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  Chapter 1

  
  




The rain had been falling mercilessly for ten days straight, turning the entire jungle into a swamp of mud. Visibility was terrible—thick clouds and the relentless drumming of the downpour blurred everything around them. Despite the torrential rain, the heat was unbearable. The temperature hovered at 95 degrees Fahrenheit, and the humidity made every breath feel like a struggle. Each inhale was thick with moisture and the earthy scent of wet soil. Insects, undeterred by the rain, swarmed the soldiers, their constant buzzing adding another layer of torment to an already miserable situation.

On August 6, 1973, the 4th Marine Regiment of the U.S. Marine Corps had been marching through central Vietnam for three days. Their path led them through Quang Ngai Province, a dense, overgrown region where towering bamboo stalks and thorny underbrush presented yet another obstacle, forcing the men to crawl and stumble their way forward. Every step was a struggle—heavy combat boots sank into the mud with each movement. The soldiers trudged in long columns, some swearing bitterly at the weather and their hopeless predicament, while others clenched their teeth in silence, weighed down by their soaked uniforms, overloaded packs, and weapons.

Leading the mission was General John Baker, a high-ranking officer of the U.S. Army and the last commander of American military operations in Vietnam. He was not known for his charisma or strategic brilliance, but for his ruthlessness and unwavering discipline, which he enforced on both his enemies and his own men. In a war where the line between friend and foe was often blurred, Baker was a man who made no distinctions. “Even our own soldiers need to understand what discipline means,” he would often say. “If they fear me, they won’t make mistakes.” His reputation was built on fear, and every Marine under his command knew better than to cross him.

The regiment was divided into eight groups, each consisting of around a hundred soldiers, advancing through the treacherous jungle in search of a Viet Cong base. Intelligence suggested that this base was a crucial logistical hub, supplying and supporting northern forces. Securing it was critical to reducing enemy attacks on South Vietnam and American troops. The mission was called Operation Thunderbolt.

Tension ran high among the ranks. Corporal Brown, a veteran of two previous Vietnam deployments, was one of the more experienced men in the unit. He had no patience for inefficiency or mistakes. His tolerance had long since worn thin. At the rear of the column, he bellowed at a struggling soldier named Jefferson, whom the entire unit mockingly called “Little Pig.” Jefferson, large and round, was the embodiment of clumsiness. He had been lagging behind the group for some time, constantly stopping and slowing their already difficult progress through the jungle.

“Jefferson! Move your fat ass!” Brown shouted over the downpour, rain streaming down his unshaven face. Jefferson, his glasses fogged up and smeared with mud, trudged forward with great effort. Every step was a challenge, and his uniform was so stretched that his belly protruded from under his jacket. Soaked and covered in mud, he struggled even more. One more mistake, and he’d be on the verge of a breakdown. Brown despised him—his sluggishness, his appearance, but most of all, his whiny nature, which disgusted him.

Jefferson had been born and raised in Texas. His father owned a large ranch, and he was the youngest of six children. While his siblings were strong, hardworking, and full of energy, Jefferson was always the “black sheep” of the family. Instead of inheriting his father’s resilience and grit, he grew up slow, awkward, and utterly lacking ambition. His clumsy nature and laziness made him an embarrassment to the family. His father had little patience for him, constantly reminding him that he would never amount to anything. “Maybe the military will make a man out of you,” his father had said before signing him up. “If they can’t teach you responsibility, no one will.”







His mother, on the other hand, was completely different. She was a quiet and timid woman who loved her son dearly but never had the courage to stand up to her husband. Jefferson was her “mama’s boy,” her “Little Pig,” a nickname he carried with him into the military. Instead of toughening him up, the army had only amplified his struggles, deepening his insecurities. And now, in the middle of the rain-soaked Vietnamese jungle, he was confronted with the reality that war offered no escape from his past. As his boot got stuck in the mud, it was just another reminder of his incompetence.

“Brown, I can’t… I can’t move,” he cried out, his voice breaking as he desperately tried to pull his leg free. His hands were caked in mud, his face smeared with dirt and rain, and his eyes shone with sheer despair. He felt completely lost.

At that moment, Corporal Tommy Marrone, known as “DeadEye” for his cold, unblinking stare, rushed toward him. At just 23 years old, Tommy was already a legend among the Marines. His face was carved in sharp, unyielding lines—those of a soldier who had seen too much death, too much horror, to be shaken by anything anymore. He was the embodiment of discipline and death. As he knelt beside Jefferson, his icy gaze pierced through him.

“Get up, Jefferson,” he said in a calm but razor-sharp tone—more terrifying than any shout. “There’s no room for weakness here. Your team is counting on you. And if you can’t keep up, you’re a liability. And in this jungle… in this war… being a liability is a death sentence.”

Jefferson’s hands trembled as he fought to pull his boot free, but the mud clung to him like a trap. Brown was already preparing another harsh reprimand when Marrone suddenly stepped closer, grabbed Jefferson under the arm, and yanked him forward without a word. Jefferson flinched but didn’t cry anymore. There was something chilling, almost mechanical, about the way Tommy pulled him from the mud—as if he were just another piece of equipment that needed to be moved along.

“Let’s go,” Tommy said, offering no further discussion.

Jefferson followed in silence, burdened by his own despair and shame. War waited for no one, and in that moment, he knew that if he didn’t find his inner strength, this jungle would swallow him whole.

Then, the first bullets tore through the thick jungle air, and for a brief second, time seemed to stop. The sound of rain and the buzzing of insects suddenly became irrelevant. Instead, the jungle lit up with flashes of gunfire, rounds piercing through the canopy and striking the wet earth around the American soldiers. Explosions followed, their thunderous echoes rattling through the trees as if the entire world around them was on fire.

Without hesitation, Tommy’s voice rang out with sharp, decisive orders:

“Take cover! Form a line! Stay down until I give the order!”

His squad—ten men—was well-trained and reacted quickly to his commands. With trembling hands, Jefferson dropped to his knees behind a large bush, his heart pounding wildly as panic-fueled images raced through his mind. It felt as if his heart might give out any second, but there was nowhere to run. He could hear the distant shouts of Vietnamese soldiers screaming, “You die, GI!” That chilling phrase froze the blood of many American soldiers. It was a warning, a grim reminder that the enemy was near—and ruthless.




Tommy swiftly summoned his two best men. Crazy Joe, a veteran from Virginia, was notorious for his impulsive nature. He was deadly in combat, always ready to dive headfirst into danger without a second thought. Beside him stood Silent Robert, Joe’s complete opposite. Hailing from Brooklyn, Robert was calm, deliberate, and tactical. He rarely spoke, but his actions were always calculated and focused on achieving the mission.

“Joe, Robert!” Tommy shouted over the roar of rain and gunfire. “Form two lines. One will provide covering fire to distract them; the other will flank and surround them. They’ve got no more than thirty men—we can pin them down!”

