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Chapter 1

+ = Based on the author’s personal experience.

DEDICATIONS

To my wife Vicki; for me, she puts the stars in the sky.
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Father Vincent Capodanno

+A special commemoration to Father Vincent Capodanno who, on September 4, 1967, was killed in Vietnam combat during Operation Swift.  I am thankful to God I was blessed to have been able to share a small portion of his life in a remote area near Chu Lai, South Vietnam. 

During our idle time in Vietnam my buddies and I would spend our time talking about going home or what we would do when we got home. Constantly, that was all we talked about: the girls we knew, the cars we drove, the places we would hang out, and on and on.

I was sure Father Capodanno never had those thoughts. His thoughts were there, in Vietnam. Thinking and striving to help others. 

He was either in Chu Lai at his Chapel or in the hospital visiting the injured. When he wasn’t in Chu Lai, he was with the Marines out in combat; always serving God, and the Marines; never thinking of himself or his own safety.

I remember on one occasion when we were on an operation. We were sweeping a field walking in a line formation. About fifteen yards from me two Marines had tripped some type of landmine and were seriously injured. Out of nowhere Father Capodanno climbed a fence, ran out in front of everyone and was the first person to arrive at their side. He gave no thought to his own life, only that he knew he had to get to them to serve them with the faith that he so truly believed.

I knew then he was a special person. It was as though he was our Father watching over us, like a Guardian Angel that was there for our time of need. Not thinking about going home, only thinking of us.

Shortly after I returned home, I had learned he was killed during Operation Swift. As I read the details of his death, I knew he was doing what he had done so often, he was helping and comforting others.  

Not a day goes by that I do not think about Father Capodanno. He is with me daily; he is my way, my life, and my guardian. We, the Marines that were blessed to know him were truly blessed by an Angel. He continues to be with us, and will be until our final destination home, when we all will be together again.+

***
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At the end of this book is a bio and synopsis of some of my factual Vietnam encounters, some of which are used in this novel. Many veterans had it worse, which says; no young man should ever have to suffer the agonies of war. On behalf of all the children, I’m praying for peace...

***
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To my mom and dad, Hazel & Robert

And to Randy Johnson, brother Jim, sister Patty, and nephew Doug.

Although some of the Vietnam events portrayed in this book were based on true experiences of the author, this book is a work of fiction. Any resemblances to actual persons, living or dead, are entirely coincidental. During the factual experiences expressed here, the names have been changed. 

+ = Based on the author’s personal experience.
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This is the continuation from the book ‘Life with an Angel’ (Angels Don’t Have Wings) in which Joe Anderson tells his story of growing up in Indiana in the 60’s. He, along with his best friend Amy, and his younger brother Mitch, meet an Angel on earth. Joe shares his experiences as the three are guided by an Angel to help others. Through their Angel they view life from heaven, learn what it is like to be an Angel, and learn the importance of faith. In this prolongation Joe has graduated from High School and ventures off to the Marines and goes to Vietnam...The question is, will his Angel still be at his side?

––––––––
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Vietnam Combat

Clearly, anyone who has served and survived military combat has lived an extraordinary life. If you ask any combat veteran, they will tell you their survival was the result of some type of heavenly intervention; they knew God was watching over them. Some have even told me that, while in combat, they had experienced an “out-of-body” connection with God. For me, it is clear that the spirit of an Angel was my link to God, my savior and my protector. This story will portray that spirit and you, the reader, will experience what it was like to truly witness an out-of-body experience. 

[image: ]

+ = Based on the author’s personal experience.
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Chapter 1
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The First Day

“Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me.” Psalm 23 4

As we traveled along the beach, I first realized the tropical heat.  Even though there was a good breeze, the hot sun reflected and magnified the heat off the pure white sand.  The beauty of it was magnificent, but the temperature had to be in triple digits with a killer humidity.  The convoy I was in was four Willys Jeep long, with four or five men in each.  

+Something on the beach came into view. It was a bright orange bundle that washed up to shore.  The short caravan was ordered to stop. That’s when I realized the pasty white and orange mass was a dead body.  He was wearing an orange jumpsuit.  Everyone was saying he was a Marine jet pilot.

Someone said, “Must have been shot down and his body washed to shore.”  

