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In memory of my father, and all courageous veterans of the United States Armed Forces like him, who defended the freedoms of others yet struggled to find inner peace upon returning home.
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  Prologue


Russ’ soul radiated with joy as he held Nora’s hands and gazed into her sparkling green eyes. Her golden hair, adorned with a crown of daisies, glistened in the sunlight as her white dress flowed freely in the breeze. Off in the distance, a rumble of thunder roared out its unsettling warning and a sudden feeling of uneasiness washed over him. Looking up he could see the once clear sky turning foreboding shades of deep grey and black, harkening a sense of gloom and uncertainty on their sacred day.  
“What’s happening?” Russ asked, gripping her hands tighter as thunder surrounded them and a pelting rain began to fall. 
“I have to go now,” she said, smiling wanly and letting go of his hands. 
“Don’t go. Stay here with me,” Russ pleaded. 
“It’s not safe for me here,” she whispered, lowering her gaze, turning her back to him and calmly walking away. 
Russ turned and realized he had mistaken machine-gun fire coming from the neighboring trees for heavy rain. When he looked back again, Nora was gone. The crown of daisies now lay at his feet on the mud-soaked ground. Russ stood paralyzed with disbelief, surrounded by a sea of his fellow GIs bodies, bloodied by bullets and shrapnel. 
“No!” he screamed. 
Gasping for breath, Russ sprang up and opened his eyes to find that all of his buddies around the hootch were sound asleep. It was just a bad dream, he told himself as he rested his head on his pillow, keeping his eyes wide open and fearing what was to come. 
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1970


Nora Thompson let out an exasperated sigh as she caught a glimpse of her unsightly scar in her car’s rearview mirror. The fresh and obvious flaw, just above her right eyebrow, had been drawing unwanted attention in recent weeks. It was ugly, just like the events that transpired on campus leading to her injury. The raised, red line that remained on her forehead, and the swelling waves of civil unrest throughout the nation, served as constant reminders that the world was an imperfect place.  
Fumbling with the radio’s dial, she adjusted the knob, settled on a familiar folk song and turned up the volume in hopes of drowning out the strange sound emanating from the car’s rear quarter. Her late grandfather’s once prized possession was now her primary means of transportation and time had transformed it into a jalopy of sorts, with its rust, flaking mint-green paint and the sudden, strange wobble in its rear tire reflecting its true age. 
She became lost in her thoughts as the old clunker crossed the town line into Swanset. Her vibrant green eyes were drawn to the familiar weathered salt boxes and simple ranch style houses in the mill town. They were homes of factory workers, aging residents who had survived the Great Depression, and others who had been robbed of their dreams and accepted lack and hardship as their due lot in life. Returning home was always a tradeoff, a simple exchange of noise from all the anti-war protesters on campus for her mother’s constant bitching. Relieved to have wrapped up another college semester, she was ever hopeful that her older sister, Emily, would surprise the family and show up for Christmas.
As her stomach let out a loud growl, she realized she had missed lunch in the midst of packing up her dorm room for the long winter break. With the wobble in her back tire intensifying, she pulled over to the side of the road, turned on her hazard lights, and stepped out onto Old County Road. Struck by a burst of frigid air, she fastened up the buttons on her wool coat and came to realize that the mini skirt she put on earlier that morning was not the best fashion choice as it was nearing the end of December. She adjusted her knit scarf snuggly around her neck, and pushed a loose strand of long, golden hair behind her ear as she leaned over to inspect the tire.
“Great! This is just great,” Nora said, noticing the tire getting flatter by the second and giving it a swift kick with the toe of her brown, suede, knee-high boot. 
Running her hand along the tailfin, she walked around to the back of the car and popped open the trunk to find a full spare tire whose day to shine had finally arrived. The steel X-shaped lug wrench felt frozen to the touch as Nora picked it up and momentarily twirled it in her hands, pondering what to do next and nervously biting her lower lip. Cold, tired and hungry, she glanced around the empty stretch of road and thought it best to get a move on and walk the one mile to her parents' house before the sun went down. The rumble of an approaching car grabbed her attention and she turned to see that a polished black muscle car, with a gleaming chrome bumper, had pulled over behind her.
