet heartfelt applause subsided
and well-wishers quickly enveloped Bill.

Sam gently nudged Bill towards the pretty
television reporter who had caught his own eye, hoping for a
vicarious thrill.

That is the Senator, always selling,
always campaigning, thought Bill. Embarrassed by the sudden
spotlight of attention, he raised his eyes to the small group,
smiling now, and thinking of how he could gracefully remove himself
from the situation.

“It’s very nice to meet all
of you! I would like to thank all of you for coming tonight and
helping my father celebrate his many years of distinguished public
service. His is a record we are all very proud of!” He paused only
for a moment.

“My only hope is that he
will spend a little more time now on the golf course.”

Bill was clearly nervous. He was not
accustomed to being a spokes-man for the family.

Sam and Eleanor could only beam with pride.
They loved him dearly and hoped beyond hope they had never treated
him differently from Jack.

“What do you plan to do
following your tour of duty, Bill?” asked the well-dressed man
standing next to his father. Bill recognized him as the Chairman of
the Ford Motor Company.

“I anticipate a very long
career in the service of our country, Sir!” Bill’s emphatic
response visibly pleased the Senator and sensing his father's
approval, Bill continued.

“Yes Sir, as I am sure you
understand, we simply cannot allow the communists to control the
peninsula, and Jack and I are going over to help out and do our
part” Bill was clearly proud of what he was saying, and he meant
every word of it.

“There are, of course, many
ways to serve your country, Bill, and industry, more specifically
the automobile industry, needs good, disciplined men like yourself
to help propel this great country into a position of global
economic leadership. We need young, talented men that know the
value of hard work and a strong economy. Yes, Bill, I'll tell you,
I remember¼”

“I understand what you are
saying, Sir, and am flattered that you think I would be good for
the car business,” said Bill interrupting him,

“But I’m afraid that I am a
dyed-in-the-wool military man.” His eyes scanned the floor for the
pretty brunette whose invitation to dance he had declined
earlier.

“Call it genetic imperative
if you like,” he said, his eyes locking on the form of the woman as
she danced with his brother.

“Bill comes from a long
line of Army Rangers,” added Eleanor, coming to his
rescue.

“Indeed, a long, proud line
of fighting men dating back to the Civil War” she said, looking for
the approval from the group she knew she would get. Allowing Sam to
take over at this point, Eleanor winked at Bill and then focused on
her husband as he began to recall the illustrious history of his
family to the growing group around him. She could not help but
privately reflect on the myth that she and her husband had created
for the sake of Bill, their adopted son. The one they created to
insure that he understood he belonged to an important
family.

The myth was that Bill’s heritage was
steeped in the polish and discipline of the military, and that his
father had been killed in action in the Korean War when Bill was
only hours old. Bill’s mother, so the myth went, died in
childbirth. Eleanor figured that the memory of deceased parents
would keep Bill from investigating his real parents. The very
thought of Bill discovering his genetic heritage, or the fact that
he had been lied to by Eleanor and Sam, made her skin crawl. Sam
and Eleanor had adopted Bill, at Eleanor’s insistence, only two
years prior to becoming pregnant with Jack. Eleanor has just turned
40 at the time and her need to have a child was simply
overwhelming. She needed someone to absorb the love she could no
longer give to Sam.

She and Sam had tried unsuccessfully, for
years to have their own, but various medical hurdles had prevented
conception. Eleanor was not sure at the time if the difficulties
rested within her own biology or with Sam’s, but they had been
trying for 10 years and she would not allow any hurdle to impede
her desire to be a mother. She so wanted a brother for Bill and she
simply would not settle for less. The unexpected but deeply
gratifying successful conception of Jack completed her.

Eleanor had found Bill through an exclusive
D.C. adoption agency. He had been born to a very respectable and
highly educated woman whose only ambitions were political, and a
child simply did not fit into the picture. Abortion was her first
consideration when faced with the unexpected news of her pregnancy.
She knew however that the media dogs and the local Democrats she
planned to unseat in a future Senate race would shred her political
future with the information. The lesser of the two evils dictated
bringing the child to term and thru adoption providing a happy home
for it. Bill became a part of Sam and Eleanor Fosters life, a
miracle in Eleanor’s view, and he would never want for
anything.