Both men nodded and sprang into action. Joe dashed toward his group, already cursing under his breath as he barked orders at the riflemen to fire a few rounds at the Viet Cong hidden somewhere among the trees. Meanwhile, Robert quietly and methodically guided the second team, leading them to circle around the enemy’s position.

Tommy pressed himself against the massive trunk of an ancient tree. Its thick roots, like twisted veins, dug deep into the earth, creating a cramped but sturdy shelter. He could hear the constant rumble of the battle echoing in his ears. Every time a grenade exploded, the ground beneath him trembled as if the jungle itself were waging war.

A bitter taste filled his mouth—a gritty mix of mud and sweat trickling down his face and neck. His clothes were soaked, clinging to him like a second skin, weighed down by the relentless downpour. Yet his eyes remained sharp, locked in a laser focus. He inhaled slowly, deeply, preparing for the inevitable. Adrenaline surged through his veins, but he fought to suppress the cold dread creeping up his spine.

Bullets zipped past in every direction, each shot cracking like thunder in his ears. Suddenly, a deafening explosion shattered the air. A grenade had detonated nearby, and Tommy felt a searing pressure inside his skull, as if his head might split open. The blast left him temporarily deaf, his hearing replaced by a high-pitched ringing.

The ringing was unbearable, drowning out every sound around him. Though he knew the battle raged on, he felt trapped in a silent, disorienting void. Blinking through the haze, he spotted his men still firing and maneuvering.

His concentration never wavered. Stripped of his hearing, he had to rely on sight and instinct more than ever. He knew he had to act—and fast.

Tommy charged through the chaos, weaving between bursts of gunfire and erupting explosions, as if nothing could touch him. His body moved with unshakable confidence, his every step defying the death that swirled around him. His men watched in awe as he seemed to dance through the carnage, fearless and untouchable. Bullets whistled past his head, and the ground quaked beneath his feet, yet he pressed on without hesitation. His expression was set, his eyes cold and steady, as though he had detached himself from the brutal reality of the battlefield.

“Fire!” he bellowed as the second half of his squad completed their flank and encircled the Vietnamese soldiers. The enemy had been bracing for a frontal assault, never anticipating an attack from behind. Disoriented and caught off guard, they scrambled to regroup, but it was already too late.

The firefight was swift—and deadly. With practiced precision, Tommy and his men dispatched the remaining Viet Cong fighters. Moving like a shadow through the smoke-filled haze, Tommy struck with lethal accuracy. One by one, the enemy fell.

When the last soldier dropped, Tommy stood tall in the middle of the battlefield. The rain still poured down in sheets, though it was beginning to ease, as if nature itself had witnessed the battle’s end. He was unscathed—not a scratch, not a drop of blood, not a single hair out of place. He stood there, untouched, like a god in the midst of ruin, while the world around him fell silent.

In the distance, scattered gunfire still echoed faintly, but most of the fighting had ceased. The battle was over.

The air hung thick with the acrid stench of gunpowder, wet earth, and death. The frantic shouting that had reverberated through the jungle moments ago had faded, replaced by an eerie stillness punctuated only by the distant pop of sporadic gunfire.

After a week of relentless rain, the storm finally subsided, as though even the heavens had declared it was time for a truce.

Tommy switched the magazine with cold-blooded precision. Then, without a word, he rested the rifle on his shoulder and slowly walked away from the battlefield where, just minutes earlier, chaos had raged. His face remained blank, and his eyes were distant, devoid of any triumph. He wasn’t interested in praise, nor in celebrating victory. He was simply a soldier who had completed his mission, now searching for the next one. For Tommy, it was just another day in the jungle, another battle that ended in silence.

Crazy Joe collapsed against a shattered tree trunk, splintered by the blast of a grenade. His body was still pumping with adrenaline, but his nerves were stretched thin. He watched Tommy vanish into the dense jungle, as though he were a part of it. A younger soldier from another squad approached Joe and bent down beside him.

“How come he’s not afraid?” the young soldier asked, his wide eyes darting nervously over the remnants of the battlefield. “It’s like he’s looking for death… like he’s daring it.”

Crazy Joe peered at him from beneath his helmet, his eyes weary but full of understanding. He exhaled slowly and leaned against the tree. “He’s got nothing left to lose,” he said quietly. “And he’s not afraid to die.”

In that moment, the truth hung heavy in the air: Tommy was different. Other soldiers fought with fear in their hearts, thinking of home, of families waiting for them. But Tommy had nothing. He was empty, as if all his emotions had abandoned him long ago, cutting every tether that bound him to life outside the battlefield. That emptiness made him deadly — and fearless.




General Baker, though proud of Tommy’s victory, knew they had to fortify their position. He decided to set up camp in the area they had just taken. The location was good since trees and thick foliage offered natural cover, while the elevated ground gave them a clear view of the valley below, where they could spot any enemy movement.

First, however, they had to deal with the bodies strewn across the muddy ground and tangled in the underbrush. The fallen Vietcong soldiers lay scattered, a grim reminder of the war’s brutality. The American soldiers worked in silence, knowing they would face the same danger soon enough. Death was a constant companion here, and though they had won this battle, it was just one more skirmish in a war that showed no sign of ending.

But the silence after the battle wasn’t peaceful — it was tense. None of the soldiers knew what awaited them in the coming days, though they all felt it: Tommy was a soldier even fate seemed afraid of.

Robert stared grimly at his soaked, mud-caked socks, which only added to his misery. The rain, relentless for the past week, had saturated every inch of their gear, including his boots. The jungle showed no mercy, least of all to their feet, which were constantly submerged in muck or soggy ground. He needed dry socks. Badly.

He wandered through the camp, asking for a spare pair, but each soldier turned him down. Everyone was fighting the same battle — wet clothes, wet boots, wet everything. Finally, he reached a group of young recruits sitting around a fire burning in an old oil drum.

The young men were quiet, worn down by the unforgiving conditions. The fire was their only comfort in this soggy hell. Robert approached them with a steely, cold demeanor.

“Listen up, greenhorns. Hand over your socks and your cigarettes. You won’t need them anyway — you’ll be dead before you get a chance to smoke,” he said flatly, his face expressionless.

His words were sharp and cutting, and they scared the young soldiers. Without a word, they rummaged through their packs and handed him dry socks and a pack of Lucky Strikes, issued by the U.S. military. Robert took them without a thank-you and calmly walked back toward his tent, which he shared with Joe and Tommy, the two best soldiers in their squad.

When Robert entered the tent, Tommy was lying on his hammock, smoking a cigarette and absently cleaning his fingernails with a knife. He looked calm, as always, completely absorbed in his task, as if the outside world didn’t exist.

