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LaFollette Tennessee 1982

Bobby Jack Stagnari sat back in his easy chair with closed eyes. He had a can of Dr. Pepper in his right hand, even though he would have preferred something stronger. His left hand just lay limply on the left arm rest. The room was dark. Just like his life. Just like his marriage. Just like his family. Limp and dark.

Thirty-six years come and gone. Everything was gone now. Earlier in the day, he had received a call from the admissions desk at LaFollette Hospital telling Bobby Jack that he needed to get to the hospital as soon as he could because his son had been struck by a car after he got off his school bus that afternoon. Bobby Jack was in his branch office when the call came in and was on his way out the door before the girl got any farther in her message. He made the trip from Jacksboro to LaFollette in record time. Later on he thought about that and decided it was true because two different policemen in two cars told him the same thing.

The officers knew Bobby Jack and he motioned to them to follow him into the hospital. As they trotted alongside him he told them about the phone call. One of them had actually worked the accident which had taken place up in Yankee Town. He didn't have any info on Bobby Jack's son though as the ambulance had already left with their patient by the time he arrived to assist the first officers on scene. After that the two told Bobby Jack to call for an escort the next time he had an emergency. They would prefer that to having to work another accident. Bobby Jack told them he would do so. By then he was at the door to the Emergency Room and when he walked in a nurse was waiting and took him by the arm and forced him into a seat. She knew him too and did what was needed to slow him down.

Betty Wilhoit had been a nurse for thirty years and had seen it all, including many of the worst things that humans could do to each other. Once she had Bobby Jack seated, she leaned to him with a meaty hand on each of his shoulders.

“Calm down Bobby Jack. I know it's not easy but you must. Benjy is in surgery at this time and Doctor O'Connor and Doctor Davis are both working on him. My orders are to calm you down and get some spare blood from you because some will likely be needed for him and you are probably a match.”

Bobby Jack slowed his breathing down and listened. By the time Betty stopped talking he was rolling his sleeve up. That was actually what Betty expected. She had known him since he was a child and even as a youngster he acted when a decision had to be made. Just as he was doing now. When he looked up at her and said he was okay, Betty told him to follow her.

Bobby Jack followed her out of the ER and into a nearby office which housed the lab. A technician followed them to a seat with fold down armrests and she asked him if the bare arm was his best and he said yes and she flipped the left arm rest down. Betty sat in the next chair and got ready to write on a clipboard and fill in some forms while the technician worked.

Bobby Jack asked if he was back in the Navy because she was asking everything except his rank. She just smiled and kept asking.

Halfway through the form, Betty asked Bobby Jack if he knew his blood type. He chuckled and said that was easy to remember. He and Nettie Ruth both were type O and sometimes joked about making sure one or the other was always close by if some blood was needed.

When he said this, Betty stopped both questioning and writing and murmured a soft “Oh.” She stood  up and Bobby Jack thought she was done, but before he could ask, she was almost running out the door. She did yell back at him that she would be right back. He wondered if she had a toilet emergency. At least she was making him get his mind off Benjy. At least for a moment. By then the technician had gotten a sample and was already processing it in order to verify the type.

Chapter...

Bobby Jack was getting antsy. Betty had not returned and he didn't know if he should return to the ER waiting area or stay here in the lab and wait for orders to give some more blood for a possible transfusion. He hadn't received any more news about his son and was just about ready to go find the surgery and camp outside the door if necessary. Then he remembered that Gracie would be getting back soon from a class outing to Norris Dam. He had promised to pick her up when the buses returned to Valley View Elementary. Making another decision, he told the technician that he needed her phone so that someone would pick up his daughter. She pointed the phone out and told him to go right ahead. He thanked her and called his office and explained to his secretary, Joyce, what had happened and that he badly needed her to go up to Valley View and pick up Gracie and if it wasn't a problem, to keep her, maybe even overnight. It wasn't a problem. One less worry Bobby Jack thought and turned to go out and on to his mission to find his son. Going through the door he had to abruptly stop as he came face to face with Doctor O'Connor.

If he been asked later on, Bobby Jack could not for the life of him have remembered all the words and questions concerning his son that he rushed into Doctor O'Connor's face.

"Follow me Bobby Jack." Bobby Jack thought he hadn't been ordered around this much in four years in the Navy. But he followed the Doctor.