“Where is that college
roommate of yours, Bill?” asked the Senator, jokingly referring to
Jack.

“I think I saw him with
Senator McSweeney, Sir”

“Well fetch him over here!
That damned photographer charges by the hour, and I mean to get my
money's worth!” bellowed Sam, winking at Bill and then erupting
into laughter along with everyone else in the group.

Eleanor caught up with Bill as he slowly
crossed the crowded floor. She knew that he would be her only real
son’s closest friend in that hell hole that was so far away. Maybe,
she thought, even at this late hour that she could convince them
both not to go over there, but instead to get good corporate
positions, find wives, and settle down. Eleanor caught herself
dreaming, and reminded of their military obligations, she playfully
scolded herself for such foolish thoughts. She knew it was
pointless to argue with men whose destinies are defending the
security of a nation.

“Damn it; God be with
them,” she whispered to herself.

“Excuse me, Mom, did you
say something?” asked Bill leaning over slightly and affectionately
tucking her arm into his.

“Now you listen to me,
young man!” Bill stopped abruptly and turned to face his
mother.

"I want to spend a few minutes with you
before this night is out!” Unconsciously she tightened her grip on
his bicep.

“I have something very
important to discuss with you, and you must promise me that you
will not leave without speaking to me first.”

Bill gave her, at first, a quizzical look,
but seeing the impish look on his mother’s face, he succumbed to
her smile, knowing that her discussion would involve the motherly
advice that all sons must receive before going off to war.

“How about if you save a
dance for me,” he said, as he gently kissed her on the
cheek.

“But right now I’m on a
mission from God," he said, laughing as he reminded her that he was
to find Jack and bring him to her husband for pictures.

“Damn, Eleanor, you are a
sight for sore eyes! Let’s dance one of those slow songs you've
been promising me all these years.”

Eleanor turned to her right to see John
Conner, one of Sam's best friends.

Characteristically John had enjoyed a few
too many drinks, but she knew how to handle him.

When she turned back to Bill, he was gone.
Stepping out onto the crowded dance floor with John, she searched
the room for Bill but did not see him.

She hoped it was not a premonition.

Having seen Jack enter the restroom Bill
skirted around the couples waltzing on the polished wooden dance
floor. Talking loudly as he walked into the men’s room, Bill
said,

“Come on, Jack, Dad is
looking for you, something about family pictures and the rising
costs of photography!”

Jack was leaning over the white porcelain
sink and solemnly studying his own eyes in the spotless mirror of
the bathroom. He was an incredibly handsome young man, and Bill
never tried to compete with him on that level. Women thought he had
gorgeous eyes, and he did, deep, dark blue and big. His closely
cropped black hair offset his eyes and his chiseled features.

“Seventy-two hours from now
we'll be in some place called Vietnam.” He did not shift his gaze a
fraction until Bill started towards him. Their eyes locked in the
mirror and Jack felt Bill’s strong hand come down hard on his left
shoulder.

“That’s right buddy, you
and me, the butt-kickers, gonna go over there and end
it!”

He lowered his head to the level of Jack's
in the mirror and in a near whisper said,

“Now let’s get back out
there and keep the powers that be, happy. Whaddya' say Ranger!”
Bill was feeling the effects of a few beers. Bravado and
testosterone were quickly invading his behavior. He leaned almost
his full weight against his best friend and brother, arm on his
shoulder and his left arm extending towards the gala that was in
mid-flight just beyond the restroom door.

Jack smirked boyishly and allowed his
brother to direct him to the door. Bill gently pushed him out first
and followed close behind.

“Damn, there are a lot of
people here,” said Jack, as he looked for a path back to where the
photographer had set up his lighting equipment.

“Yeah, you’d think that
your Dad was an important person or something!” Bill answered
playfully.

Jack didn’t even notice that Bill had said
"Your Dad."

"We’re all proud of you both”, shouted a
voice anonymously from the crowd.

“Hurry back to us you two!”
pleaded a slinky woman ho was being led onto the crowded
floor.