“Rob, what are you gonna do with all those socks? You’re not a centipede,” Tommy said with a faint smirk, without lifting his eyes from his nails.

Joe was sitting on the floor, carefully peeling off his muddy boots and swapping out his wet socks. “You know dry socks are worth their weight in gold out here. I’m not looking to lose my feet to infection,” he said seriously. He understood that out here, even minor discomforts could escalate into life-threatening problems.

As he slipped on his clean socks, Crazy Joe burst into the tent with his usual energy. His adrenaline hadn’t worn off yet — his eyes were still shining with excitement.

“Man, we slaughtered them! Woooo! I want more of those bastards to drop dead!” he shouted, hopping around like a kid who’d just won a game. “One of those Vietcong guys got his leg blown off, and he was still screaming his head off — like an animal — until I filled him full of lead!” His voice was filled with twisted glee, as if he were talking about some harmless game, not the horrific violence of war.

Robert sighed, holding the socks in his hands, and shot Joe a tired look. “You know what, I don’t care. All that matters is that I’ve got dry feet. Out here, socks are everything,” he muttered, finally pulling off his wet ones and slipping into the dry pair. Ever the pragmatist, Robert knew that small comforts like this could mean the difference between survival and death.

Just then, Corporal Brown entered the tent, balancing a tray with a strange mixture on it — something that vaguely resembled coffee. In reality, it was hot water with a few stray coffee grounds and some boiled rice they’d scavenged from the enemy. Brown was exhausted, but he forced a smile.

“Gentlemen, here’s what’s left from the gooks,” he said with a chuckle. “Eat it while it’s warm.”

A brief silence settled over the tent as they all stared at the meager offering — watery rice that barely qualified as food. But in this war-torn jungle, you took what you could get.

Mud, rain, exhaustion, and the ever-present specter of death were their constant companions. Yet, somehow, in moments like these, they managed to find something resembling normalcy — a bite of food, a dry pair of socks, and maybe, just maybe, a fleeting smile.

For a few minutes, they ate in silence, listening to the rain slow to a drizzle. A rare stillness hung in the air. Each man in the tent knew that tomorrow would bring another battle, another storm of gunfire and explosions. The days in the camp dragged on slowly and painfully. The soldiers were stuck in the middle of the dense jungle, about two kilometers from the Trà Khúc River, waiting endlessly. They were anticipating the arrival of heavier artillery since tanks and jeeps couldn’t cross the narrow, muddy paths. Their next mission, codenamed “Operation Midnight,” promised a dangerous journey roughly ten miles northwest of Da Nang, into the beautiful yet deadly landscape of Elephant Valley. This was a notorious region of Vietnam, where Viet Cong attacks were frequent and the terrain merciless.

Tommy, always disciplined and meticulous, sat quietly inside his tent. His rifle lay disassembled on the ground in front of him, and he was cleaning it with painstaking precision. His combat gear was carefully arranged—every bag and every bullet exactly in its place, as though he were preparing for a parade rather than a mission. The heat and humidity were nearly unbearable, and the jungle had turned into a paradise for mosquitoes that relentlessly tormented the soldiers. Tommy didn’t flinch, as if he had grown used to these harsh conditions. But his comrade, Joe, was struggling.

“Feels like I’m pissing needles, for God’s sake,” Joe groaned, sitting on a rickety chair and clutching his groin. His face was contorted with pain—clearly, he was dealing with a urinary tract infection, which was especially hard to endure in the sweltering heat. Without looking up from his rifle, Tommy offered him a cold, blunt suggestion. “Go see the medic. Maybe he’s got something for you before your junk falls off.”




Meanwhile, in the neighboring tent, Robert sat with a group from the paratrooper division, playing poker for money. The tent was packed, crammed far beyond capacity, with at least thirty soldiers squeezed into a space meant for ten. The stench was overwhelming, a suffocating mix of sweat and the pungent smell of marijuana—the soldiers called it “Marry.” In the background, a small transistor radio quietly played Buffalo Springfield’s “For What It’s Worth,” its melancholy chords deepening the somber atmosphere.

“Three kings! Ha ha ha! Pay up!” Robert shouted triumphantly, thrilled with his winning hand. He adjusted the headband holding back his long, black hair and grinned. Robert was one of those soldiers who knew how to savor moments of relief when they weren’t under fire. Despite everything he had seen and endured, he could still laugh and joke, a trait that set him apart from most others.

But the celebration was cut short. Suddenly, the sound of a trumpet echoed through the camp—a call for assembly. Instantly, everyone leapt to their feet, tossing aside their cards, cigarettes, and cigars. They scrambled to put on their uniforms, grab their weapons, and fasten their helmets. Click, click, click—belt buckles snapped into place as the soldiers rushed toward the center of the camp.

General Baker, the operation’s commander, stood on an improvised platform, addressing the troops with his booming voice. His gaze was hard and serious, his eyes like steel, piercing each soldier individually.

“The Third Regiment has managed to push through the muddy jungle and will be joining our ranks any minute now. But we’ve got a long way to go before we reach Elephant Valley,” he began, his tone firm and unrelenting.

“There’s no room here for cowards or weaklings! Vietnam will chew you up and spit you out, and you’ll be eating shit until you forget what real food tastes like. Only then will you be tough enough.”

His words landed like a heavy weight on the soldiers. Baker was notorious for his brutal honesty and toughness. He wasn’t interested in sugarcoating anything. His mission wasn’t just to destroy the enemy—it was to forge warriors who wouldn’t stop for anything.

“The mission starts at 24:00,” he continued. “Until then, get yourselves ready. This will be the line between whether you survive—or die.”

The assembly dispersed, and the soldiers returned to their preparations. The air was thick with tension, and everyone knew the road ahead would be perilous. Elephant Valley wasn’t just a destination—it was a test that every soldier had to pass to survive this war.

The night was quiet, but heavy with the tension of impending battle. The jungle was alive with nocturnal sounds—the loud croaking of frogs echoed through the dense foliage, occasionally interrupted by the distant, menacing roar of a leopard. The air was stifling, dense with humidity, as though nature itself wanted to remind the soldiers that they were deep in hostile territory, where both the environment and the enemy were equally lethal.

An hour before the mission was set to begin, most of the troops were still half-asleep. Some were nervously checking their weapons, sweating and weighed down by worry. Jefferson, nicknamed “Little Piggy,” was snoring like a freight train, his snores reverberating across the camp. Joe, unable to stand it any longer, marched over to his tent with a determined stride, grabbed Jefferson by his sleeping bag, and yanked him onto the ground without hesitation.

Jefferson landed with a bewildered thud, his eyes flying open in confusion as he stared up at Joe, dazed and startled.

“Shut up, Piggy! They can hear you snoring from a mile away!” Joe muttered, shaking his head as he stalked back to his tent.