The Doctor led him into yet another room down the hall from the lab. Back closer to the ER in fact. Once in the room, Bobby Jack was directed to a chair and the Doctor perched on a corner of the desk that was taking up part of the room. Bobby Jack could only wait for the Doctor to start talking, but he seemed to have a problem getting started. This scared Bobby Jack. Maybe it was worse than he thought about Benjy. Had he...? “No, no, that's not happened. He wouldn't permit it. He would make a deal with the devil if necessary. Take him. Not his son.”

“Bobby Jack, you told Betty that both you and Nettie Ruth are type O's. Are you sure about that? Real sure? Any doubt about it?”

“No, Doc. I'm real sure. I wore it on my dog tags for four years and even gave a pint of blood while I was hanging around the hospital in Japan waiting for a flight out when they finally released me from there. 

In fact, when Nettie Ruth saw my dog tags in a desk drawer one day early on, we got to talking and she thought it was funny that she had the same type and that was when we swore to always be close by if the other needed it. That was just a joke Doc.” Bobby Jack smiled then.

The Doctor wasn't laughing though. Finally he seemed to make up his mind about whatever he was thinking about and giving Bobby Jack a serious look, he started to talk. Before he could say a word though, Bobby Jack was demanding to know his son's status. No one seemed to know anything it seemed. Or if they did, they sure weren't telling him.”

“Go ahead Doc. Is Benjy going to make it? I have to know because I will have to plan two funerals when Nettie Ruth gets back. It would kill her if anything bad happens. Please Doctor. He's going to be alright isn't he?” Bobby Jack was crying with his fear.

“Calm down, Bobby Jack. Don't be planning a funeral until it's needed. Okay? He is going to need some blood. That's the first thing.”

Bobby Jack interrupted, “That's what I'm back here in the lab for, Doctor. Doesn't Betty tell you anything. If that's all that's needed, he can have every drop of mine and after that you all have my permission to run me through a washing machine wringer and get any that's left over if need be.” Bobby Jack was grinning now. It seemed like Benjy would be okay.

“It's not just the blood Bobby Jack. He may have some liver damage that will require a donor. But...”

Before the Doctor could finish, Bobby Jack was volunteering his own liver. Even if he died while giving it. Anything for his child.

“I appreciate what all you're offering Bobby Jack. But we need more.”

“What more Doctor? Body parts? Money? I've got more than I need of both. Take all you want.”

“I'll just say it Bobby Jack. When you all adopted Benjy, did the agency provide any paperwork or clues saying who his biological father or mother might be?”

“What are you talking about Doc? Benjy is my son. Me and Nettie Ruth's.” Bobby Jack was squeezing the arms of his chair now with a death grip.

“No Bobby Jack. I know that you think of him as your son, but we may be needing one of those parents or another close family member that might be compatible if we do have to do something about the liver.”

“Doctor O'Connor, please pretend that I am really stupid and explain in plain, layman's language why I can't give blood or part of my body to my own son? At this minute, I am not sure you know what in the hell you are talking about?”

“I know for a fact that you are not stupid, Bobby Jack. But listen to me. Back in school or maybe reading a book or watching television, did you ever come across a bit of information concerning blood types and what types are compatible and what types produce what types in children? You told my nurse, Betty, and you told me that you are positive that you and your wife are both type O. Benjy is type A.”

“So? What's the big deal? I know that most types are able to work with others. So again, what's the big deal?”

“Bobby Jack, listen to me. Two type O donors can only produce a type O child.”

Bobby Jack's face was frozen in horror.

“Oh God, Bobby Jack. You didn't know did you. I hate like hell to pile on, but you are not, and I have to emphasize, you are not that child's biological father. Now the type A is not that big a problem. There is plenty of that around, but it's usually quicker and safer to use a parent or sibling. I take it that your wife is out of pocket. Your type O is acceptable, but we've got plenty of donor's available anyway if we need more than yours. Hell, I'm type A and I will go ahead and give the blood for him if it's needed. But, here's the problem. The liver. If we need one and the nearest relative is not a match or not available, then the difficulty comes up. Nettie Ruth is the unavailable nearest relative at this moment. Gracie is available I assume, but I would prefer an older relative. And there is the possibility that she is a half-sister.”

Bobby Jack's face was so white now that the Doctor was ready to call out to the ER and get some help.