“Do you need help, miss?”, a fit young man, wearing tan corduroys and a partially open sherpa lined denim jacket, asked as he stepped out of the car and made his way over to her. 
“Yes, my tire went flat. I have a spare, but I don’t really know how to change it,” Nora replied as she pointed to the deflating tire, taking notice of his square jawline and piercing blue eyes. 
“I can help you with that. I work at a gas station across town and cars are kind of my thing,” he said, glancing into the open trunk where the white-walled spare tire, jack and lug wrench sat. 
“Thank you. They’re not my thing, that’s for sure,” Nora joked, relieved to have been rescued. 
Nora watched as the stranger jacked up the car and popped off the tire’s hubcap. He then knelt, loosened the lug nuts, and placed them inside the overturned hubcap one by one, as he removed them. She observed the setting sun hitting the back of his head and illuminating his light, wavy hair.
“Ah, look at that spike. No tire would stand a chance against that,” the stranger said, taking the flat tire off and pulling out a large, rusted nail.
“Wow! You saved the day.”
“Well, I saved you from needing to get a tow at least. Besides, I couldn’t just drive by and leave a beautiful damsel in distress stranded.” 
“Thank you. I was on my way home for my college break and almost made it. I’m Nora by the way,” she said, feeling a rush of warmth in her cheeks.  
“These things happen at the most inconvenient times. I’m Brant,” he said, a broad smile lighting up his boyish face as he offered out his grease laden hand. 
“I’d gladly shake your hand, but I think you need to wipe it first,” Nora said. 
“Oh gee. What was I thinking?” he asked, shaking his head and rolling his eyes. 
“You obviously weren’t. Here you can use this. It’s seen better days,” Nora said, giggling and unwrapping the scarf from her neck.
“I can’t wipe my hands on your scarf. Hold on. I have a rag in my car,” he said, turning and running back to his car. 
Nora studied his athletic build as he wiped his hands on a terry cloth towel and walked back to where she was standing. 
“Okay, let’s try that again. I’m Brant Judge,” he said, extending his now clean hand.
“I’m Nora. Nora Thompson,” she said, accepting the handsome stranger’s hand and feeling a surge of positive energy take hold of her.
“It’s nice to meet you, Nora Thompson,” Brant said, nodding his head.
Nora stood enamored, her shyness taking over and making her unable to think of what to say next. 
“Where do you go to school?” he asked.
“I attend Bridgegate. I’m studying to be a science teacher,” she said, realizing she sounded like a square. 
“Right on! I can see you as a teacher, but they may make you wear something more conservative,” Brant said with a smile, pointing to her skirt. 
“What’s wrong with my skirt?” Nora asked, as her forehead wrinkled.
Feeling the skin around the still-healing scar pull taut, she soothingly rubbed it with her fingertips. 
“Nothing really. It’s just that I attended St. Patrick’s Academy for high school and the girls there weren’t allowed to show that much leg without getting sent home,” Brant replied, his eyes looking down at her toned legs.
“Oh,” Nora replied with a giggle. Think of something else to say to him, she thought to herself.
“How about yourself? Are you enrolled in college too?”
“No. I’m working at the gas station to earn a few bucks until I’m able to start my training at the police academy. The chief says it shouldn’t be too much longer as a few of the veteran officers are retiring next year.”
“That’s a very noble profession,” Nora replied, picturing what he would look like in a uniform, as she pushed another loose strand of hair behind her right ear. 
“If you don’t mind me asking, what happened to your forehead?” Brant asked, his gaze settling upon her scar. 
“It’s okay, a lot of people have been asking me about it. I was walking to my dorm a few weeks ago and passed what was supposed to be a peaceful anti-war protest. The campus police showed up when it started to get rowdy and some of the students began destroying property. I tried to scoot around it, but before I knew it, I was in the middle of all this fighting and got hit with a sign that one of the protesters was swinging at the cops,” Nora said. 