Walking slowly through the crowd Jack
stopped when he recognized the older couple staring at him as he
passed. He recognized them from the funeral of their oldest boy,
killed in the early fighting of the conflict that he and his
brother were about to dive into. He hugged them both and turned to
walk away.

“Kick some ass over there
you guys!”

Jack turned quickly to see a Marine in dress
whites at full salute. He stopped long enough to return the salute
and shake the soldier’s hand hoping that he would be able to absorb
some of his blind enthusiasm for the mission that was in front of
him. Along with his brother, they continued past the line of
well-wishers. Jack suddenly exited the small French doors that led
to the quiet veranda, pulling Bill with him by the arm.

“Jack, Dad is waiting for
us!”

A moment of silence followed. Bill knew his
brother well enough to know that something was eating at him. Jack
was standing by the balcony’s edge that overlooked the expansive,
perfectly manicured grounds.

Bill had seen the look before.

“Jack! Look, why don’t we
grab a few beers and get out of this zoo for a while.”

It was a few seconds before he got a
reply.

“You know, Billy, it’s
finally starting to sink in and I'm a little shook. It’s hard to
put a finger on, but I feel like I don’t know what the hell I’m
doing!” A waiter stepped out onto the veranda and offered the
brothers a choice of beverages from his silver tray. Bill selected
a few drinks and thanked the waiter, asking him to tell the Senator
that they would be there in a few minutes.

He waited until the waiter had left the
balcony before walking over to share the balcony’s marbled railing.
Jack couldn’t look into the eyes of his brother. He was feeling
ashamed for the way that he was talking. It simply wasn’t Army
Ranger talk. It wasn’t tough enough. After all, they had just
graduated from the most “kick-ass” military training in the
world.

“Hey!” Bill spoke firmly
now. He knew what his brother needed.

“You remember that last
game with Clemson?” Jack’s head did not move in Bill’s peripheral
vision, so he wheeled around suddenly to emphasize his next
point.

“Who the hell were we
anyway? Here we were, zero for October and November, playin’ the
number 2 team in the country; a goddamned team that’s’ fucking ten
and oh! Christ Almighty, we should’ve gotten our asses kicked all
over that Stadium!”

“Yeah" continued Bill,
sensing that this would be good for both of them,

“You were a one-man
wrecking crew. You came off the pine to get not one, but two
interceptions in the last quarter to put little ol’ VMI in position
to beat those guys!”

The macho dialogue was classic “jarhead”
stuff, and they had both seen and heard enough of that the last few
months. Bill had used it before with Jack. It was not the first
time he had helped him through self-doubt. Jack slowly raised his
head to reveal a grin.

“You asshole!” he said
playfully.

Bill took a sip from the longneck beer and
sat down next to his brother.

“Look at all of this,
Jack!” Bill said, sweeping his arm in an arc around the festively
lighted grounds of the huge estate.

They both took a moment to observe the
formal surroundings of the home in which they both grew up. Looking
down at the small clusters of people they could see people
subconsciously matching themselves with each other; the power plays
taking place in moments of vulnerability; the gossip circles; the
handsome young soldiers dancing with the debutantes; the disguised
frenzy of the caterers hoping to please their clients; the quiet
older obedience of the rank and file.

Bill was sure that Jack was not reading the
scene the way he was. He was sure that Jack was simply feeling the
pressure in his chest that was slowly paralyzing him, the pressure
that he always talked about in moments of deepest confidence.

Bill knew he had always handled pressure
better than his brother did but he did not judge his brother for
it. Bill had never believed that he was Jack’s real brother anyway,
at least genetically, but on the other hand, he could not imagine
being any closer to a blood brother.

“These are your people
Jack. This is your life. You were born into it, and I am privileged
as well, even if only by association". Bill looked away from his
brother and took a swallow of cold beer.

A few moments of silence followed.

“You know that has never
been an issue with us!” said Jack defensively, staring out at the
festivities on the front lawn. They both knew they were referring
to Bill’s adopted status.

“Please, Jack, let me
finish.”

“People like you were meant
to lead, to govern! It's what you people do. It's what this country
has been expecting of your family for generations. It’s normal,
natural even. There’s a sense of order to it. You and I are
different that way, buddy!”