Making another decision, Bobby Jack righted himself and stood up. Speaking quietly but firmly, he said, “Do whatever you have to or can do for Nettie Ruth's son, Doc. If it comes down to money, the boy's grandfather practically mints it. But you know that. If you don't know how to reach him, I can give his numbers to Betty. Goodbye Doctor. I need to go get my daughter now. She's only nine years old and I am sure she's pretty much scared to death right now most likely. Thank you for everything.”

Bobby Jack walked out of the room without hesitation and without another word. The doctor hoped he didn't have a seriously injured woman coming in for treatment anytime soon. Especially if her name was Nettie Ruth Stagnari. Medical school all those years ago did not prepare the students for a situation like this. He stood up from the desk and went back to the surgery to find Doctor Davis and see what his thoughts were for their patient.

Bobby Jack's earlier fears had gone away and had been replaced by a cold rage. On the way to his car his first thoughts were of using his pistol in the way he had been taught. While he was waiting to do that he thought he might get a shovel from his garage and go dig a grave somewhere. No, make that two graves. After all, that's how many it takes to do a tango is what everyone says isn't it?

Chapter.............

Bobby Jack went by his house long enough to use the phone and locate Joyce and his daughter. He told her just enough to think that Benjy was very serious but the Doctors were feeling positive about his situation. This put her in good heart and she suggested that Gracie stay with her and her family tonight and he could call her with instructions the next day. She would keep Gracie as long as necessary she said. 

One more less thing to worry about for the moment went through Bobby Jack's tormented mind. He felt he could sit and bawl for a few hours if he let himself. That wasn't going to happen though. He decided to drive up to Glade Springs and see his Grandmother. She wouldn't be able to help much. At least not physically. She was seventy-five years old and moved slow nowadays, but her mind was still as sharp as a tack. He would tell her the story and they would toss it back and forth like they had done all his life and he would reach a decision at some point of what exactly that he was going to do. She was a tough old bird and he was lucky to have her. His parents couldn't be reached easily at the moment and he would prefer his grandma Bertha anyway. He felt even more weary all of a sudden and leaned back for a moment and let his mind wander.

Chapter.............

Bertha Miller had seen or lived through it all. At least that's what she liked to tell people. Some of them, like her grandson believed her. She was born in Campbell County Tennessee in 1907 in the Vasper Community and grew up and expected to marry a farmer there and expected to live there until she died.

She did marry a farmer when she was sixteen and her only child, a daughter named Darcy, was born when Bertha was eighteen. Her husband was not the best farmer around, but they managed to grow enough to live on and he picked up a few dollars by hiring out sometimes to other farmers. Those dollars and selling some of their own crops provided clothing and other necessities. They were no different from most of their neighbors. There may have been one or two well-off people in Vasper but Bertha sure didn't know them. When Norris Dam was built and their farm was one of those that was flooded and lay several hundred feet below Norris Lake, the pitiful buyout the government provided looked like a fortune to Bertha and her husband, Dewey Miller. They found some acreage in Glade Springs and actually moved their entire household from Vasper to their new home in a day and a half in a large farm wagon pulled by the two mules that Dewey plowed with. Martha told her daughter, Darcy,. that they were like pioneers and Darcy thought it was quite an adventure. She wasn't so sure though when they got to the new home and found that it was just a tent. Martha tried to convince her that they were like Indians living in a teepee. Darcy didn't buy it though.

Dewey exchanged work with his neighbors in return for their help in building a small house. It wasn't much but Darcy had her own room and that was an improvement on what she had in Vasper. She decided to be happy with it. 

One of the neighbors helping her father build their new house was named Gennaro Stagnari. When he came over to help out, he brought a sixteen year old son named Gino with him. Gennaro had been in the United States for over twenty years since leaving his native Naples, and he still had trouble with English and one of Gino's jobs was to translate for his father when needed. When he wasn't translating or using a hammer, or doing gofer jobs, Gino found time to talk to a twelve year old, going on thirteen, she was quick to point out, Darcy.

Gino was handy at mechanics too, he informed Darcy, and didn't want to be a full time farmer when he got out of school. He had already built his own car from parts salvaged here and there, in barns, and fields, and junk yards. The car didn't look like much but it ran like a top and he quickly informed Darcy that he would be her ride to Junior High next year. The twelve, going on thirteen year old was suitably impressed. Gino had black hair and laughing black eyes and Darcy thought he was the prettiest boy she had ever seen. He thought she was the prettiest girl he had ever seen.