“Yikes, that’s rough. I’m sorry that happened to you.”
“It makes me feel ugly,” Nora confessed, looking down at the ground.
“Don’t ever let a silly little scar make you feel ugly. Sure, scars leave a mark, but I think they tell a story in a way. They remind you of where you’ve been and how far you’ve come. One day you’ll see what I mean. Besides, even with a scar you’re beautiful,” Brant said, looking her directly in the eye.
“You’re kind,” Nora said, feeling as if she were transported to another place for a moment as she became lost in his eyes.  
“Now be sure to take it slow on your way home. Your father can drop off your tire to be patched at the garage on Read Road. They’re open ‘til seven most nights. Just let the manager know you’re a friend of mine and he’ll take care of you,” he instructed as he tightened up the nuts on the spare one last time and replaced the hub cap.
“Groovy. Thanks so much. What do I owe you?” she asked.
“Nothing at all. . . except. . . it would be really cool if I could have your phone number,” he replied after a moment’s hesitation.  
“I have a boyfriend,” Nora confessed, not wanting to mislead him. 
“Some boyfriend, leaving a pretty girl like you stranded,” Brant chuckled, appearing to study her.
“He’s away. He got drafted,” Nora said after a brief pause, looking down at the dirt on the toes of her boots and reminding herself of her promise to wait for Russ to return.
“I suppose that explains that. Maybe in another lifetime.” 
“Thanks again. It was cool of you to pull over and help me out,” Nora said, hypnotized by his gaze and sensing a mutual attraction between them. 
“Anytime,” Brant replied with a smile. 
“Good luck at the police academy too, in case we don’t see each other around.” 
“Thanks, and who knows, maybe we will. Remember not to speed or I’ll have to pull you over and write you a ticket,” Brant replied, his smile widening, exposing his perfectly aligned teeth.
“You wouldn’t,” Nora joked, being subtly flirtatious and flipping her hair back as she stepped away. 
“You never know. You just never know.” 
“Well, see you later, alligator,” she said, smiling back at him as she opened her car door and got back in.
“Peace,” Brant called out, holding up his right index and middle fingers into the shape of the letter V. 
Peering into the rearview mirror, she ignored her scar and watched as Brant gave her a wave goodbye and slid his hands into his jacket pockets as she drove off. Moving further away, she tried to focus on the road ahead but found herself unable to stop looking back at the image of him reflected in the mirror. 
“Maybe in another lifetime,” Nora said, catching herself reiterating his words aloud, following the bend in the road and losing sight of the handsome stranger.
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After another long, grueling day spent tracking the enemy deep in the jungle, PFC Russell Ayers took a seat on the trunk of a fallen tree, wiped beads of sweat from his forehead, and quenched his thirst with a large gulp of stale water from his canteen. While scanning the flora around him for movement, he waited for the rest of his company to catch up with him on the trail back to base camp and saturated a bandana with the last of his water. He draped the bandana around his forehead and over his military buzz cut, tying it behind his head to cool himself down while keeping his eyes open in anticipation of an ambush from the Viet Cong who he, and other American GIs, referred to as Charlie. The temperatures had exceeded one hundred degrees all week long and Russ was looking forward to getting back to the hootch and dabbling in the smorgasbord of illicit drugs in order to numb his mind and burn off the stress of combat.  
“Hey, Ayers, got anything you’re willing to trade today?” Johnny Davis, who had been a few paces ahead of him, asked with his C-rats in hand. 
“Shit, I don’t know. Maybe this can of meat for some smokes,” Russ replied, quickly rummaging through the contents of his rucksack. 
“You’re going to have to do better than that. I’m starving and cigarettes are a hot commodity out here. Throw in the chewing gum and some of that canned cake and you’ve got yourself a deal.” 
“Deal,” Russ said, shaking Johnny’s hand and accepting the cigarettes from him. 
“It was another scorcher out here today. North Philly ain’t never seen a summer this hot, that’s for sure. Hell, I bet it’s snowing there as we speak,” Johnny stated, popping a stick of spearmint gum into his mouth. 