His body was all bloated and starting to decompose. Bugs were all over it.  Even though this was not the first dead body I had seen, it was still shocking.  This was just my first day in Vietnam.  We were ordered to get out of the jeeps. Unconsciously and instinctively, I put my hand to my heart.+ 

***
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+It was 1966, I was nineteen years old, and I had to seriously decide what I wanted to do. I hated to quit the Daily Dairy, I loved working there, but the pay at the auto factories was too good to pass. +I was on the production line and I clearly knew that wasn’t something I wanted to do. College was an option, but I wasn’t compelled to go to school. Instead, I was drawn to Vietnam.  I couldn’t even find it on a map, but on television it was everywhere and it was all bad news.  My friend, Bill Todd, had joined the Marines and while home on leave he planted the idea.+ 

+We were in his backyard and he was providing a visual imitation of what a true drill instructor was like. He was yelling and spouting orders and, even began to call a cadence in true Marine DI style.+ 

But it really wasn’t Todd that persuaded me. For some unknown deep-seated reason, I felt Vietnam was where I needed to be.  

Amy pleaded, “Joe, please don’t go. Why? You can go to college, play basketball and be deferred or something. You can’t do this to me.” 

Amy was my friend and was upset, not to mention my mom. Mom, Dad, Amy, and even my brother Mitch all pleaded with me not to go. But no matter how hard I tried to resist, there was no doubt in my heart I was going to Vietnam. So, I joined the Marines.  Following boot camp, I was in excellent shape. I had lost ten pounds, was 6’3” tall and weighed 210 pounds. I was young, dumb, and raring to go. Little did I know it would be an experience that would have a life-long effect.  

***
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The Lieutenant in the last jeep yelled, “Set up a perimeter around this area, double-time!” 

He pointed to a nearby tree line thirty yards from the beach and ordered me to take a position in the trees. I dutifully jogged there and lay on the ground taking guard.  I would learn, while in Vietnam, I would have a lot of silent alone time lying face down in the dirt-in the prone position. This would happen often, while out on patrol, after receiving incoming sniper fire, or watching out for other Marines as they disarmed a landmine, or – as in this case-the recovery of a dead Marine. There were a few Vietnamese farmers working in a field nearby.  I had no idea what I was watching for.          

+As I laid there, I couldn’t help but notice the Mimosa plant. It was the plant my Grandpa Ira had shown me when I was young. During summer Sunday afternoons he had taken me to the greenhouse in Garfield Park in Indianapolis and showed me the uniqueness of this tiny plant. I touched it and sure enough, like in the greenhouse back home, the tiny leaves mysteriously moved and curled up and closed. It grew wild in Vietnam and it was everywhere. From that day on I would go out of my way to touch that plant. It was my personal connection back home and became my lucky charm. +

It didn’t take long until a helicopter came and landed on the beach. They put the lifeless mass of flesh in a black zippered body bag and put it in the helicopter and off it went. It was done in the same manner as a taxi cab would come to pick up a fare. There was no ceremony. It appeared as if it were something that occurred daily. Unfortunately, I learned, it did.  

We arrived at our Company area.  It was Charley Company, First Battalion/Seventh Marine Division.  The major part of ‘C’ company was set up in the desolate white sand dunes, about ten miles south of Chi Lai just west of the Red China Sea. Unfortunately, Phil Flick and I were later taken to our assigned platoon. Our loan platoon was on a tall narrow Hill about a mile from the Company area. It was called PF Hill.  

PF Hill was just that – a big hill and that is what everyone called it “the Hill.” It was very steep and on three levels. We had to climb up to get to our tents, climb down to go to the outdoor shower, and climb up to get to the latrine. Nothing was level. 

I have to tell a funny story about the latrine, or head. It was a five foot by five-foot wooden building with two side-by-side stalls. It sat on top of a large hole in the ground. About once a month the wooden building would have to be lifted off the hole and set aside. Kerosene would be poured into the hole of the smelly mess and lit to burn the human waste. Not a job anyone enjoyed. I recall one day, about two months after I arrived, the sergeant had ordered a new arrival to go up and burn the head.  About thirty minutes later someone yelled, “Look! Up on the Hill! The damn head’s on fire.” 