Bill turned to his right, to see his friend,
his brother, looking at him intently as he continued.

“This little trip we’re
goin’ on tomorrow is just a natural step in the logical progression
of things. Hey,” he said, smiling,

“We do this right now, help
out, and do our small part in the big picture and then get on to
the big time when we get back!”

Bill stood up and began pacing the polished
marble floor of the outdoor veranda.

A long silence between the two was broken
when Jack rose from his decorative stone bench to match Bill’s
height. He put his arm around his brother’s neck.

“I can always count on you,
Bill. I always have, and you have always been there”.

Bill looked directly at his brother, finding
comfort in the unwritten arrangement that they shared.

“I guess I’ll always be
ridin’ shotgun for you buddy,” said Bill as he leaned back against
the wooden shutters of the window, taking a long slow swallow of
beer.

“I can guarantee you this
much my brother," said Jack, feeling the need to comfort Bill with
the fact that they were as close as genetic brothers.

"Wherever I go there’ll be a place for
you.”

Jack said it as though for the very first
time he truly sensed his own political destiny. He put his arm
around Bill’s shoulder and began walking toward the party inside.
He stopped abruptly to raise his champagne glass to the full moon
that now illuminated the early evening sky.

Bill raised his Budweiser bottle and
together they let out a wolf howl followed by the solemn words
known so well to those whose fraternity is forged by common
experience and purpose,

“Rangers lead the
way!”

 


 


********************

 


 


The unobstructed night sky is spectacular by
any standard and it looks, pretty much, the same from a veranda in
Georgetown as it does from a stinking foxhole in Vietnam.

So thought Bill as he gently eased his
aching back against the soggy wall of the bomb crater he had thrown
himself into a moment before. Fixing his gaze on the star-filled
heavens, he exhaled deeply and suddenly realized how tired his guys
must be. He was tired too; bone aching, muscle weary, spirit
draining tired. He and Jack, separated two days before by mission
demands, were in radio contact and, as the crow flies, only about
two hundred yards from each other. Two hundred yards of heavy
jungle foliage, that seemed to be oozing Viet Cong. The separate
Ranger units headed by Bill and Jack were successful in pushing the
enemy back a few clicks and they both knew that “Charlie” was
quietly re-grouping. Bill was grateful for the break in the action
and allowed himself a simple distraction. Six months and seven
days, 145 days, 3,488 hours, 209,280 minutes; Bill again calculated
the time he had been in ‘Nam as he returned his gaze to the burning
jungle that raged less than one hundred yards in front of him.
Reducing the time to the smallest possible increment, he thought,
might make his stay in hell seem a little shorter than it really
was, thereby actually getting him closer to that last plane ride
home. It was the mathematics of a fool, he knew, but it helped to
pass the time. He tried not to think about going home the way many
of his companions did, in the cargo section of a transport plane
with Old Glory as a blanket.

“Williams,” shouted Bill as
he began to climb out of the crater, ready to re-group his men and
once again, press the attack. Ear splitting gunfire suddenly
erupted, sending Bill sprawling and crawling back to his hole. He
lifted his head in time to see Williams frantically scratching at
the earth, trying to get back to his hole, dragging his own severed
leg in his right hand. Bill had never heard anything close to the
sound that was coming out of William’s mouth. The amount of enemy
ordinance launched at his recon outfit told him that they had
pushed "Charlie" back to a main staging area. He knew now the enemy
would have a lot more firepower than he had, and that they would
soon attack to take advantage of the mismatch. Bill realized the
unthinkable had happened. They were trapped behind enemy lines with
little or no link to support forces. His weary men were being
shredded by fresh North Vietnamese troops. He needed to make some
decisions, and fast. Bill fought with a fury that was fueled by
responsibility as much as it was by self-preservation. He quickly
found what was left of his men, surveyed the size of the force that
was attacking them, estimated his position, and calculated their
only escape route. It was going to be almost impossible to get his
men the two hundred yards back to the rescue coordinates to be
picked up by the choppers. Piloting one of the choppers, he knew,
was his brother Jack.