“I bet you’re right. You really like that canned cake, don’t you?” Russ asked his friend and point man, the two having met after Russ joined his unit’s headquarters northwest of Saigon a few months prior.
“Hell yeah, Ayers. This pecan cake is the best. It keeps my sweet tooth happy while out here in the boonies,” Johnny joked. 
“You’re too much,” Russ replied, laughing as he flipped open his lighter. 
“Keep your eyes open, Ayers. I need to take a leak,” Johnny said, opening the fly of his fatigues and turning to face a nearby tree. 
“You know I always have your back, Davis,” Russ replied, continuing to keep a look out for the enemy as he lit his cigarette. 
Taking a long drag, he thought back to the previous July when he had been shipped out, without a unit, on a civilian airplane chartered by the U.S. military. Letting the smoke fill his lungs, he recalled arriving midday at the United States Airforce base at Cam Ranh Bay in his starched khakis. As he exhaled and watched the smoke expel from his mouth, he remembered getting smacked in the face with the horrific smell of raw sewage and jet fuel as the plane’s door opened. It had been nothing but oppressive heat, ambushes, explosions and fallen soldiers in body bags since the day he landed. 
Like himself, Johnny Davis had also been drafted by the Selective Service. Russ, having witnessed violence and discrimination of Black GIs in Vietnam, had confided in Johnny that it rubbed him the wrong way. It didn’t matter to Russ what color Johnny’s skin was and vice versa. They were true brothers-in-arms, with no racial barrier between them. The unlikely pair had developed a strong bond and knew they could rely on each other in the bush and tunnels of Vietnam. They also managed to humor one another with jokes and silly antics, providing one another with temporary distractions from the living hell they were caught up in. 
“So, I got a letter from my Vanessa in yesterday’s mail call. She sent me this picture. Look at her. She is fine, yes, she is,” Johnny said, breaking Russ’ train of thought and handing him a picture of his girlfriend back home in Philadelphia. 
“She’s something, Davis,” Russ replied, studying the picture of Johnny’s voluptuous, dark-skinned girl.
“Have I ever shown you a picture of my girlfriend?” Russ asked.
“Your girlfriend? I thought I knew everything about you by now, but you never told me that you have a girl back home too. Why didn’t you tell me about her before?”
“I like to keep some parts of my life private, Davis, but since you’re sharing I figured I would too. I thought maybe I’d miss her less if I didn’t talk about her but that’s not the case. She’s my high school sweetheart. Look at her,” Russ said, pulling a photograph out of the pocket of his field jacket. 
“Woo wee! Ain’t she something? Look at those green eyes. How did a little grunt like you manage to get a girl like that anyway?” Johnny asked jokingly.
“Very funny, Davis. Thoughts of her are the only thing getting me through this tour,” Russ said, taking back the photograph of Nora that he always carried with him and kept close to his heart. 
“Don’t you worry, I won’t tell her about your time in those girlie bars in Saigon as long as you keep sending those cans of cake my way, Ayers,” Johnny said, laughing again and patting him on the back. 
“I’ll be sure not to tell Vanessa about what you’ve been up to either so long as you keep sending those smokes my way,” Russ fired back, patting Johnny on the back. 
“Davis! Ayers! You guys will never guess what I found,” Harry Blake excitedly stated, appearing from the trail with a few other guys from their company.
“Heck, I don’t know, Blake. Maybe you’ve found yourself an exotic hooker, like the ones in those girlie bars in Saigon. Ayers and I were just discussing that, weren’t we?” Davis blurted out, giving Russ a wink.
“I wish, Davis, but no. Little Spud, do you want to take a guess?” Harry asked, directing his question to Russ who he had nicknamed ‘Little Spud’ because of his short stature.
"I don’t know. A weapon? Maybe one of Charlie’s knives?” Russ asked.
“Wrong again. Boys, I found myself a tunnel entrance,” Harry informed them.
“Where?” Johnny and Russ asked in unison.
