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A Very Serious Matter

m.e. Elzey


Binh Dinh Province - Republic of Vietnam

8:53:31 AM Thursday, March 2, 1968
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“What the hell was that? Holy shit my ears are burning. I’m drenched? It’s so goddamn hot and wet, I’m drenched! What happened? I don’t understand. What’s going on? I can’t breathe. Blood is fucking everywhere. It’s all red. Oh man, it hurts so damn bad. I don’t feel right! What’s burning? It smells like frying bacon. What’s burning? Breathe, keep breathing!”
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San Ramon, Arizona, May 15, 1967
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“Hey, Son, are you awake?”

“Hi, Dad. Is mom frying bacon?”

“She sure is. Your mom’s cooking up a storm. Do they let you sleep this late in boot camp?”

“I smelled something burning. It smelled like bacon. To answer your question yes, they let me sleep till noon. Hell, Dad, the sergeant, even serves breakfast in bed.”

“Well, I’ll be, ain’t that something.”

“You bet, Dad. It’s the new army and I don’t have to do anything if I don’t have a mind to.”

“Speaking of sergeants, your mother sent me back here to get you up for breakfast.”

“What time is it?”

“Six-fifteen and you’d be wise to get out of the sack before your mom comes back here to getcha. She’s making your favorite breakfast.”

“I’ll be right there.” 

I sat on the side of the bed and lit up a smoke. Then watched as the orange light of the morning sun came over the Tortolitas. My favorite time of the day. I thought about how much I would miss my folks and my two brothers and my girlfriend Patty.
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Binh Dinh Province - Republic of Vietnam

9:08 AM Thursday, March 2, 1968
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“What’s going on with him?”

“I gave him a shit load of morphine. He’s calm now but he’s in deep shit. The soldier ahead of him stepped on a toe-popper. He had all kinds of shrapnel; body parts from the other soldier hit him straight on.”

“For now, I’ll put him on the top of my list. I need to see what else we got.”

“Are choppers on the way?”

“Oh yeah, but they’re taking fire. It might be a while. Hang tight, brother, right now I’m still trying to figure out which end is up. What a fuck’n mess.”
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San Ramon, Arizona, May 15, 1967
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I can hear the shrill sound of my mother’s voice as she yelled at the top of her lungs that breakfast was pert-near done. I grabbed my smokes and went out to the kitchen. Mom standing in front of the stove with her back toward me, frying bacon. She had a cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth.

“Dang mom, that bacon smells good.”

She turns around to see me, “Well, good morning, sweetheart.” She picked up a cooked slice of bacon. “Here’s a slice while you wait.”

“You want coffee, Son?” asked my dad.

“I’ll get it.”

“Ah, go on sit yourself down I’ll get it— a little sugar, right?”

“That’s right.”

“Do biscuits, gravy, two eggs over easy, a couple strips extra crispy of bacon, and coffee sound okay to you?” asked my mom.

“Are you kidding? I feel like I died and went to heaven.”

“Here’s your coffee,” my father said as he set the cup in front of me.

“Everything smells incredible, thank you. I’m so hungry I could eat a horse.”

“We’re just glad to have you home, sweetheart,” said my mother without turning away from the stove.

“Hey, Dad, where did you say Joe was today?”

“Yesterday he and some kid from town took some cattle up to a little ranch in Vernon, a little place north of Showlow. They didn’t get back until after midnight. Joe and Peggy are coming over this afternoon for your going-away party.”

“You don’t have to throw a party.”

“Son, I don’t have to do anything but pay taxes and die. Come on, young man, you don’t think we will let you go off without a little get-together?” said my father.

“Well, I guess not,” I answered, knocking a fork off the table.

My mother turned around from the stove. “Jack, did you just drop a fork?”

“Yeah, Mom, I’m sorry. I’ll pick it up.”

“Don’t be sorry, that’s a good omen. Dropping a fork means that there is company coming, and that’s always awfully good.”

“Mom, where does all that hocus-pocus stuff come from?”

My dad kicked my leg under the table and gave me one of those ‘don’t go there looks.’

“Son, it’s not hocus-pocus, and you’d do well to take heed,” answered my mother. “Dropping a fork is a sign that company is coming. Guess what, we’re having a party for you tonight with all my sisters and your cousins.”

“Mom, that’s fine, I was just pulling your leg.”

“I’ll tell ya another thing, Jack, you never want to hear a hoot owl.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“You dang right. It’s a sign that great pain and sorrow are about to fall upon you and yours. Everyone knows if an owl starts hoot’n that’s a sure-fire sign that someone in your family has died. An unbearable sorrow will fall upon the family.”

To change the subject, my father asked me a question he already knew the answer to. “Son, what time did you say you had to leave tomorrow morning?”

“My flight is at seven. I fly to San Francisco, hook up with my unit and then tomorrow night we head out to Guam then to Saigon.”

“Let’s not talk about that,” requested my mother as she stood at the stove facing away from us. My father got up, patted her shoulder, reassuring her that everything would be fine.
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Binh Dinh Province - Republic of Vietnam

9:16 AM Thursday, March 2, 1968
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“What’s going on?”

“This guy needs to get on a chopper. He’s barely holding on. He’ll be lucky to make it another ten minutes. We need to get him out of here ASAP!”

“What about the others?”

“Three dead and six wounded. Like I said, this guy has to go right now!”

“Will two choppers do the job?”

“Yeah, I think so.”
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