“Thank God, Jack will be
here soon.” He mumbled to himself, finding momentary comfort.
Crouching now, knee deep in the black water of the steaming
foxhole, Bill and his men fired their weapons frantically at the
perimeter of a burning jungle that seemed to be belching hordes of
Vietnamese soldiers from its flaming belly.

“Fuckin’-A, Bill! What the
fuck are we doin? Get us out of here, Man!” Bill didn’t turn to
look at Roberts who was screaming obscenities while reloading his
weapon. Instead, he turned to the two men closest to him and
ordered them to stop firing.

“Listen soldier, you,
Sparks and Miller lay down a hot path on the back side of this
hill, take positions, and cover the rest of us as we come. I'm
gonna try to get us that chopper we were promised one more time.
Give me two minutes, get goin’...now!"

Roberts frantically grabbed the
flame-thrower from his back harness and spun around to lead the
other two down the hill into the uncertainty of the stinking,
shrieking jungle that separated them all from their rescuers.

“Jack? Jack, buddy; can you
read? Come in, man, I need you big time.”

The hand held radio that had worked so well
in non-battle situations now sputtered and crackled. It almost made
him laugh, and for a brief moment, he thought of the noise his ’56
Chevy made when it overheated on that trip he and Jack had taken
the prior summer to Virginia Beach. Jack, he remembered, had popped
the hood of the car and been literally blown off his feet as he
foolishly loosened the white-hot cap of the steaming car
radiator.

“Jack...Damn it, give me
some cover! This place is a fuckin’ inferno! I’ve got wounded and
we’re one step ahead of Charlie, Jack, for Christ’s sake, do you
read?”

The intense static almost masked Jack’s
reply, and Bill strained to hear, his life depending on it.

“Bill, I read
you¼one bird left, a Medivac chopper, and
my guys are hit, bad.

Fuckin’ ambush. They’re all over me! Can’t
think… I don’t know man, I don’t know¼”

Bill felt for the first time since he'd been
in 'Nam, truly alone and he squeezed the hand held phone with all
his strength, pressing his mouth against the sweaty, dirty
transmitter.

“Jack, what the fuck are
you telling me? Foster, get me that fuckin’ chopper now!

I've got six men left, and we’re outta here.
Come on, damn it!”

Again, the radio spit and sputtered, his
brother’s voice was barely audible.

“Bill, we're at the
coordinates. Landed two minutes ago, we got hit when we landed.
Bridges gone, fuckin dead! Billy, he's fuckin' dead! We’re not
gonna make it, man!

God, help us¼!"

Bill couldn’t believe what he was hearing,
and he slowly raised his head to meet the frantic eyes of his own
grim and panicked men, who were trading gunshots for hope.

Resolute now in what he must do, Bill spoke
into the hateful device before discarding it.

“Jack! Damn it, Jack!
Listen to me... Get control buddy. I’m on the way!”

He dropped the phone into its watery grave
and quickly scrambled out of the crater, barking orders to his
direction-hungry men.

“Withers, Carmine, Boots,
on my lead, we're checkin’ out! Get started down that hill and
regroup at the bottom. Move it! Move it! The men scrambled down the
gentle slope, their destination brightly illuminated by the
fiercely burning jungle behind them. They returned the enemy fire
by randomly firing into the canopy of the jungle around
them.

“Jack, you son of a
bitch, thought Bill, as he raised his own flamethrower. He knew
that “Charlie” was right behind them and he scorched the small
opening in the brush that he had just shared with his men, hoping
to buy the precious seconds he would need to join them at the
bottom of the hill. Halfway down the steep slippery path, he felt
as though he had been cut in half. Tumbling end over end, down the
last part of the hill, Bill came to a rest in an awkward rag
doll-like sitting position and he was frozen in the horror of
mortal uncertainty. His entire body tensed, braced in anticipation
of the worst.

Time stood still for him as he slowly
lowered his eyes to inventory the rest of his body. The searing
pain told him it was bad, the only question could be, how bad? He
found himself being quickly picked up from behind and carried by
two of his men to the protection of the group. Enemy fire forced
them to maintain this position for the moment, his brave men
forming a circle around him with their backs to him allowing
"Boots", the platoon medic, to do his job. Bill used the time to
collect his sensibilities, the adrenal rush of shock beginning to
wear off.