Finally settling back down in his sleeping bag, he sighed and rolled his eyes.

“Thank God he stopped,” Joe muttered. “If we get ambushed in the middle of the night, all they’ll have to do is follow his damn snoring.”




Tommy sat quietly in the corner of the tent, methodically cleaning his weapon, his ears tuned to every sound outside. He hadn’t shut his eyes even for a moment. His face was a mask of focus, his thoughts sharp and clear. He resembled a machine—always ready, always alert.

Robert, already on his second cigarette, hummed along to “This is the End” by The Doors, as if foretelling the fate that awaited them. The tent was calm, except for the occasional joke Robert tossed into the silence. Joe had pulled a thin blanket over himself, watching Tommy with a crooked grin.

“How the hell can you stay so cold, Tommy? Didn’t your mom love you as a kid?” he teased, half-joking, half-curious.

A silence hung in the air for a beat before Robert chimed in, his eyes glinting with amusement. “Tommy’s a mystery, man. Never talks about himself. I bet his mom didn’t like him either.” He laughed, and the sound slowly filled the tent. Even Tommy’s face flickered—just for a second—and the hint of a smile ghosted across his lips. It was rare, but for a moment, he allowed himself to relax.

As the laughter died down, Joe leaned back and launched into one of his favorite subjects: women.

“You know who I miss?” he said dreamily. “Darlene from Mama’s Place. Man, those curves! First thing I’m doing when I get back home is heading straight to her.” His voice brimmed with longing, like he’d already left the war behind and was back in that diner in Virginia.

Robert chuckled, shaking his head. “What are you gonna do, Joe? Ten seconds, and you’re done!” he teased.

Joe swatted at the air dismissively, grinning despite himself.

Robert, always the smooth talker, lit another cigarette and leaned back nostalgically. “You know what I miss the most? Hot dogs from Flatbush Avenue. There’s this one guy—Mexican dude—makes the best hot dogs on the planet. So good, I’m drooling just thinking about it.”

Joe raised an eyebrow. “Darlene, then a hot dog. Not a bad combo, huh?”

Robert laughed, then glanced at Tommy, who was still focused on his rifle.

“What about you, Tommy? What do you miss? Besides killing, obviously,” Robert asked, his voice dipping into something more serious. “What keeps you going?”

Tommy paused, lifted his gaze briefly, then lowered it again to his work. When he spoke, his voice was low but steady. “Revenge.”

The word lingered in the air, heavy as a storm cloud. No one said anything after that. They all knew Tommy was different. His silence carried a weight that everyone could feel, like he was a man on a path darker than any of them could understand.

Suddenly, the sharp wail of a siren cut through the night. Midnight. Time to move.

The calm shattered into urgent motion as the soldiers grabbed their gear, threw on their uniforms, and checked their weapons. Each man was lost in his own thoughts, hyper-focused on the mission ahead.

“Operation Midnight” was about to begin, and the Elephant Valley was waiting. It wasn’t just a destination—it was a trial, a crucible that every soldier would have to survive to prove their worth.

Tommy stood at the front of his squad, staring into the inky darkness of the jungle, broken only by slivers of moonlight filtering through the dense canopy. His team—ten tired, mud-streaked men—stood behind him, ready but weary.

As usual, Jefferson was late, stumbling toward them with his usual awkwardness. His clumsy, lumbering ways were already the stuff of legend in the unit.

Robert and Joe were at Tommy’s side, their contrasting personalities strangely complementary.

Joe, always unpredictable, had scrawled “Die Young, Leave a Pretty Corpse” in blue paint across his helmet. His Lucky Strike cigarettes were tucked into the strap, ready to be lit the moment he had a free second. Joe was chaos personified, a live wire whose impulsive streak was both dangerous and, at times, life-saving.

Robert was the opposite. Calm, collected, and cool, he stood with a casual ease that belied the chaos around him. He adjusted his black hair, his signature look, with the air of someone who might be auditioning for a movie rather than heading into battle. But beneath that laid-back exterior, Robert was deadly accurate when it counted, a soldier who could crack a joke one second and pull the trigger the next without missing a beat.

And then there was Tommy.

While the others joked and reminisced, Tommy was already thinking ahead—about the mission, about the enemy, about the kill. His mind operated in stark, brutal clarity.

Tommy had been shaped by something deep in his past, something that had left him scarred and hollow. No one knew what had broken him, but those who’d served with him long enough whispered that Tommy had crossed a line long ago and never looked back. Whatever humanity he’d once had seemed buried beneath layers of anger and purpose.

The army saw him as the perfect soldier. Relentless, fearless, unstoppable. A hero, in the official reports. But those who knew him best saw the darker truth—that Tommy was dangerous, not just to the enemy, but maybe even to himself.

Finally, Jefferson stumbled into line, breathless and sweating. Tommy shot him a cold glance, saying nothing. He didn’t have to. Jefferson could feel the silent disapproval and shuffled awkwardly into place, his nerves frayed.

Without a word, Tommy raised his hand and made a sharp signal. Time to move.

The soldiers immediately fell into formation. Robert and Joe took their places, rifles ready, eyes scanning the shadows. The jungle, which had loomed so menacingly just minutes ago, was now just another battlefield.

“Stay quiet,” Tommy murmured, his voice barely above a whisper. But it carried. They all heard it.

And they all knew what it meant.
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Ahead of them stretched sixteen grueling kilometers of walking through the dense, stifling jungle. The road beneath their boots was coated in mud, and every step sounded as though the earth gripped their soles and reluctantly released them, each squelch mingling with the faint rustling of leaves and the distant cries of monkeys. Trucks carrying light infantry rumbled past, kicking up clouds of dust, while their drivers laughed at the soldiers on foot, as if amused by the fact that they didn’t have to endure the same exhausting march. Loud laughter drifted from the trucks, occasionally mixed with bursts of music, as the soldiers on the muddy path trudged onward, their every step breaking the jungle’s uneasy silence, as though each movement defied the merciless nature surrounding them.

Tommy marched steadily, rhythmically, like a well-oiled machine. His pace was even and unyielding, his expression cold and unreadable. He didn’t smile. He didn’t react to the jokes exchanged among the soldiers or join in their conversations. He remained detached from everything around him, as if he had long since separated himself from the camaraderie that bound the others together. The soldiers around him chatted, some telling jokes, while others silently stared at the endless road stretching before them, its distant horizon giving no sign of relief.

The air was thick, saturated with humidity and the earthy scent of tropical plants, mingled with the faint tang of sweat and the churned-up soil beneath their boots. Occasionally, someone would curse under their breath, complaining about the heat or the weight of their backpack, but they kept moving. There was no other choice. War didn’t offer comforts or privileges—every kilometer had to be conquered with grit and discipline.