On the ninth day of December 1941, sixteen year old Darcy Miller married twenty year old Gino Stagnari. On Monday, the fifth day of January, 1942, Gino enlisted in the United States Marines. He left for Parris Island four days later, and came home for two weeks leave after finishing boot camp. When he left this time, Darcy would not see him until May of 1945, when he returned to her on crutches after being wounded several times on Okinawa, but Darcy thought returning on crutches was better than returning the way many local boys had. Gino had to agree with her.

In August of 1942, on an island called Guadalcanal, Private Gino Stagnari was shot for the first time. And the second time. And the third time. Just when he decided he was about to die, a dirty and bloody Navy Corpsman named Bobby Jack Henegar, from Macon Georgia slapped his face and told him if he died on him that he would shoot Gino himself. He worked with what he had in his kit to stop Gino's bleeding, and gave him a shot of pain killer and then started crawling and dragging Gino for a quarter mile back to the unit's aid station.

In March of 1946, Darcy's long awaited welcome home gift for Gino finally arrived, and Gino named the gift, Bobby Jack, in memory of the Corpsman who lost his own life on an island called Saipan in 1944. Gino was on the same island at the time, but he was busy fighting for his own life two miles away, and couldn't return the favor to Bobby Jack. After his son was born, Gino sent a letter and a photo of the baby to Bobby Jack's young widow in Macon. She appreciated it and the letter and photo were buried with her many years later. Her second husband and their children didn't mind.

Chapter...

Bobby Jack never had any siblings, but not from lack of trying, Gino liked to joke. Darcy would roll her eyes and then laugh at the embarrassed and blushing Bobby Jack. Looking back at his childhood, Bobby Jack thought it seemed like an enchanted time in his life. His father was never out of work because he was a darn good mechanic and later when Gino was hired to work in the Stoney Baird garage out in Long Hollow, he knew his financial and working future was assured. 

By then Bobby Jack had moved effortlessly through school, always a favorite of teachers, boys, and girls. Good grades came easy to him, as did sports. He had what Gino called his Italian gift of gab. That, and laughing black eyes with lashes that could make a girl jealous, and black hair attached to a good looking face didn't hurt his chances with any of the girls in any grade every year. Except for one girl. She was beautiful, she was a third cousin on his mama's side, and she made it plain every day of their life that she absolutely hated Bobby Jack. She seemed to have dedicated her life to that singular purpose, and for no reason that Bobby Jack could think of. He spent a lot of energy just trying to stay out of her way. 

Her name was Nettie Ruth Goins. Her father was rich. She was tall and built like a brick shit house everyone said. A movie star face graced with red lips, green eyes, and silky hair that was more red than blond, completed the package that was Nettie Ruth. 

Bobby Jack had never bullied her, demeaned her, nor spoken mean to her. She seemed to have started hating him sometime in the first grade at East LaFollette Elementary School. They were seated next to each other and there she commenced making him as miserable as possible. Her weapon of choice was her mouth and it spewed vileness at him at every opportunity. 

This behavior continued on, year after year, all the way through high school. Every teacher and every student was aware of it. A few tried unsuccessfully to discuss her mania with her, but she refused. Even her parents attempted to calm down her behavior, but to no avail. They were no more successful than anyone else. While everyone else worried about her behavior, Bobby Jack dealt with her by laughing out loud at her antics. 

While onlookers debated whether her face could get any redder before her head exploded when he did this, he would stop laughing and after a few moments, he would lean in close, and just for her ears, whisper and tell her how beautiful she was and what he would do to her if he ever had the chance. He also promised to leave finger prints and lip prints on every inch of her fair skinned body by the time he was done.

When a suitable amount of steam was pouring from her every opening, he would laugh at her once more and walk away. On the occasions that he could actually make her scream out loud in a classroom or school hallway he counted as a really good day. In his sophomore year he would put a check mark on the calendar in his room at home on those days. He stopped putting the check marks on the calendar but he didn't stop laughing and whispering to her. It was just a game to Bobby Jack. 

After graduating High School, Bobby Jack job-hopped, trying to find something he was good at and that would hold his interest. While he was failing at this, Nettie Ruth took off on a hippie type trip around Europe for nearly two years, spending her father's money and every now and then slowing down from her adventures to take time to mail her parents a post card. They kept money in an American Express account for her and she would usually be able to find an office in most large cities when she needed to replenish her funds. She finally returned home and told her parents she was ready to start college and be a normal all American girl again. Neither Thornton C. nor Gracie Jean were amused but they were glad to have her back home where they didn't have to worry so much. She never discussed any of the details of her long time away from home, and her parents were afraid to ask.