Sure enough, the young rookie Marine didn’t take the time to learn what it meant to burn the head, I guess no one told him. He did it literally; he poured kerosene all over the building and set the whole thing on fire. It burned all night. It took us a couple of weeks to build a new one, in the meantime we had to be creative in our bathroom etiquette putting our E-tool (small shovel) to good use.

All along the ridge of the Hill were numbered bunkers with sandbags stacked high on all sides. They were spaced close enough to each other so that, during watch, each bunker could see the adjacent bunker. From any one of them we could see for miles across the countryside. They looked over the many golden rice fields and villages; it was a sight to behold. They seemed to change daily. When we first got there the farmers (mostly women) were harvesting the rice. 

I remember telling Flick, “Take a look Flick, the next time those fields are harvested we’ll be close to goin home.” 

I met Phil Flick when we were in boot camp. He was from California and had an odd, irritating personality. He was a little short guy with really white skin but his face was red with lots of freckles. He was easy to spot because of his bright red hair. He was assigned to my platoon in boot camp after being held back for two weeks in the “fat man’s platoon.”  As luck would have it, he too was assigned to Charley Company, the first platoon, so we arrived on PF Hill together. 

The thing about being a Marine is you can’t really pick your friends. I mean you can but you are limited to those you happen to be assigned with.  I probably wouldn’t have been friends with Flick back home. Let me rephrase that, I wouldn’t have been friends with him back home at least not until later. We didn’t always think the same; I would learn that early on.

As we were walking up to our tent, Flick said, “Man, Anderson. What’d you think of the dead guy on the beach? That was bitchin.”

Flick liked to say bitchin a lot.

“Wonder who he was?” I replied.

“I don’t know but man he sure was puffed up and stunk like shit.”

“That’s sure bad news for his folks back home.”

“Gotta get use to it Anderson. Man, this is bitchin, hell this is just our first day.”

The Gunny Sergeant yelled, “Anderson, you and Flick take that forward tent, it has two empty cots in it. Get your gear in there and double time down to the mess tent for chow. You two are going out on a night ambush tonight—hop to it.” 

At the time the Gunny Sergeant seemed old.  He probably was about thirty. He was a big guy with a booming voice.

“Damn, we’re going out already. Shit man, this’ll be bitchin.”

I didn’t share Flick’s excitement; I wished he’d shut-up because my nerves were coming unraveled.

We put our gear in the large dusty canvas tent.  There were about twelve cots in there, six on each side, and the temperature seemed ten degrees hotter. There wasn’t much room for our gear. As I was shoving my sea-bag under my cot I wondered who slept there before me, and if he’d made it home. 

We went down to the mess tent where they had some large aluminum pots full of what looked like beef stew-I think- piled on top of imitation yellow mashed potatoes. Our drink was a strong cherry flavored unsweetened warm Kool-Aid.

“Anderson, look at those two gooks over there. What the hell they doing here?”

They were two young Vietnamese girls, but it was hard to tell how old they were. They had helped to bring in the food and set up the mess tent. One was picking something out of the other one’s hair, and it looked like she would eat it.  

A guy next to us overheard Flick and said. “They’re a couple of locals, they’re okay.”

“What’ta, they doing to each other?” I asked.

“They’re pickin lice out of each other’s hair. They do it all the time. You’ll get used to it.”

“Why are they eatin it?” I had to ask.

Our new friend let out a little chuckle. “They ain’t eatin it. To make sure it’s dead they bite the heads off. Hey, I’m Jonathan Rockwell, they call me Chuck; welcome to Nam.”

“Chuck? Why they call you Chuck? Is that your middle name or something?” Flick was wondering the same thing I was.

“After I first got here, they were calling me Chuckles, man I hated that. But after a while someone called me Chuck and it kinda stuck. I don’t say much about it cause I sure don’t wanna be called Chuckles, sounds like a damn clown.” Of course, he let out another little chuckle.

We learned Chuck had been in-country over eight months. A full tour of duty in Nam was about thirteen months. He talked about that a lot. Everyone and everything was measured on the amount of time left before going back home. And, where in the states you’re from.

As I was eating the stew, which wasn’t half bad, I watched the Vietnamese girls. I found them to be fascinating. I noticed something odd. All of their teeth were black, I mean as black as the night sky. I realized that was the reason it was hard to tell how old they were. I asked Chuck about it...