“Just back there about thirty yards or so. I dropped my canteen as we were trekking along and when I bent down to pick it up, I noticed a bunch of loose vegetation that looked a bit out of sorts. As I got closer, I noticed it was covering an entrance hole. I bet that’s where Charlie disappeared to,” Harry said.
“Good eye, man, but we’ve got to get back to the hootch before sundown. Ayers and I will check it out first thing tomorrow,” Davis replied.
“I can’t wait to see what tomorrow will bring,” Russ said, exhaling one last puff of his cigarette smoke into the thick jungle air, picking up his rucksack and slinging it over his shoulder, grateful for having survived another day of his twelve-month tour in the foreign land of Vietnam. 
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Nora let out a dry cough and felt her chest tighten as she pulled up to her family’s pristine home, knowing that its manicured shrubs and crisp white paint served as a mere façade for all the problems tucked neatly inside its walls.  
After turning off the ignition, she opened the car door and stepped out. 
“Here we go,” she said aloud, grabbing her knapsack and overstuffed bag of clothes in need of laundering from the back seat and heading toward the front door.
She gingerly turned the doorknob, wiped her suede boots on the doormat and carefully peered down the hallway in anticipation of her mother’s usual, cold-hearted welcome. 
“It’s about time you arrived. We’ve been waiting for you so we can have dinner. Where have you been anyway?” Viviane scolded.
“It’s nice to see you too, Mom,” Nora replied. 
“Please close that door, you’re letting all the cold air in. And take off those filthy boots so you don’t traipse dirt through the house,” Viviane ordered. 
“There she is!” Mr. Thompson exclaimed, emerging from the living room, peering over the rim of his reading glasses and hurrying over to help her with her bags.
“Hi, Daddy,” Nora said, embracing him. 
“I was starting to worry about you,” Richard Thompson told his daughter.
“Sorry I’m late but I had a flat tire,” Nora replied, removing her boots.
“Oh no. Why didn’t you call?”
“There were no payphones around, but a nice guy pulled over and changed it for me. He works at the gas station across town and said you can bring the tire there to be patched.”
“That was nice of him. Come in and get warm. How are you feeling?” he asked, brushing her hair aside, looking her scar over and planting a kiss on her forehead. 
“I’m fine. I don’t want you to worry about me.”
“Nonsense, I always worry about you. It’s my job. Besides it gives me something to do other than listen to your mother. She’s been complaining that dinner is getting cold for an hour already.”
“Gee whiz. Really?”
“You know how she gets. I can’t blame your sister one bit for not sticking around, but you better not ever leave me,” Mr. Thompson said under his breath, leading her into the dining room.
“Don’t worry, Daddy. I won’t,” Nora softly replied as she slid out a chair, smoothed her skirt and sat down at the dining room table. 
She studied the tabletop, set with crisp linens, spotless flatware and sparkling crystal drinking glasses and was reminded of how Viviane’s materialism and unrealistic expectations had driven her older sister away. The house felt empty without her there, but Emily, who yearned to be an individual and rejected societal norms, had grown intolerant of Viviane’s demands, consumerism and rigid world views. She was a true flower child and split soon after graduating high school, embracing the hippie counterculture and hitchhiking her way across the country to San Francisco with others like her during the Summer of Love. The last time she called, Viviane told her she wasn’t welcome to come back home until she changed her ways, and no one had heard from her since. 
“Nora, for goodness sake, stop your daydreaming. Please take your elbows off the table and pass your father the saltshaker as he asked,” Viviane scolded. 
“Sure. Here you go,” Nora said, smirking.
“Nora, I almost forgot to tell you that Josie called for you earlier. She said she just arrived home from Boston yesterday,” Mr. Thompson said.
“Okay, thanks for letting me know, Daddy,” Nora replied, smiling and looking forward to getting together with her best friend since second grade, Josie Henson.
“That Henson girl should mind her manners. I don’t understand why she feels the need to call as soon as you arrive home. What did she want anyway, Richard?” Viviane complained.
“How am I supposed to know, Viv? She didn’t call to speak to me after all, she asked to speak to Nora.” 
“I’m sure it must be more boyfriend trouble. That fast girl has had more boyfriends than I can count,” Viviane rambled.