Shortly after Nettie Ruth had started her third year of college at LMU, she came home one weekend and her mother told her that Darcy had called her, crying, and said that a Navy Officer and Father John had come to their house to tell her and Gino that Bobby Jack had been shot really bad a bunch of times while he was down in the Mekong Delta somewhere, and was now in critical condition in a hospital in Japan. Nettie Ruth screamed and fainted. 

Her father was in the room when this happened and he picked his daughter up and carried her to her bedroom. While her parents debated calling for a doctor, she opened her eyes and told them she was okay now. She never went back to school. 

Chapter.....

Bobby Jack had received his draft notice in September of 1965, though he was not expecting it for another year at least. A friend of Gino's that served on the draft board, told him that it was just the luck of the draw. Bobby Jack was not a real firm believer in luck that you didn't make for yourself. He knew it was starting to heat up in Viet Nam and after his father took him fishing one week end and discussed things that he had seen and suffered and done in the Pacific campaigns, he made it plain that he did not wish this for his only son. Between them they decided it was best to head for a Navy or Air Force recruiting office as soon as possible. Everyone knows those two branches don't go to actual war. Bobby Jack flipped a coin that day at the lake side and the Navy won. Bobby Jack was sure that he was a winner either way.

The contract would be for four years rather than the two years a draftee served, but Gino told him the training and living conditions would be better and worth the extra time. And don't forget the much better chances of coming back alive. That was important to both men. It was important to Darcy too if she had been consulted.

Chapter...........

Three days after their weekend at the lake, Gino drove Bobby Jack to the Navy-Marine recruiting offices in Oak Ridge. Gino told his son to stay in the car and he went straight through the door marked “Marines.” This worried Bobby Jack for it had been agreed that he was going to wear Navy blue and not Marine green. Ten minutes later Gino came back outside, accompanied by a Marine Gunnery Sergeant. They said something and shook hands and Gino returned to the car and got in. Before Bobby Jack could speak, Gino told him to hush and wait. Bobby Jack hushed and watched the Gunny step inside the door marked, “Navy.” 

Ten minutes later he came back out that door and looked toward Gino's car and gave a thumbs up sign. Right behind him was a Navy Chief. He looked toward Gino's car too. He crooked his finger towards the car in a come here motion. Three hours later Bobby Jack was told to be at the M.E.P.S offices in Knoxville two days later for induction. Bobby Jack thanked him several times. He knew that his father and the Marine Gunny had greased the skids for him. The Navy, Air Force and Coast Guard all had a backlog of people wanting to enlist and avoid the possibilities of the Army and Marines being in a draftee's future, which in turn meant a strong possibility of going into combat. Without being told, Bobby Jack walked over to the Marine side and thanked the Gunnery Sergeant. The Marine thought he was a good kid. Too bad he was going Navy.

Five days later, Bobby Jack was in Great Lakes Illinois. He had shipped his civilian clothes home, been issued uniforms, stenciled his name and service number on everything he owned and visited the barber shop. By the end of the second week he was enjoying himself. He was treating the Navy like he treated Nettie Ruth. He laughed at everyone else's bitching and went about following all orders given him. He was also the Company Commander's fair hair haired boy and led his class in their winning of all possible flags and awards. He also earned a meritorious promotion to Seaman, E-3 when he graduated boot camp. He was on his way, the Company Commander told him.

Bobby Jack was given two weeks leave and orders to report right back to Great Lakes for basic electronics school. Following that school, he would be going to Bainbridge Maryland for Radioman 'A' school. 

While he was home on leave, three different girls questioned him for the reason there were thirteen buttons on the front flap of his dress blue uniform trousers. On each occasion, he explained that they were there in order for a girl to have thirteen opportunities to say no. None of the three did so. Bobby Jack was so glad that he had went Navy. 

On a date with one of the girls, he walked out of the Cherokee Theater with her after a movie and Nettie Ruth was walking in with two girlfriends at the same time. When she spotted him, she stopped in her tracks, and raised one elegant hand and gave him the finger. When Bobby Jack laughed at her, she turned and ran past him before he could whisper to her. 