“Boots checked ya'll out,
Lieutenant. Ya'll took one in the side, but not bad. Looks like it
went clean through and didn't take nothin' with it; Couple inches
to the left, though, and Charlie woulda’ had a nice ol'
trophy!”

For the moment all that Bill could think
about was that Withers was one of two men in his recon group that
came from the same small town in Louisiana, though, try as he
could, he couldn't remember the name of the town.

Withers’ voice and dark humor were
comforting, and Bill managed his acknowledgement in a painful
chuckle and a wink.

“Yea,” said Carmine, “Good
thing we ain’t sellin’ our stuff to the gooks”. He stroked his
still steaming automatic rifle, knowing that a similar hit from it
would have left the Lieutenant dismembered.

Bill nodded knowingly, and struggled, with
help, to his feet, eyeing the hill they needed to climb to get to
the chopper; to get to safety; to get his men the hell out of that
mess. The gunfire suddenly intensified again, and Bill took
charge.

“Travis, Jonesy, hang back
and cover our porch, nothing heroic, Steady retreat. Carmine, grab
lead, the rest of us are on you.” Jones sprinted about thirty yards
back along the rough trail they had just been on to set up a rear
support. Bill knew their chances of making it were slim. There were
V.C. all around them, and he knew the gooks were waiting for the
right moment. The terror that raced through his brain made him
forget the pain that was slowly numbing his bloodied
abdomen.

“Come on, Travis, haul ass!
You think this is a fuckin’ vacation or¼”
His words were chopped off by the frantic shriek of Jones’s assault
rifle. The dense jungle concealed the action and left the outcome
to the imagination of the men as they stopped briefly, hesitantly,
some wanting to go back for Jones, some terrified to know that
Charlie was that close and getting closer. Bill ordered the
remaining five to hustle up.

“Come on, mother fuckers,
that chopper ain't waitin’ ’til Christmas. Move your
asses!”

He grabbed Carmine's arm and gruffly yanked
him towards him, and as he did, the head of Travis, who had been
standing directly behind Carmine, exploded in a sickening sound,
his body a corpse before it hit the ground. Bill slouched down and
violently dug at the earth with every ounce of remaining strength
trying to get to the top of the hill where the chopper was idling.
He turned his head to find his men and saw Boots and Withers
disappear in the crimson grey smoke and fire of a direct mortar
hit. He raised himself and began to run along the perimeter of the
clearing, towards the chopper that sat on the opposite side of the
field. He turned his head and saw Carmine close behind.

“Come on, man, just a
little further¼” He heard Carmine stumble
and fall, and Bill stopped short and ran back the twenty yards to
help him.

“I’m hit, I’m hit, oh man,
oh man; Fuck it! Fuck it! Fuck it! Jesus Fucking Christ!” Carmine
was delirious with shock, writhing and twisting in pain in the mud.
Bill had to use all his strength to get him over his shoulder and
was now slogging toward the idling chopper, knowing that the enemy
was mere seconds behind him. Screaming as loud as he could with
Carmines full body weight on him, he used his free hand to signal
the pilot of the Huey Medevac helicopter. The large, red cross
symbol on the nose and side of the chopper offered hope, and Bill
was in great need of it.

“Rev it up, man! Rev that
fucker up. We’re outta here!” His eyes were searching the
windshield of the chopper, trying to read the condition of the
chopper and the pilot at the same time. “Christ,” he mumbled to
himself remembering his fallen friends, they were all gone,
Roberts, Sparky, Miller, Boots, Withers, Travis.

“You and me, Carmine! You
’n me, all the way, buddy. Let’s get the hell outta
here!”

He struggled to keep his feet under him as
he plodded through the open, muddy field toward the bird. Carmine
was writhing in pain, making it even more difficult for Bill to
handle his weight on his shoulder. Bill had no idea of the extent
of Carmine’s injuries, though he was sure they were bad. He'd
forgotten completely about his own. He didn't have time to think
about it. He just needed to get them both to the chopper. He was
sure that Carmine could hear him, so he tried to comfort him as
best he could.