“The way I understand it is when they turn about twelve their gums start hurtin. I guess they don’t have an overabundance of dentists here.” He really chuckled at his own wit, he seemed to laugh a lot which made him easy to like.

“So, to ease the pain they start chewin on a plant called betel nut. It eases the pain, but it turns their teeth coal black. Don’t worry boys; you’ll get use to that too. In about three weeks you’ll think those babes are lookin’ pretty good.” He let out another contagious laugh.

“No way.” Said Flick. “I’ll have nothin to do with any damn gook.” 

Just then a young Vietnamese boy came running in the tent up to some of the Marines sitting at the other end. Following not far behind was a girl that, little did I know then, would have a major impact on my time in Vietnam. I learned her name was Mai. She was a little older than the other young girls that were serving the chow. She was prettier, and I immediately noticed that her teeth were perfectly white. She had golden brown skin and a cute soft face. Her eyes were large dark brown, slightly slanted, that matched her golden skin and gave her a special beauty.  Not saying anything she set down next to the young boy. I felt an immediate attraction to her, as if somehow we were connected. I was puzzled by the strange feeling. There was an unexplainable closeness that made me feel both good and at the same time fearful. Her presence gave me a cold chill, in a good way. I shrugged it off to my suffering adolescence, it seemed I was always falling for a pretty girl.

“Stick, Billy. You play basketball today? Me play too?” Said the little Vietnamese boy.

“Damn, more gooks. Why they letin’ all these gooks run around here?” Then he noticed her, “oh man, she’s not half bad” exclaimed Flick. 

Everyone noticed her, they were all looking.

Chuck responded. “What’s your name?” I could tell he was irritated with Flick so I thought I would make introductions to settle things down.

“Chuck, my name is Joe Anderson this here is Phil Flick.”

“Where you from Anderson?” He asked.

“Shelbyville, Indiana. Flick’s from California.”

“Flick, there’s something you need to understand. On the Hill we have to get along with the local people. It’s important to our survival; we don’t need anyone like you to mess it up. You understand what I’m sayin?”

Flick didn’t say anything so I intervened and told Chuck about the dead Marine we saw on the beach, that it made us a little uptight.

“You better get use to that too. Being a dead Marine is exactly what we’re trying not to be. There’s a lot you’ll have to get used to in Vietnam.”

Flick said, “Man I didn’t mean to get y’all pissed off. It’s strange that’s all, I thought all of ‘em were our enemy.”

I changed the subject. “Where you from Chuck?” 

His whole demeanor changed, he got a big smile on his face and said. “New York, New York. So nice they named it twice.” He gave us another laugh.

A young sergeant with the name McVey sewn above his shirt pocket came over and sat next to us. 

“You two new guys are in my squad. We’re going out tonight. Be saddled and ready to go at 19 hundred. We’ll meet here outside the mess tent.”

The mess tent was on the first tier of the Hill. It was the only real flat place on the Hill. It even had a dirt basketball court set up outside. 

Back in our tent Flick and I were trying to figure out what to take on a night ambush. Considering I had never been on a real ambush I wasn’t sure what to take. Chuck was kind enough to give us a hand. I put on my utility belt which had two fully loaded magazines, a canteen and a first-aid kit. I put on my flak-jacket which was a heavy armor vest. I adjusted my helmet and grabbed my M-14 rifle.

Flick and I headed down to the mess tent. We stopped at the two-wheeled water tank and filled our canteens. I was nervous as a cat. And it seemed the later it got the hotter it got; the hot air seem to suck the sweat right out of me. I was soaked to my skivvies. Flick was calm as a cow; he didn’t seem nervous at all. As a matter of fact, he seemed to be elated about the whole idea of going on an “ambush.”
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Sgt. McVey was young for a sergeant. He was tall, gangly, sort of a carefree guy who moved and talked slowly. He was from South Carolina and loved to play the guitar.  “I’m Sgt. Ron McVey-call me Mac.”

He was talking directly to Flick and me. There were seven of us going out on the ambush.

Billy Monroe was a machine-gunner from Chicago. Nick Sullivan (Cincy) was our radio man. Finally, there was Bob Haverstick (Stick), from South Bend-another Hoosier- and Flick. Chuck and I rounded out our squad.