When his date asked why Nettie Ruth hated him so much, he replied that he really didn't know. They had never even had sex. His date joined his laughter. She thought Nettie Ruth didn't know what she was missing, and she also thought that the next time she was feeling catty she might mention this to Nettie Ruth. She might not be rich and beautiful like Nettie Ruth but Bobby Jack was going to screw her brains out later tonight. Her, not Nettie Ruth. Take that, bitch. She gripped Bobby Jack's arm a little tighter and smiled up at him when he looked down at her. He smiled back.

After his leave was up, Bobby Jack went back to Great Lakes and breezed through the Basic Electronics school and then did the same at Radioman “A” school in Bainbridge. From there he went to the small communications station in Guantanamo Bay Cuba for a year long, unaccompanied tour. It was the most boring year of his life. The troops were allowed a one day R&R flight to a choice of Ocho Rios Jamaica or Port Au Prince Haiti. He chose Port Au Prince and bought a lot of beautiful wood carving statues for souvenirs to send home. He passed on the cheap bottles of rum for sale and the just as cheap hookers that seemed to come out of the woodwork though. He also had two fiery meals in the only clean looking restaurants that he could find. He had no idea what he had eaten but the meals were good even if he was on fire the entire time he was eating. He told Gino later on that his asshole burned for a week.

Chapter.....

In the early Fall of 1967, his tour in Gitmo was nearly over and Bobby Jack was expecting orders any day and was hoping for something haze gray that would be making a Med cruise. He was a third class petty officer and would soon go over the two year mark. That would bring on a pay raise to two hundred twenty-three dollars a month. He was ready for some good foreign liberty finally. No more Port Au Prince.

Bobby Jack was actually on duty in the message center when his orders came across the teletype machine. The seaman working as the message router took one look and said, “Oh shit,” before calling out, “Hey, Bobby Jack. You need to take a look at this, buddy.” 

Bobby Jack read that he was to report to Treasure Island California in December for a short survival training course there and at Camp Pendleton. After that he would be given Christmas leave and then report to Comnavsuppact Saigon, RVN on 6 January 1968. After he read this, Bobby Jack added his own, “Oh shit.”

Chapter......

During his thirty days of leave, Bobby Jack took time to have some serious talks with his father about important do's and don't's when operating in a jungle environment. They were both pretty sure that a third class radioman wouldn't be around Saigon very long. If he was, fine and dandy, but don't count on anything. Be ready was Gino's mantra. Bobby Jack's too. In the rest of the thirty days leave he found more girls who were intrigued by the thirteen buttons. He didn't run into Nettie Ruth even once.

Chapter........................

Classes at Treasure Island consisted mostly of feel good sessions about winning the hearts and minds of the Vietnamese, those very same people who just wanted to kill Americans. Camp Pendleton consisted of being issued green colored uniforms, new boots, and two days of weapons training. Bobby Jack didn't particularly like the part about throwing live hand grenades but he did as he was told.

On the sixth of January, Bobby Jack was on a no-name airline with stewardesses who looked like they had escaped from an old folks home. They did a good job on the long flight though and none of the G.I.'s on board had to waste any time flirting with them.

Before making the descent into Ton Son Nhut airbase in Saigon, the pilot came on the plane's speakers telling the passengers that the base was currently under rocket attack and they would divert to Bien Hoa and land there. Bobby Jack didn't like this news at all. And what the hell was a Bien Hoa?

Most of the passengers were Army personnel who were going on to Bien Hoa anyway, so that was no problem for them. The eight Navy passengers didn't have a clue though. Once off the plane they were herded onto green colored buses and taken to a large open bay barracks and told to find a rack and get some sleep. They would be sent on down to Saigon in the morning. Bobby Jack thought it sounded as though that wasn't very far. That was okay with him.

At four o'clock in the morning the loud sound of artillery fire brought him out of a sound sleep and scared him to death. He rolled out of a top bunk and onto the floor in about two seconds. Every other sailor had done the same. None of them knew what outgoing fire sounded like. A couple of soldiers stayed awake long enough to laugh at them.

The ride down to Saigon the next morning was nothing to write home about. Throughout the entire trip, the bus was trapped behind a Vietnamese garbage truck. Bobby Jack quickly figured out that when these people threw something away, it was totally rotten and used up. He hoped he never had to go through that again. At Navuppact headquarters he checked in and was assigned a room in a building next door that was used as a barracks. He was told to report in each morning to check on his status. He was also told to not wonder around outside on his own. He assured the master-at-arms giving him this message that he would not dream of it.