"Goin’ home Carmine, almost out my man!”

As he got within a few yards of the chopper,
Bill could see his brother, Jack sitting in the pilot seat and for
a brief moment, he mentally flashed on that going-away party six
months earlier. The smile on his face disappeared when he saw the
comatose look on Jack’s face. He smeared the windshield with his
bloodied left hand as he balanced himself from falling. “Jack!
Jack! Come on, man! Get this piece of shit in the air. Jack, come
on, buddy!”

There was no response at all. Bill put
Carmine down, as gently as he could, in the cargo area of the
chopper, screaming now at Jack to help him. Bill searched the
perimeter of the clearing for what he knew was coming and prayed
he’d have enough time for them to lift off. He scrambled to the
cockpit of the chopper and shook Jack nearly out of the seat.
Fearing that Jack had been hit, he groped his brother’s body
looking for wounds. Finding none, he suddenly realized that Jack
was immobilized by fear.

He didn’t have time for this.

“Goddamn it, Jack, snap out
of it!” The instrument panel was a tangle of smoking wires, making
the radio useless, and the chopper rotor that had sounded so much
like escape, suddenly came to a sickening stop, violently jerking
the body of the helicopter and almost throwing Bill out the copilot
door.

“Christ,” Bill muttered,
sizing up the situation now as hopeless.

“Jack! Jack!” He took him
by the sleeve and pulled him gruffly from the seat and onto the
muddy field, standing him up against the body of the spent airship.
Jack was limp, and submissive and mumbling quietly to himself. Bill
struggled to keep him on his feet and slapped him hard to jolt him
from his stupor. He had only read about this kind of condition, and
knew he would have to snap Jack out of it if they were to have any
kind of chance.

“Jack, it’s Bill, Bill your
brother, Jack! Can you hear me, man? Come on pal, snap out of it!”
He slapped him hard twice more and shook him violently, screaming
at him now.

“Get with it, Ranger, or
I’m gonna kick your ass all over this goddamn field!”

Bill looked nervously over his own shoulder,
checking for the enemy he knew was coming hard for them. A chopper
was a very big prize for the North Vietnamese, and he knew what
they did to captured officers and chopper pilots. Suddenly, he felt
Jack begin to struggle, and at the same time saw the jungle on the
perimeter come alive with the enemy. He tried to push Jack into the
cover of the chopper, but Jack resisted and, incredibly, began to
fight with Bill, not knowing what he was doing. Bill’s frustration
peaked, and his own sense of survival took over. In a singular
motion with his left arm, he knocked Jack off his feet and with his
right grabbed the automatic weapon he had laid down, next to
Carmine, on the floor of the chopper.

“Okay, you mother fuckers!
If this is it, come and get it!” The adrenaline that had propelled
him through the last twenty-four hours again fueled his anger and
fear, and he began emptying his rifle at the camouflaged figures
that were now running toward the impotent airship. He was thinking
of many things at that moment, and his own death seemed
imminent.

“So this is it, huh!" he
said out loud to himself. He glanced over to where Jack had been
and was shocked to see nothing. He looked back into the cargo area
where he had put Carmine and saw his brother curled up on the
bloodied floor of the chopper, oblivious to the danger at
hand.

“Jack, buddy, looks like
this is where we get off!” Bills laughter was the laughter that
sometimes erupts in the face of danger. Different things in
different people prompt it. In some, it is the only way to
psychologically deal with real and immediate danger. In Bill’s
case, the absurdity of the situation caused a nervous laugh that
was quite beyond his control. Hesitating only to reload, he glanced
back at his brother and saw him slumped in a corner of the disabled
chopper, mumbling incoherently, staring at the torn and bloodied
body of his fellow Ranger lying next to him. Carmine had been
unconscious, but now began to writhe in pain on the floor of the
Huey, and Bill, tried to comfort him.

“It’s okay Carmine we’ll be
home soon.” He looked at Jack the way a protective parent looks at
a child.