“Flick, you take the point, Anderson you follow Flick. When you get to the bottom of the Hill head to the right on the road towards the village,” ordered Mac.

Worse than being the man on point was being the number two man. If the point man tripped a landmine, most landmines have a few seconds delay, the second man in line usually took the force of the explosion. My anxiety spiked up another elevation to the point I thought I would explode with fear.

So off we went in single file on my first Vietnam patrol. It didn’t take long to arrive at the small village located on the north at the bottom of the Hill. That side of our Hill was a step grade, almost straight down to the village. One could never climb up it from the village, at least not normally. There was a sand bunker up there that was manned every night. It looked straight down on the village. But at night you couldn’t see anything in the village except the flickering of camp fires. 

Mac ordered, “Flick, keep walking through the village.”

As we were walking along the hut lined road the villagers were all friendly towards us. One could easily tell they were used to our presence. As primitive as the villagers were, they always seemed happy and clearly not afraid of us. 

In front of each hut was an open fire pit. The few people that were there were all busy cooking their supper - rice, chicken, some kind of rice bread, and lots of vegetables. The combination of open wood burning fires and the food cooking-the smells were wonderful. Even to this day when I smell some of the smells similar to Vietnam I’m immediately reminded of those days. 

We went east out of the village on a well-worn dirt packed trail with rice paddies on each side. Vietnamese were moving along the trail, in each direction, accompanied by water buffalo pulling carts. The impressive black water buffalo were much larger than any bull I had ever seen in Indiana-they were huge with long white intimidating looking horns. I learned they were the lifeline for the farmers and are used the way farmers back home use a tractor. 

Amazingly, women no bigger than Amy were walking at a fast pace with large wooden weaved baskets balanced on the top of their heads. I figured they were full of harvested rice.

As we walked silently east the hot setting sun was merciless on our backs. I wore the same outfit issued to us in boot camp-hot long sleeve drab green, heavy cotton utilities. With my heavy metal flak-jacket, rifle, helmet, and the other gear hanging off my utility belt, I felt like I was suffocating.

As uncomfortable as I was, I couldn’t ignore the beauty of Vietnam. The setting sun cast a portrait scene across the luscious golden brown rice fields which swayed in the breeze and sparked in the setting sun. Each paddy was about fifty feet square with walking dikes on each side. You could see for miles; off in the distance were mountains covered in a variety of shades of greens.

Mac relayed up, “Flick, when you get to the other side of that tree line, hold up there.”   

We got past the tree line and Flick stopped. Mac came up and ordered everyone to take up a position in the trees on both sides of the trail. I went and laid under the trees on the other side of the trail where I had a good view.  I could see anyone coming from either direction on the large path. Growing there was my lucky plant and I touched it for the second time that day. Once again, I found myself wondering what I was supposed to be watching for. But something wasn’t right. We were still very close to PF Hill. 

I took a big gulp of water from my canteen and immediately spit it out. It tasted like iodine and rotten eggs. I figured I must have filled my canteen with kerosene or something, it sure wasn’t water. There was another Marine lying on the other side of the path laughing at me. 

“They put iodine in the water to purify it. The iodine kills all the germs and tastes like hell. Don’t worry; you’ll get used to it.”

I thought. ‘Man, I’m going to have a hard time with that one.’ 

I asked, “What’re we waitin for? Surely we have to go further than this.”

“We’re goin’ to wait till dark then head back to Duc My. You’re one of the new guys.” He said it more like a statement than a question.

“Yeah. I’m Joe Anderson.”

“I’m Nick Sullivan, from Cincinnati. How bout you, where you from Anderson?”

“Shelbyville, Indiana.”

“Ah man, another Hoosier hick.”

We laid in silence waiting for the sun to set. That’s when I was formally introduced to the Vietnamese mosquitoes. They sounded like Indy 500 cars buzzing around my head and were as big as large horseflies. I was swatting like crazy.

“Man, don’t ever go out on patrol without your M-juice.” Sullivan tossed me a small white plastic bottle of mosquito repellent. I think Sullivan might possibly have saved my life that night. From then on, I made sure I was never without it.

Finally, after it got dark Mac quietly ordered us to move out and back to the village of Duc My.