“Maybe you should stop counting,” Richard said. 
“She has a name, Mom, and boys aren’t her only interest. Josie is smart and was offered a full scholarship in case you forgot. We haven’t seen each other since Columbus Day weekend, and she probably wants to get together for a sleepover,” Nora replied.
“Maybe time away from her was exactly what you needed. I’m just glad her ways haven’t rubbed off on you young lady,” Viviane stated, pointing the tines of her fork in Nora’s direction. 
From across the table Nora watched as Viviane neatly sliced into her petit filet and sipped red wine from a long-stemmed glass. She thought of how her mother had grown even more suffocating since Emily left, as if hoping to mold Nora into a child she could brag about and serve as a reflection of her own old-fashioned views. Nora though, was determined to live life on her own terms and escape the monotony of her stifling little town.
After helping clear the table, Nora plopped down on the couch next to her father, already exhausted from Viviane’s incessant nagging, yet knowing she was still luckier than most. She cherished the time with her father who had started his own insurance company with nothing but a dream, a desk, and a few friends as clients. It was now a thriving business in the neighboring city of Weaver Falls. Nora was her father’s daughter for certain, a dreamer just like him, paying little attention to the small-minded thinkers in her sleepy little hometown situated along New England’s southern coastline. 
“You’re just in time. The world news is about to start,” Richard said, placing his arm around her shoulder.
“I’m sure it will be all bad news,” Nora stated, feeling melancholy and leaning her head on her father’s chest.
“Now, now. Let’s wait and see. It can’t be all bad after all.”
As the evening news began Nora closed her eyes without responding, dreading what the latest report would reveal. Everywhere she turned she was reminded of the dangerous place, halfway around the world, where Russ now was. In preceding months, she had been avoiding picking up the newspaper as each day brought more devastating news to her hometown and the country at large. The constant barrage of stories in the local and national newspapers, about American soldiers who had gone missing or were killed in action, were too disturbing to read. She thought back to the previous December when the Selective Service held its Vietnam Draft on national television for the entire country to see. Nora and her friends at Bridgegate, like students at other college campuses around the country, watched the live coverage intently from the television in the student union building. Other students, who were against the government’s involvement in Indochina, chose to protest the war just outside the building’s entryway. Families throughout the nation, from coast to coast, had nervously listened in. Mothers around the United States gripped their rosary beads while silently praying their boys would not be taken away from them. Fathers across the nation cracked open cans of beer to share with their sons, admitting to themselves their boys were now men in the eyes of the government. As fate would have it, Russ hit the lottery that day when the little blue ball numbered 004, corresponding to his February birthday, was drawn. The feelings of impending doom that had been plaguing him for months had been officially validated and not long after, he had been sent to bootcamp, advanced individual training and, eventually, deployed to Vietnam. 
“The first account of American prisoners of war held in POW camps was released by the government of North Vietnam today. The partial list, containing three hundred sixty-eight names, is considered by Hanoi to be the closest thing to an official count,” the newscaster reported.
As the broadcast continued, Nora squirmed in her seat and tightly clasped her hands, causing her knuckles to turn white. Concerned for Russ’ safety, she closed her eyes and thought back on the night before Russ’ deployment which had been beset with dread, as they were both aware of what was at stake in the reality of being sent into combat. They had urged each other to stay strong and agreed to write often. During their long, final embrace, they promised each other they would pick up where they were leaving off upon his return, sealing the promise with a tearful, goodbye kiss. She tried to keep her eyes closed as the news report continued, unable to block out the reporter’s well-modulated voice. 
“Daddy, I just can’t watch this anymore. It makes me nervous thinking about Russ,” Nora finally blurted out, shielding herself from the images of the American GIs in combat flashing across the television screen.
“I know, but you can’t bury your head in the sand either, Nora,” Richard replied, turning toward her and placing his hands on top of hers. 
“What if he doesn’t make it home?” Nora asked, her eyes welling up.
“Don’t think like that, Nora. Russ is going to be just fine.”