“You and me,
bro¼!” said Bill, sensing that Jack’s
condition rendered him useless in the fight they were in. He turned
to face the hard charging North Vietnamese, deliberately leaned
into his rifle, and began firing. Knowing that with the limited
remaining ammunition would only buy 30 minutes at best, Bill
focused on making every shot count.

The Medevac chopper windshield suddenly
exploded and showered him in noise and glass. Using the barrel of
his AK-47 assault rifle, Bill leveled the remaining broken glass to
the framework of the windshield and rested the rifle on the now
flat surface.

He quickly adjusted the rear site of the
Kalashnikov rifle using the elevation knob, setting it for 200
yards. He carefully aimed at the animated figures in front of him
and slowly squeezed off shots, feeling the characteristic recoil
shudder of the rifle against his right shoulder. Firing twice per
second, methodically sweeping his rifle in a horizontal fashion
across the metal framework above the smoking, and sparking
instruments of the control panel, Bill saw the figures in front of
him fall like toys.

Everything seemed to be in slow motion now
and he had the psychological conflict of focusing on the horrific
task of defending his position and at the same time could sense his
psyche rising out of and above the disabled chopper. Looking down
he could see the barrel of his rifle protruding from the shattered
windshield and could actually trace the flight of his ammo rounds
as he fired them. As each flesh annihilating round found its human
target, Bill thought he could hear a loud metallic "ping", and
suddenly the North Vietnamese infantry turned into battered little
ducks, moving from right to left. Behind them, the burning jungle
he and Carmine had escaped from morphed into a huge festive Ferris
wheel, brightly lit against the nearly black

night sky. The pungent metallic odors of
blood and sweat evaporated into those of hot buttered popcorn and
insanely sweet cotton candy.

His aerie vantage point allowed him to look
down and see himself as a 16-year old at the 1958 Virginia State
Fair. The broken and disabled Huey helicopter transformed into the
brightly lit, noisy center of attention known as the Davey Crockett
Shooting Gallery. Standing to his right, cheering him on was his
brother Jack. She was there too. Cathy Patterson, the first girl he
ever had a crush on. She was there, her black hair and green eyes,
in her cheerleader uniform, cheering him on. A crazy, wild scene;
And through it all the constant metallic "ping," another battered
duck would collapse and a cheer would erupt from the crowd that had
now gathered to watch. Cathy's eyes; those green liquid pools, so
big, so deep, so achingly beautiful.

The bright lights of the fair reflected in
those eyes that held so much hope, so much promise. "Ping...Ping,"
more cheers. The big prize would be his, for sure. His father would
be so proud. He was a winner. They all were cheering for him. He
had it now, a new Virginia State Fair Crockett Shooting Gallery
record of 75 ducks in a row.

He squeezed the trigger again and nothing
happened! He panicked and looked up to see that the Fair attendant
had turned off the game and was pulling from the top shelf the
biggest stuffed animal he'd ever seen, the big prize. He looked to
his right to see Cathy, to see the joy in those big, bright eyes.
She looked up at him with those incredible eyes, those eyes that
made his heart quake.

The bright carnival lights that magically
reflected in her eyes suddenly turned to flames and the sights and
sounds of the jungle war gripped him again like death itself. In a
white flash of bright light, he returned from his lofty vantage
point above the chopper to the shattered cockpit from which he had
waged his shooting exhibition.

Bill sat there in the midst of the rubble
trying to understand what had just happened, adrenaline pulsing
confusion into his fatigued sensibilities.

Incredibly, the depleted force of North
Vietnamese began to scatter in terror, running not toward him but,
amazingly, away from him. The familiar high-pitched whine of a low
flying Huey warship nearly deafened him as it rocketed over his own
disabled ship, spewing death at anything that moved in the open
rice paddy.

Bill began to cheer like a schoolboy.

“ALL RIGHT¼YAH, YAH¼Smoke
’em¼kick some ass you big beautiful son of
a bitch! Jack, Jack we’re gonna make it¼!”

Bill turned to his left to see the blank
expression on the face of his brother, and he began to think about
how he was going to make it easier for his brother to live with
himself when they got out of this stinkin' jungle and got back
home. He scrambled to the rear of the chopper, and took the ammo
belt from his brother, reloaded and began to
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