Duc My sat at the junction of one dirt road that ran North and South called Highway One, now called the Ho Chi Minh Trail and another that ran east. The one we waited on till dark was a wide, well-traveled dirt path.  Duc My consisted of about eight huts constructed of large palm branches, grass, and bamboo stakes, like most of the houses I saw in Vietnam. They were all open in the front, with a large overhead bamboo door that was propped open.  The huts ranged in size, the biggest being about twelve feet by twelve feet. Inside they were all self-contained with beds consisting of wood-weaved mats lying on the dirt floor. That was the extent of their living quarters. They put to good use the cardboard they were able to acquire from the military and anything else they could scavenge. The fire pits were still smoking and casting off a glow from the red-hot ambers.

The squad scattered in separate ways. Some went into one hut and immediately started playing poker and eating left over supper. Some were drinking liquor and others began smoking pot-or both. That was my first encounter with marijuana; it would be a daily encounter.

Flick fit right in. He was drinking whiskey and smoking pot at the same time. He even had a Vietnamese girl sitting on his lap which, just a few hours earlier, he would have nothing to do with.

I was at a loss what to do. As I meandered around, I saw rifles stacked in one hut with no one around them—I thought ‘man someone should at least be guarding them.’ I figured I’d watch the rifles.  

I settled in that empty hut, trying to stay out of sight and out of harm’s way. I noticed Chuck. He was sitting alone in a hut right across the road at a small table with one lit candle. He was writing, I figured he was writing a letter home. I wandered over to chat. 

“Chuck, I thought we were going out on a patrol?”

“Yeah, well here’s the deal. The brass sends us way out on ridiculous night patrols. They tell us to look for the VC moving through an area or some nutty shit like that. If we do see any VC, they usually out number us five to one. So, we do our duty as good Marines and we most always come back with at least one less Marine. Hell, one time a whole damn squad got wiped out-for what!?”  

He seemed to have momentarily lost his good-humored personality. I sensed he had some inner rage, probably something he didn’t have before coming to Vietnam.

“So, Mac had enough. He said he wasn’t gettin anymore Marines killed. At least not while under his command. He worked out a deal giving these here folks some stuff and they treat us right. They take care of us here.”

“We just hang here all night?” I asked.

“Yep, before daylight we’ll go back to that tree line and wait till it’s time to go back in. And no one has to die. I’ve got five months in this hell hole so this works for me. I personally don’t like what goes on here but it beats the alternative. I spend the time writing letters.” 

We both looked down the road at the others' activities. Flick was right in the middle of it.

“Looks like your buddy’s fittin right in,” he gave me a big encouraging laugh. “You’ll be alright Anderson, just hang tough and keep with the flow of things you’ll do fine; I have.” He went back to writing, making it clear he didn’t want to talk anymore.

I headed back to the empty hut and kept watch over the rifles but felt empty inside. To this day I don’t think I have ever felt as alone as I did that night.

I took up a position I thought would give an advantage in the event of something or someone suspicious. To add to my loneliness, I now felt stupid. After all the training I received I found myself in the middle of a world gone mad. There were Marines running all around smoking and drinking with Vietnamese all around us. There were candles glowing in each hut with campfire smoke hanging low and heavy throughout the village. The smell, which earlier had been the pleasant aroma of campfire cooking, now was like burnt raw chicken flesh. It was making me want to vomit. At least the mosquitoes were gone. 

I heard a young voice. 

“You new Marine?”

I turned to the sound and saw a young Vietnamese boy standing behind me next to the rifles. I wasn’t sure how he got in there-he may have already been there, adding to my humiliation. I couldn‘t even guard a stack of rifles!

“Yeah, I’m new. What’s your name?”

“Marine call me Little Charley, what’s you name?”

“Just call me Joe. Do you live in this village, Little Charley?”

“Me live here.” He pointed down to the dirt floor. “You have candy?”

It occurred to me he was the same kid that had come into the mess tent earlier that day.

“No, sorry I didn’t bring anything.” He looked tall for a Vietnamese, and very thin. Most Vietnamese were very thin. He seemed to always be smiling. 

“I can go, so you can sleep. I didn’t see you here.”

“No, me no sleep when Marines are here. Marines are my friends.”

I figured that must be most nights. I wondered if he had to get up for school, or did he even go to school?

“I remember you in the mess tent-you like to play basketball, don’t you?”