Tommy didn’t feel the weight of his pack or the oppressive heat. His body was hardened, his mind dulled by everything he had seen, endured, and knew was still to come. His gaze remained fixed on the road ahead, disappearing into the distance, though even that meant nothing to him anymore. He was a prisoner of the moment, where there was no room for the past or future—only step after step, leading him forward like just another cog in the relentless machinery of war.

Now and then, a bird would dart across the path, or a small animal would scamper from the underbrush, startled by the sudden noise of men. But these brief flickers of life didn’t catch Tommy’s attention. He was entirely focused on maintaining his pace, keeping his rhythm, holding himself in a state where no thoughts could penetrate. He knew that if he let his mind wander, if he allowed his thoughts to breach his armored exterior, he might falter—he might remember the deaths that surrounded him, the comrades he had lost, everything he had left behind. So he stayed cold, almost numb, as though with each step, he was forcing the last traces of his humanity out of himself.

Occasionally, the soldiers around him glanced at him, but they quickly looked away. There was something intimidating about Tommy’s expression, about the aura he carried—like someone who had seen too much and felt too little. He was no longer just a soldier among soldiers. He had become something else—a silent, merciless shadow of a man who no longer cared for the small joys or fleeting moments of relief that the others still managed to find amidst the chaos.

Some of the soldiers began talking loudly about when the next rest stop might be. Others passed around water, their canteens growing lighter with every sip. One of them, a young man with brown hair, tried to draw Tommy into conversation.

“Hey, Marrone,” he said with a playful tone, “what do you think? How much farther do we have to go?”

Tommy didn’t answer. His eyes stayed locked on the road ahead, and his steps didn’t falter for even a second. The young soldier gave a nervous chuckle and backed off, not daring to try again. Tommy was like a stone wall—impenetrable and immovable.

For Tommy, the war was no longer something to talk about or joke about. It was a daily fight for survival, and the only thing that mattered was taking the next step.

Behind him, Joe, always loud and brash, was enthusiastically explaining to a younger soldier the finer points of killing with a bayonet.

“With a bayonet, you can stab ‘em right away,” he said with obvious satisfaction, as if he’d proven his theory countless times. “If you try to pull out a knife first, some gook bastard might already slit your throat.” He mimed a quick stabbing motion for emphasis.

The younger soldier, though inexperienced, dared to crack a smile and muttered something about how a knife might be faster after all.

Joe shook his head with a cocky grin and laughed. “Trust me, kid—I know what I’m talking about.”

At the rear of the group, Jefferson lagged behind, drenched in sweat and covered in muddy footprints. He panted like an overworked pack mule, his steps slow and uneven. Tommy, noticing his struggle, slowed down and turned around. His hard gaze locked onto Jefferson, who was trudging forward, rifle clutched loosely in one hand.

“Jefferson!” Tommy barked, his voice cutting through the air like a whip. He slowed down enough to match the other man’s pace. “What’s your problem? Don’t you get it yet? This is life or death! Your rifle’s locked! If we got ambushed right now, what would you do, huh? Throw rocks at ‘em?”

His voice was sharp, and though the other soldiers were several meters away, they all heard every word.

Jefferson stared at the ground, too scared to meet Tommy’s gaze. All he managed was a quiet, “No, sir. Sorry, sir.” He quickly reached for the safety on his rifle, fumbling to unlock it, hoping Tommy would look away.

Just then, Sergeant Brown marched up to Tommy, his stride firm but quieter. He held a map in one hand, a small flashlight illuminating the coordinates on the page.

“I want you to get the men into two lines when we reach the checkpoint,” he said without hesitation, handing the map to Tommy.

Tommy took the map, gave a quick nod, and scanned the route ahead. They were approaching the checkpoint, where they were to regroup and prepare for the next phase. Their mission was clear—attack the heart of Elephant Valley, where the enemy’s central base lay hidden, the nerve center for all communications with other outposts.

As they neared the checkpoint, the soldiers fanned out, some sticking to the edge of the road for cover, others slipping deeper into the jungle. Meanwhile, jeeps and light armored vehicles rumbled down the middle of the road, ready to charge forward like heavy cavalry when the time came.

Tommy and his ten men were assigned to lead a direct assault down the center. Their objective: break through the enemy’s line and shatter their defenses, while the flanks attacked from the cover of the jungle.

Suddenly, an explosion erupted ahead of them. A jeep armed with a mounted machine gun was blown sky-high and came crashing down in a fiery wreck. Moments later, a truck full of infantry erupted in flames behind it. In an instant, the road was consumed by fire and chaos. Screams filled the air as soldiers scrambled to escape the burning wreckage.

“Get down!” Tommy roared, and his men dropped to the ground just as another explosion rocked the valley.

The once orderly column had turned into a scene from hell.




The other armored vehicles had come to a halt. They couldn’t move forward, as the road was blocked by destroyed cars and shredded jeeps. Corporal Brown was the first to notice the traps hidden among the twisted metal wreckage and scattered bodies. Even though they had successfully repelled the ambush, the future remained uncertain—dark, like the jungle that encased the road. No one knew what lay ahead.

Tommy decided on a different strategy. He led his squad along the side of the road, while the third platoon of marines advanced behind them. Most of these soldiers were young and inexperienced—fresh recruits, often referred to as “cannon fodder,” mere targets for enemy bullets. Slowly, the sun rose, its golden rays brushing the treetops, illuminating unseen threats lurking in the shadows.

Suddenly, Tommy felt a cold whisper of danger.

“TAKE COVER!” he shouted, as bullets started to zip past them like swarms of furious wasps. They dove behind trees and shallow mounds of earth, but the gunfire came from every direction.

Jefferson was one of the first to be hit. Amid the chaos, he crumpled to the ground, his abdomen torn open, his hands slick with blood as he clutched his insides. His screams pierced the air.

“Mom! Mom, help me!” he cried, as Joe shouted desperately, “Medic!”

Billy, the medic with the red cross on his uniform, rushed over and knelt beside Jefferson. His hands were steady, yet fearless amidst the carnage, as he tried to keep the dying soldier alive. Blood was everywhere, and their eyes locked—both filled with terror and hopelessness.

Meanwhile, Robert and Joe charged forward, their rifles firing nonstop as bullets rained down on the enemy bunkers at the entrance to Elephant Valley. Heavy machine guns, strategically positioned, mowed down anyone who dared approach. The enemy infantry seemed endless—every Viet Cong who fell was quickly replaced by two more. It felt like this nightmare would never end.

In the third platoon, the casualties were mounting. The young marines were cut down by enemy fire, and those who remained standing began to flee in panic. Some, in desperation, buried themselves in the mud, sobbing and screaming under the unbearable pressure. Fear consumed them entirely.