He wrote some quick letters to his parents and his grandmother and told them of his exploits so far. He thought his father would find them amusing. He did like the fact that no postage was needed. Just his name and FPO address on the left corner of the envelope and the word FREE penciled in where a stamp would normally go. He guessed he was saving money already.

On the fourth day of waiting and checking in, he was told to be ready to go the next morning. He asked where that might be that he was going. The Personnelman Chief thought he was being a smart ass and told him he was going down in the delta to Cat Lo. Before Bobby Jack could ask what in the heck was a Cat Lo, the Chief walked away. Bobby Jack thought that maybe the Chief was having a bad day.

The next morning Bobby Jack and a handful of other sailors were carted out to Ton Son Nhut and they and their sea bags were loaded on a cargo flight heading to Vung Tau. Bobby Jack didn't even bother asking this time.

From the time he boarded the plane until he got off could not have been more than thirty minutes and Bobby Jack asked one of the flight crew how far they had flown. He was told it was less than forty-five air miles. Seemed like a waste of gas Bobby Jack thought.

Haze gray colored Navy buses were waiting at the edge of the tarmac. They would be transporting the sailors, and Bobby Jack followed the herd. It was hot as all get out and they were all in their wool, dress blue uniforms. They rode a few miles and then stopped and parked near a long pier that had various craft tied up to it. There was an LST among them and Bobby Jack wondered if maybe it was the USS Cat Lo. He asked the driver what ship it was. He didn't want to appear too dumb. 

The driver wasn't sure but thought it might be the USS Coconino County. That answered that. He next asked about Cat Lo. The driver said, “Oh, I don't go up there. Get back out the gate there and cross the road and hitch a ride. There's always a Jeep or truck going by and heading up there.

Bobby Jack did as he was told and stood where he was told to for nearly an hour before anything even remotely American came by, and even then it was finally the third vehicle that stopped and someone said, “Hop in shipmate.” He hopped.

During the hour wait, Bobby Jack was constantly surrounded by Vietnamese, some walking, some driving three wheel vehicles unlike anything he had ever seen. They were sort of like a three wheeled motor bike with a cab built onto them. He was scared the whole time. He had no weapon to use if he was attacked and the enemy and friendlies all looked alike as far as he knew. At the very least they weren't wearing a badge or sign saying “good guy” or “bad guy,” The temperature was over a hundred degrees and his blues were soaked by the time he got a ride. 

Talking to the driver of the Jeep that picked him up, he discovered that Cat Lo was a very small base that supported Navy swift boats, some Army patrol boats, PBR'S, and an honest to God, Coast Guard Cutter. The driver said the Coasties did something over in the Rung Sat Special Zone from time to time. He said this like even an idiot would know that. Bobby Jack wondered what language he was speaking. He had been sure that he was an American when he told him earlier that he was from Ohio.

The base was indeed very small and it seemed to consist entirely of a jumble of Quonset Huts and connex boxes. The radio shack itself was a ten by six room crowded with transmitters, and receivers, and a teletype machine. A couple of shotguns and two .45 pistols completed the equipment list. On the property list they were listed along side the crypto equipment. Looking around, Bobby Jack figured the Navy had wasted a lot of money teaching him Morse Code back at Bainbridge. In fact he never used it at anytime during his entire time in the Navy. He never forgot it though.

A third class Radioman was assigned to get him checked in and show him around. The high points of the tour as far as Bobby Jack was concerned was his work space, the chow hall and his berthing space. Other than a few piers with some of the supported boats tied up there, there wasn't a lot to see. There was also a small barber shop with a Vietnamese barber. Bobby Jack thought about learning to cut his own hair.

Three weeks after he got there, the whole damn country exploded during the Tet uprising, filled with attacks on American positions. A few rounds and rockets landed in the compound but there were only a couple of wounded and some damage to some of the hooches. The boats all got underway and went upriver to kick some ass. At least that's what a gunner's mate told Bobby Jack. A message from Saigon told the skipper to be prepared to evacuate the base if necessary, but it never came to that. Bobby Jack was happy with that. He was keeping his head lower than his ass, he thought. That was one of the instructions that Gino had given him and he didn't plan on changing it.