“Me love basketball-you play basketball Joe?” He asked.

“Yeah, I like basketball too.”
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+Here we are taking a break in a village in Vietnam. I’m the one on the left kneeling.  The little guy behind my left shoulder is wearing my helmet and protective jacket.+
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Chapter 2
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Caught In Duc My

“There is a connection with all we do and with all those we meet...”mj

Somehow, we made it back from our first night patrol. I was bewildered by my first day in Vietnam. Before arriving, I had no idea what to expect, but this was beyond anything I could have imagined or even made up. As time went on, I became acclimated to the hot weather and somewhat accustomed to my new home on PF Hill.

During normal life on the Hill, our squad rotated among day patrols, going out on night ambushes-which sometimes ended up being a night in Duc My-and the third day was what our leaders called a day of rest. The day of rest really ended up being a day of doing odd jobs on the Hill like filling sandbags for the bunkers, cutting the brush away, cleaning and burning the crap in the head, and other work details.

I followed Chuck’s advice and kept my mouth shut, followed orders and did what I was told. 

It was difficult to make friends considering the rotations of Marines going back to the states or being killed or injured, never to be seen again. The friendships that were made lasted a lifetime.

Chuck and I hit it off very well. His cot was next to mine and at night we would spend time talking about back home.

He had a girlfriend named Nicole who he always loved talking about. He was always showing her pictures. She’s the one he spent so much time writing letters to. 

Once I asked, “Did you go to High School with her?” 

“Uh-huh, it’s kind of weird the way we started going together. We were in our junior year and doubled to the prom together, but she was my best friend's date. She and I had such a great time, we really hit it off, and that’s how it started. She’s been my girl ever since.” Adding a little chuckle.

“Wow, was your buddy mad?”

He gave me that grand laugh, “Nah, he didn’t care. We’re still best friends.”

We both enjoyed the scrape basketball games we would play in the evenings. There were about ten of us that would choose sides to play three-on-three. The court was of dirt, and the backboard was bolted to a telephone pole. Sometimes the ball would go over the side and down to the bottom of the Hill; we wouldn’t get the ball back until a patrol would go out. 

Little Charley, from Duc My, spent a lot of time on the Hill. He liked hanging with us. We taught him how to play h-o-r-s-e. It was interesting to talk to him even with his poor English and my terrible Vietnamese. I learned a lot about life from his perspective and we tried to describe our lives and teach him what it was like in the states. I remember trying to tell him what a Corvette looked like. 

***
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After being on the Hill for about a month we were in Duc My on one of our bogus night ambushes. Little Charley, Chuck, Cincy, and I were in a deserted hut. Cincy was like Chuck and I in that he didn’t want to get involved in all the illicit activity going on in the village. So, we hung together. Mitch had sent me some pictures from home of corvettes and I was showing them to Little Charley. 

Chuck challenged, “Hey Joe, you ever seen a Ferrari? I mean a real Ferrari. Now that beats the hell out of a Corvette. Man, they’re sharp.”

“No, Chuck I haven’t. But nothin beats a good ole American Corvette.”

“Let me tell ya guys. There was this beautiful tall blond that came into the Deli I worked at. Right in downtown New York. I loved watching her climb in and out of that red Ferrari. Now that is something I’d like to show Charley.” said Chuck.

“What, the Ferrari or the blonde?” asked Cincy jokingly. 

Chuck said, “You hear that? What the hell’s goin on out there?” 

There was a loud commotion going on outside on the road, a lot of yelling. My first thought was we were under attack and we were all going to be killed. 

I told Little Charley to go hide somewhere safe. We grabbed our rifles and took cover where we could see down the road. What we saw was both shocking and a relief. The person doing all the yelling was our Platoon Leader, Gunnery Sergeant Dobbs. He was yelling at Mac and ordering all of us back to the Hill; we had been caught. 

“Damn, they caught us. Man, we’re spending the rest of our lives in the brig,” said Cincy.

“YOU SORRY SONS OF BITCHES. WHO YOU THINK YOU ARE?  I’ll HAVE YOUR ASSES FOR THIS. YOU BASTARDS! YOU’LL BE IN THE MARINES THE REST OF YOUR LIVES AS PRIVATES. WE’LL SEE HOW YOU LIKE GOIN TO THE BRIG.” 