Through the chaos, Tommy spotted two Viet Cong soldiers manning a heavy machine gun. Without hesitation, he sprinted toward them, his rifle locked in position, every shot precise and lethal. In a swift, deadly burst, he took them both down, allowing the American soldiers a clearer path forward.

But then it happened. A sniper, hidden somewhere in the dense jungle, zeroed in on Joe, who had just shouted something triumphant. The bullet struck him right in the heart. Joe collapsed like a felled tree, his arms limp at his sides. His laugh, always loud and full of life, was silenced forever.

Billy rushed toward Joe, but as soon as he reached him, he knew it was too late. His eyes lingered on Joe for just a moment before another shot rang out. A bullet zipped through the air and pierced Billy’s helmet. Blood erupted like a red geyser, and his body crumpled beside Joe’s.

Tommy’s rage exploded. Bullets still whizzed around him, but with each step he took toward the enemy, he grew faster, stronger. The sniper tracked him, trying to land another shot, but Tommy dodged every round as if he had a sixth sense.

Just as the sniper lined up his next shot, an explosion tore through the air. The blast was deafening, and Tommy was thrown to the ground. His ears rang as smoke and dirt filled the sky. The explosion shattered everything around him, and for a moment, he wasn’t sure if this was the end. When he finally gathered his strength, he could hear only distant screams and the grinding roar of approaching reinforcements.

Time seemed to stop. Everything around Tommy played out in slow motion. Bullets sliced through the air, smoke hung thick like a suffocating blanket, and trees toppled like fragile sticks. He struggled to breathe, his eyes stinging from the smoke curling across the battlefield. He looked around, but he couldn’t see any of his men. Not a single enemy. It was as if he were alone, trapped in a living hell.

Suddenly, a Vietnamese soldier lunged at him from the smoke, bayonet raised. Tommy barely dodged the attack—but not completely. The bayonet sliced deep into his leg, cutting through the muscle. The pain was searing, but Tommy was not a man who gave in easily. He grabbed the soldier by the head, his icy stare unwavering, and pressed the barrel of his pistol against the man’s face. One shot. The soldier dropped to the ground like a puppet with its strings cut.

Another explosion. Closer this time, more powerful. Tommy was thrown onto his back again. His vision darkened as shock and pain washed over him. He tried to get up, but something felt wrong. His back—sharp, throbbing pain shot through it. The first explosion had wounded him worse than he realized. But the adrenaline surging through his veins pushed him forward. He grabbed his rifle, clenched his teeth, and ignored the agony that threatened to cripple him.

As the smoke began to clear, he saw Corporal Brown approaching with a fresh squad of soldiers. New blood. Untested, but determined. Tommy felt no pain, only a deep, simmering fury and an overwhelming desire for vengeance. He grabbed three grenades, pulled the pins, and hurled them toward a wooden hut where a group of enemies was hiding. The explosions were deafening. Limbs flew in all directions, and bodies were blown apart. Another blast, more death.

Tommy pressed on, his eyes darkening with rage. Behind a concrete wall, he spotted three enemy soldiers who looked like children—barely older than thirteen. He didn’t stop. He didn’t allow himself to feel. His bullets flew silently from his rifle, and with each shot, another life ended.

Then a bullet hit him. It tore through his shoulder, sending shockwaves of pain through his body. This time, he couldn’t ignore it. His arm went numb, and warm blood trickled from the wound. Brown rushed to his side, grabbing his other shoulder.

“You’ve done enough, Tommy. Stop.”

Tommy resisted, but his body was exhausted. The pain began to overwhelm him as the adrenaline wore off. Brown dragged him behind a truck for cover.

“The B-52 bombers are coming. They’ll flatten everything. Keep your head down!”

Minutes later, the sky began to thunder. The roar of the incoming bombers was like a growl from the depths of hell. And then they struck. Explosions shook the earth, scorching heat swept across Elephant Valley, and fire consumed everything in its path. The ground trembled, and the air burned hot, making it nearly impossible to breathe.

Then, silence. The gunfire stopped. The explosions ceased. All that remained was the heavy, suffocating air, thick with ash and the stench of death.

Tommy lay on the muddy ground. His face was buried in the dirt, but he was breathing deeply. Beside him, Brown lay covered in ash—but alive. Everything around them was dead. Elephant Valley had been leveled.




Tommy closed his eyes, his eyelids heavy as lead, and sank into a deep unconsciousness, exhausted from the pain, chaos, and death that had haunted him on the battlefield. The weight pressing on his body slowly eased, as if some invisible hand was lifting him from the hell he had just been in. His thoughts drifted away from the terrifying images of blood, explosions, and screams that still echoed in his head. All of it faded as he slipped into a dream world, where calmer memories, far removed from the brutal reality of war, began to surround him. He dreamed of his brother Frank. Frank stood before him, so clear and real that for a moment, Tommy thought he had somehow returned to the past. Frank was dressed in his signature dark suit, with a tie, perfectly groomed, as always. That elegant, polished look that had followed him through life. His hair was neatly combed, his face impeccably groomed, and although Tommy hadn’t seen him in years, Frank looked exactly like he remembered from the final days.

He stood opposite him, wearing that serious yet encouraging expression that Tommy had always admired. He looked strong and steadfast, as though no force in the world could shake his inner peace.

“You’re tough, Tommy,” Frank spoke, his voice warm but full of seriousness, as if he had something important to convey. There was pride in his eyes, something Tommy hadn’t felt from anyone in a long time. That simple praise, spoken with his brother’s authority, struck Tommy deeply in his heart. In a world where every action was measured in blood and death, this statement felt like a gentle touch, something that transcended the violence of war.

“Don’t give up, brother,” Frank continued, taking a step closer, as if he wanted to support him even more, like the brother who had always stood by him, no matter what. “Something big is waiting for you.”

Tommy felt his throat tighten. He wanted to respond, to tell his brother how tired he was. Tired not just from the battle, but from the long, unrelenting fight that had been more than just war—it was a fight within himself. Every day on the battlefield was like a new chapter in the same tragic novel, where victory didn’t exist, only survival. He wanted to tell Frank that the heavy burdens of the past and present were weighing him down, that he was losing strength to keep going, that the endless battle seemed meaningless. But before he could find the words to say it, his thoughts began to cloud.

Suddenly, the world of his dreams was interrupted by a loud voice, strangely familiar.

“Goooooooood morning, Vietnam!”

The voice, full of energy and cheerful brightness, rang through the air. Tommy felt the dream quickly fading, his brother Frank disappearing into the distance, his serious face slowly dissolving until it vanished completely into emptiness.

He recognized the voice. It was Sergeant Adrian Cronauer, the famous radio host from Saigon. Every morning, he had brightened the soldiers’ day on the AFVN station with his jokes and sometimes wild announcements.

Tommy’s heavy eyelids slowly opened. Before him was a small radio playing the show, and above him, a white curtain. He looked around in confusion and realized he was lying in a white hospital bed. His body was tired, the pain still present—especially in his back and shoulder, where he had been injured.