After two months there, he felt like he had been there forever. There was nothing to do on base for recreation beyond fishing off any of the piers with an empty space, or the Quonset hut that housed an enlisted men's club. Bobby Jack didn't care for booze so he seldom stopped in there unless he wanted a cold soda. They did have that there. For other entertainment, you had to go out the gate and turn either right or left. The town that had sprouted there was filled with an excess of bars and whores. He had told his father about this in a letter and his father sent him his advice. 

“Save your money, keep your head lower than your ass and stay in the barracks and masturbate if necessary.” Bobby Jack was no innocent but neither was he a fool. He listened to his father.

Nothing else of note happened for the rest of his tour there and Bobby Jack let himself be persuaded to extend his tour for six more months. In return he was given a week's R&R, with a choice of several nice places to go to. He chose Hawaii, and Gino and Darcy flew out to meet him there. The week flew by and in no time he was back at work. His parents were staying for two more weeks and making the trip a second honeymoon. Darcy reminded Gino that they hadn't had a first honeymoon yet.

In the spring, a few months into his extension, advancement results came in and Bobby Jack was on the list and promoted to second class petty officer. That was another nice pay raise. Add in the sixty-five dollars a month combat pay and he thought he was probably up to about half of what he would be earning if he was a civilian. That thought struck him as funny. It was all tax free though.

The Communications Officer was a young ensign who hadn't been in the Navy long enough yet to be an asshole and he came by Radio to congratulate Bobby Jack on the promotion and while there asked him if he wanted to make the milk-run on the Mike boat going up to Saigon and Nha Be on their monthly trip picking up supplies. This was a plum assignment because the boat would stay for two nights after tying up in the Cholon district of Saigon and the crew would have time to go to the Navy Exchange at the Navsuppact compound. Bobby Jack didn't know what he would be shopping for once he was in the PX, but he would buy something. Anything. It didn't matter what. The break in the boredom was the highlight of the trip.

These trips were made once a month and there had never been one incident in all the time Bobby Jack had been stationed there. The boat making the trip was actually a 73 foot long LCM-8 with a shallow draft that could haul up to 50 tons of cargo when needed. It only made about 9 knots per hour, but it was a dependable workhorse throughout the waterways of the 'Nam. Up to a year before, either a swift boat or PBR escorted the mike boat up the Mekong, but now it was considered so safe that the escort was discontinued.

The appointed day arrived and Bobby Jack was on the pier waiting for the boat to prepare for getting underway. He had never paid any attention to any of the boat's other departures for the trip up the river and was surprised when a gunners mate drove up to the pier with an M-16 and a .45 for each man. Bobby Jack had brought a PRC-25 field radio with him to enable the boat to communicate when necessary. That was the reason a radioman always got to make the trip. One Gunner's Mate, one Engineman, one Quartermaster and one Boatswains mate completed the crew. The last thing brought aboard was an M-60 machine gun and the Gunner's Mate casually lay it across a small pile of sand bags in front of the pilot house. Anyone using it would be sitting on or laying across the access hatch to the engine. Bobby Jack shrugged all of this activity aside after the boatswains mate told him this was the normal routine. While talking to him about this, Bobby Jack asked about the trip. He was told this trip would involve a trip down river to Vung Tau to pick up some pallets of stuff destined for Dong Tam. That would be a little side trip on the way to Saigon. No big deal. Bobby Jack wasn't so sure. 

He read lots of messages that passed through radio and quite a few of them concerned Dong Tam. A fellow radioman had told him it was commonly referred to as, “Mortar City,” instead of it's proper name. As a followup, a PBR rider told him that every day in the vicinity of the Dong Tam operations area was a holiday. At Bobby Jack's questioning look, he laughed and said, “Yeah, the Fourth of July, every day and every night. Plenty of fireworks but no hot dogs or baked beans though.” Bobby Jack thought that was scary.

After picking up their load, the mike boat slid away from the Vung Tau pier into the oily waters which would lead on up to Dong Tam. Everything was quiet and Bobby Jack leaned back in the well deck, almost dozing in between his hourly radio checks with Courtley Grapes Bravo, the call sign for Cat Lo, which he personally thought was a pretty silly call sign. While leaning back and taking it easy, he glanced around at the pallets and saw that every last one was labeled as holding different types of ammunition. Bobby Jack was glad he didn't smoke.

Several hours into the trip an argument above him in the pilot house brought him fully awake. He stood on one of the crates to get his ears up higher so he could find out what was going on. It seemed that while the boatswains mate was also
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