And so it went, all the way back to the Hill. As we marched back in the dark poor Mac was the recipient of the continuous ferocious word lashing from the Gunny. I had only known Mac for a short time but I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him, actually for all of us. I always knew sooner or later we’d probably get caught but I was hoping it would have been much later. The remainder of the night was spent lying in our cots in the dark tent discussing what our fate would be. Mac was worried sick.

Chuck whispered to me. “Damn Anderson, whatta you think‘ll happen to us?”

“Man, I don’t have any idea; maybe we’ll have to go home early,” I said facetiously.

Chuck let out a big loud laugh getting everyone’s attention. He repeated it so everyone could hear. “Yeah Mac, I bet that’s what they’ll do, they’ll send us all home.”

Everyone laughed. That seemed to break the tension throughout the tent.

“One thing’s for sure the brig has to be better than this place,” added Cincy. 

+I often think about Mac taking us to the village instead of going out on the night ambushes. As un-heroic as it may seem, looking back he probably saved a few lives, maybe even my own. +

Surprisingly, as it turned out, the only discipline was they ordered Mac to dig a new hole for the latrine. It had to be a large hole, about seven feet deep and four feet square. The next morning the digging began. We watched from our tents as Mac started digging under the hot sun. 

“Hey, let’s go help Mac.” Chuck was feeling the same pain I was for Mac.

“Great. Wait! Do you think the Gunny’ll say anything?” I cautioned.

“I don’t care, the most he can do is tell us to stop. What’ll they do, send us to Nam?...”

“Well, I’m in,” said Cincy.

So, Chuck, Cincy, and I found a couple shovels and went to help Mac.

“Here's some water Mac, we’re here to help,” said Cincy.

Cincy jumped right in and started digging: Chuck and I followed right along digging back-to-back to Cincy. Mac didn’t say much but we could tell he was pleased and his spirits seemed happier as he drank the warm iodine water.

We worked in shifts, two digging while two rested. The Gunny never said anything to us about helping.  

While digging we learned a lot about each other.

“Anderson, where bouts in Indy you from?” Asked Mac.

“Shelbyville, it’s a small town about twenty-five miles from Indianapolis.”     

“You know really I’m from a small town too. I tell everyone I’m from Cincinnati because no one really knows where Dawsonville is. Sides, I like bein called Cincy.”

“Dawsonville? Dawsonville Ohio? Man, I know where that is!” I could hardly retain my excitement to actually meet someone from Dawsonville.

“You’re kidding? You’re the first person I’ve met that knows where Dawsonville is.”

“Yeah, my brother and a friend and I drove there a few months ago, just cause we didn’t have anything else to do. Do you know about the monument there? I mean the one of Ben Washington?”

“Sure do, I’m related to Ben Washington.”

“You gotta be kiddin me? You’re related to Ben Washington?”

“Well, I’m sorta related to him. The way the story goes when Ben Washington was killed during that ferry fire he was married to my great-great grandma. Nobody in the family talks about it much because back in those days a white man marrying a negro was unheard of. Land alive, I can’t believe you’ve been there and you’ve seen the monument.”

“Yep, I’ve been there. It was cool.” That was all I could say. I thought someday I would tell Cincy the whole story about Ben Washington.

When Gunny Dobbs came down to tell us to break for chow, he didn’t say a thing about us helping Mac. 

After we ate, we went back to digging and the entire squad showed up to help, with the exception of Flick. I guess since they saw the Gunny didn’t care they wanted to pitch in as well. Flick must have had better things to do, but it didn’t set well with the rest of the squad. Flick was the topic of conversation during the remainder of the detail and was developing a lot of alienation and animosity among his peers.

As we were digging, Haverstick (Stick) blurted out a silly poem. 

“Flick the hick who was born with the ticks.

Don’t care the fate about his fellow mates’

Only cares about his own neck and his tiny little prick.”

“Give it up Stick. Hell, man that didn’t even rhyme,” said Mac.  

We all laughed. It was rewarding to be with guys whose jokes were worse than mine. For the first time I felt a sense of comradeship.

The tragedies of war

+The dreams still occur, but not as often. Occasionally I will wake up in the night after dreaming of being back there. Some dreams are nightmares, and when I wake up, I’m in a panic but quickly relieved to find I’m back
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