On the sheet, it read: 8th Field Hospital Nha Trang.

He tried to sit up, but a sharp pain in his thigh stopped him. Every movement felt like a burning flame coursing through his body. He let his head sink back into the soft pillow. Then, through the radio, a familiar song began to play: “Born to be Wild.” The song had a power that captured everything Tommy was—a wild man who couldn’t be stopped.

A nurse entered the room. Her long blonde hair cascaded over her shoulders, and she smiled at him. However, when Tommy noticed the large gap between her teeth, he held back a faint smile.

“Good morning, Sergeant,” she said in a gentle voice. “How are you feeling?”

Tommy opened his mouth to speak, but no sound came out. His throat was as dry as a desert. The nurse noticed and quickly brought him a glass of water. After a few sips, he felt some relief, but he still couldn’t speak. She then left a pack of cigarettes on the table by the bed and looked at him again.

Along with the cigarettes was a rank insignia for sergeant major. Tommy forgot the pain for a moment. Promotion. His face was expressionless, but then he noticed something else. There was another small black box on the table. His hands trembled slightly as he reached for it and opened it carefully.

Inside the box was a Purple Heart—a medal awarded for being wounded in combat, or posthumously for those who fell. Next to it was something he hadn’t expected: a Medal of Honor—the highest distinction an American soldier could receive. Tommy paused for a few moments, staring at the medals, not fully grasping what it meant.

All the pain, all the losses, momentarily faded. He closed his eyes, his mind flashing through everything he had survived. In his thoughts, he could still hear his brother’s words and wondered what he had wanted to tell him with that.




Tommy lay back and stared at the ceiling, his thoughts spiraling in an endless circle of questions for which he had no answers. Why hadn’t he died there, on the battlefield, where it would all have ended? The end of the suffering, the pain, and everything this war brought. Perhaps fate was the reason he hadn’t been allowed to die. Still, he felt lost, as if life had taken away the purpose that had driven him until now.

The morphine had numbed him, making him dizzy, but it was the only thing that protected him from the hellish pain spreading from every wound on his body. He lay in bed for a week, time dragging on as if he were trapped in an endless fog. One day, when his thoughts wandered between pain and forgetfulness, General Baker entered the room.

“I see you’re out of the worst of it,” Baker said, his voice soft but decisive. “I never doubted you’d pull through.” He pointed to the table by the bed, where the medals lay. “I left you this gift so you could see them when you woke up. Medals you’ve earned through blood.”

Tommy didn’t respond. The silence in the room hung heavy, like a weight on his chest. He lit a cigarette and slowly took the first drag, the smoke drifting across his face like a veil, obscuring his thoughts. With his eyes hidden behind the thick smoke, he finally spoke.

“What happened to my men?” His voice was cold, hard. “Where is Robert?”

Baker’s face grew serious. His eyes conveyed the weight of the news he had to deliver. “It’s hard for me to say, but… they’re gone. More than half the platoon was wiped out in the attack. Robert… survived, but…”

Tommy struggled to sit up. The pain stabbed through his back and shoulders, but he yelled, “What about Robert? Tell me!”

The general shook his head slowly. “Robert is… different. You’d better see for yourself.”

A few minutes later, Tommy, still in pain, sat in a wheelchair and slowly moved down the hallway. When he reached the room where Robert was lying, he paused for a moment. He saw his friend, the soldier with whom he had survived countless battles, lying motionless in bed. Without one leg and one arm, his face was pale, his eyes staring at the ceiling as if looking into infinity. It was all too familiar.

Tommy slowly approached the bed without speaking. His heart tightened with an invisible fist at the sight of his friend. Robert turned his head toward him, his eyes empty, lost. No words were needed. They both knew what that look meant. In the middle of that painful silence, Tommy felt the weight of survival that now accompanied him.

Tommy’s recovery took a long, agonizing time. Every day, in silence, he visited Robert, sitting by his bed and waiting. He didn’t want to burden him, knowing that his friend needed time – maybe even more time than he himself had. During these quiet moments, Tommy wondered what would happen to them. Would Robert ever speak again? When, if ever, would they be able to continue with their lives?

While Robert remained silent, Tommy nurtured the desire to return to the fight. His request for reactivation was quickly denied. The medical reports were clear – the country believed he had done enough, even too much. But Tommy felt he wasn’t finished. Inside him burned an immense anger that demanded release. He felt trapped in a circle with no way out. The hospital suffocated him, the walls growing more stifling by the day.

To ward off the feeling of hopelessness, he spent his time reading books and watching movies shown in the military hall. “Motivation,” they said. But for him, the films The Gunfighter and The Tall Target were just reminders of the stagnation in his life. He had watched both so many times that he knew every line by heart. When he went to physical therapy and lifted weights to regain his strength, the only thing that pushed him forward was his brother’s message from a dream – that mysterious, vague hope that something still awaited him.

A few days before November 1st, 1973, breakfast was brought to Tommy’s room. A new wounded soldier was brought in, fresh from the failed “Binder” mission in Bình Dương province. The base had fallen, they had lost forty American soldiers, another blow to the army. Tommy sat at his table when the wounded soldier spoke to him.

“You look familiar,” the soldier said as they placed him in the bed across from Tommy. “Do we know each other?”

Tommy looked at him but didn’t recognize the face. “I don’t think so,” he answered shortly, though his mind was already turning over faces, maybe he had met him before.

The soldier glanced at the board by his bed, where his name and medical condition were listed. “Marrone. Let me introduce myself, Vincent Brassi,” he laughed. “You look a lot like Frank. Your brother?”

Tommy froze at his words. “You knew Frank?” he asked, surprised, and unsure if he really wanted to hear the answer.

“Of course, I knew him!” Vincent laughed, but his smile was bitter. “My brother worked closely with him when Frank came to us in Yonkers. Those were good times, at least until they went bad.”

“A lot of people worked with my brother,” Tommy replied quietly, and without enthusiasm, began eating his scrambled eggs, which were now cold. The taste didn’t matter. The food was just something he had to do, like a routine. Every spoonful felt like a meaningless task, something he did out of habit rather than need.




Meanwhile, Vincent lit a cigarette, took a deep drag, and leaned back on his hospital pillow. Slowly, he exhaled the smoke, his eyes wandering around the room as if he were reminiscing about old times. “I vaguely remember your brother,” he began. “I was just a kid back then, a teenager, barely old enough to understand what was going on around me. My brother Tony, though… Tony was the alpha and omega. He had a place in the chess game, no one could touch him. Until he pushed things too far.”

Vincent paused for a moment, as if waiting for Tommy to say something, but Tommy remained focused on his plate, still without real appetite. After a few seconds of silence, Vincent continued, his voice now quieter and more serious: “Now Tony’s sitting in Auburn Correctional Facility, serving a life sentence for a double murder.” He looked at Tommy to see if these words even interested him. “He killed Joseph Roman and his advisor, his right-hand man. All over some argument, something that could have been settled differently. But Tony was always impulsive.”

Tommy knew this story, but not in full. Now, hearing more details, the pieces of the puzzle began to come together. His brother Frank was supposed to have been involved in the event, but there had never been any concrete proof. It had always been whispers, rumors in the dark, but nothing official. And all of this only deepened the mystery surrounding Frank’s death. Tommy rolled his eyes at the memory of unfinished stories and unanswered questions.

The door to the hospital room quietly opened, and Dr. Johnson entered, a middle-aged man with glasses and a friendly face, one of the more respected and understanding doctors in the hospital. He always knew the right words to say to his patients, even in difficult times.

“Marrone,” Dr. Johnson said, stopping at the foot of the bed where the board with the soldier’s condition stood, “Given your condition when we admitted you, I’m surprised you even survived, let alone recovered so quickly. In a few days, we’ll run some more tests, and then we’ll discharge you. You’re going home.” His voice carried a mix of surprise and relief, as if he couldn’t quite believe how quickly things had turned in a positive direction.

Vincent smirked and then looked at the doctor with a mix of cynicism and dark humor. “Lucky guy, damn lucky guy,” he mumbled with a cigarette in his mouth and smiled. But that smile wasn’t genuinely happy; it was more like a mask hiding something darker – maybe envy, maybe simply exhaustion from life.

Tommy showed no emotion at the doctor’s words. The news that he would soon leave didn’t affect him. His gaze remained fixed on the cold eggs, as if he could find something there that could explain what fate had in store for him. He didn’t know what to expect, where to direct his anger, his despair, his helplessness.

“Come to Yonkers sometime if you need work,” Vincent said casually, as he put his cigarette out on the edge of the ashtray and turned onto his side, as if preparing for an afternoon nap. The words were spoken nonchalantly, as if the invitation didn’t matter, but Tommy sensed more than just an opportunity in those words.

Tommy briefly lifted his gaze and realized that Vincent’s words held weight. It was an invitation to a world from which his brother Frank might never have truly escaped, a world marked by its mystery and violence.
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It was a cold November day in 1968 in Newark, a city with long, shadowed streets and decaying buildings that reflected turbulent times. Newark was the most densely populated city in the state of New Jersey, the seat of Essex County, and the heart of the New York metropolitan area. The city was full of contrasts—from historic buildings to modern industrial complexes, all interwoven with the pulse of various cultures and nationalities. Here, every beat of the city carried a sense of tension, which had exploded in violence and riots in recent years.

Tommy Marrone was coming back from high school. His step was confident, yet relaxed, as if the cold that was biting through the streets didn’t bother him. He carried his schoolbag over his shoulder, but it was his white bomber jacket with “USA” written on it that stood out. The jacket meant more to him than anyone could understand. It was a gift from his older brother, Frank, whom he respected and admired, and in it, Tommy felt strong, as if he were carrying part of his brother’s strength on his shoulders. He wore a black cap that shielded his ears from the cold wind blowing down the street.

As he walked down 18th Avenue on the West Side, the street seemed empty, but Tommy knew that Newark was always full of life, even if it wasn’t immediately apparent. He could hear distant car sounds and occasional voices coming from the blocks. But beneath this surface noise, there was always an underlying tension, a silent threat that lingered in the air, especially in these parts of the city.

Suddenly, he heard the hum of an engine, growing louder. Slowly, a 1960 white Cadillac Series 62 rolled down the street. The car looked like a relic from the past, elegant and conspicuous, but what really caught Tommy’s attention were the boys inside. There were four of them, African American, ranging from fifteen to twenty years old. Their eyes locked onto him as the car pulled onto the sidewalk, directly towards him. Tommy instinctively hesitated for a moment, but he showed no fear.

The car came to a sudden stop, the boys jumped out, and surrounded him. One of them, wearing a black hat, a white shirt, and black pants, stepped forward, his gaze sharp and scornful.

“Greaseball,” he sneered, “What the hell are you doing in our part of the city?” His voice was tough and challenging, as if he already knew he was provoking conflict.

Tommy, not intimidated, looked him straight in the eyes from beneath his cap. His response was short and cold, devoid of any trace of fear or submission: “Nowhere on the street signs does it say it’s your part of the city.” He was confident and wasn’t about to give in to their threat. He knew he had to show strength, or they would win.

The words were enough to make the boys spring at him. Without warning, they attacked—four against one. Their blows were swift and strong, but Tommy wasn’t just any ordinary teenager. He was a sculpted athlete, strong and fast, used to physical exertion. With every blow he took, he returned one even harder. Using a mix of instinctive aggression and controlled technique, he fought back against his attackers. One by one, they started to falter, three of them falling to the ground, confused and surprised by his strength.


The loudest of them, the one with the black hat, stood there, bewildered, visibly frightened when he saw his friends couldn’t help him anymore. He turned toward the car, clearly ready to flee, but Tommy was faster. In one swift motion, he grabbed the boy’s head and slammed it against the car. The boy collapsed to the ground, dazed and disoriented.

Just then, the sound of a police siren echoed around the corner. Blue lights flashed off the walls of the buildings, and sensing even more trouble, the remaining boys quickly jumped back into the car. The Cadillac’s engine roared to life as they sped away from the scene, disappearing into the maze of city streets.

Tommy didn’t wait for the police. He knew the situation could get worse if they caught him at the scene of the fight, even though he had been attacked. He turned and ran, fueled by adrenaline and an instinct for survival. He sprinted through alleyways, hopping over garden fences and slipping through narrow passages between blocks, until he reached the safety of the smaller streets where neither the police nor the boys from the Cadillac could find him.

His heart was pounding, but not from fear. He was angry, but also proud of the fact that he hadn’t let himself be intimidated. He knew he’d have to be even more cautious from now on, but that was life in Newark—life where you had to fight for your place, even if you were just a teenager.

Tommy slowly walked down the street that led to his home, where his family lived on Madison Avenue, a little further from the West Side, in North Newark. The street was one of those where the houses stood closely together, row houses, modest and simple, but full of history and memories. Their house was white, with two pillars at the front door and a red roof. The three stories offered just enough space for the Marrone family, even though, like in most families, space was sometimes tight.

As he walked toward the front door, he felt the cold air irritating the wound on his eyebrow, where a thin line of blood had bled earlier. The blood had dried, leaving only a dark streak. His cheek was scratched, but it seemed like he had gotten off relatively well, considering what had just happened. “Could’ve been much worse,” he thought to himself as he stepped over the threshold.

When he opened the door, the familiar scent hit him





































































