“You don’t know that for sure. I’m afraid I’m going to open the newspaper one day and see his picture on the front page with some horrible headline,” Nora replied, wiping a tear from her cheek. 
“You’re right, we don’t know for sure, but I have something that may help. This came for you today. I intercepted it before your mother could get ahold of it. You know how she likes to be in everyone’s business,” Mr. Thompson said, handing her a piece of mail. 
“It’s from Russ!” Nora exclaimed as she recognized the white envelope with a border of alternating red, white and blue parallelograms around its edges and the word “Free” written in its upper right-hand corner in place of a postage stamp. 
She studied the handwriting on the envelope’s exterior with the return address sender and location of “PFC R. Ayers, APO San Francisco 96383”.  
“The news is just about over. Why don’t you go to your room and read your letter in private? That way your mother doesn’t see it and you don’t have to sit here with me feeling worse about things. Remember to call Josie back too,” Mr. Thompson said, kissing her forehead again and nodding his head in the direction of the staircase.
“Thank you, Daddy,” she said, before kissing his cheek. 
Nora eagerly got up from the couch and, with the letter in hand, made her way over to the staircase as the tail end of the news report faded off behind her.
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Russ knelt, peering down into the opening of the tunnel’s shaft, with sweat dripping down his temples and a burning cigarette dangling out the corner of his mouth.  
“These smokes you traded me taste like stale crap, Davis,” Russ said, knowing they would have to do, as he tried to remain calm and waited for instructions to descend.
He and Johnny were two of only one hundred Tunnel Rats currently serving in Vietnam. Both had bravely volunteered for the dangerous job which required them to rely primarily on their auditory, tactile and olfactory senses to gather reconnaissance. They were trained to detect and destroy any enemy presence in the pitch-black underground labyrinth. All the two needed to communicate in silence was a blink of an eye while out on the trails or a tap of a finger when down inside the darkened tunnels. Each trusted the other with their lives.  
Just after sun up, the company traversed their way back to the tunnel entrance discovered the previous day, twenty-five miles northwest of Saigon, on a search and destroy mission. Russ and his buddies knew they were vulnerable to attack as they hiked their way through the unbearable heat and humidity, scanning the flora and looking out for trip wires and booby traps along the way. When an ambush came, it didn’t matter where you were from, what your name was, how much money you had, or the color of your skin. It was all about working together as a team and looking out for one another. After only a few weeks of combat, looking over his shoulder and watching out for his buddies had become the new norm for Russ. In Vietnam, he had learned survival was the name of the game. 
“What are you waiting for? Get down here and make sure you've got your flashlight on your person this time too,” Johnny Davis said, popping his head out of the hole in the ground. 
“Hey, I thought you were hiding down there so we wouldn’t see that messed up haircut of yours,” Russ replied. 
“Ayers, it ain’t my fault that Army barber only caters to you White folk. He doesn’t know shit about cutting Black hair. I’ll be growing out my ‘fro as soon as I leave this hell hole.”
“So, tell me what we’ve got here,” Russ said. 
“Well, this tunnel is even tighter than the last one,” Davis stated.
“Really?”
“Tighter than my crib back in Philly. I’ll be happy to go back to living in the hood after dealin’ with this shit,” Davis replied. 
“Man, you’re something else,” Russ said with a smile. 
“Okay listen up. So, when I went down to scope it out, I could see that this one seems to go on for a while. There’s an open room on the left. I already stepped inside it to check it out. It’s not booby trapped. No punji sticks or scorpions at least, and no VC. Just a few rats running around and bats hanging on the ceiling. I’m glad you volunteered to come down here with me ‘cause this looks like a long one. It’s got lots of zigzags, and we’ve got a shitload of explosives to set up. After about twenty feet the tunnel branches off into a T and that’s where all the ziggin’ and zaggin’ begins. Stay behind me and we’ll start setting up on the right side at that first bend. I’ll go a few feet ahead of you to check for Charlie, so you’ll be clear to place the charges. Ready?” 
“Hell, Davis, I was born ready,” Russ replied, trying to psych himself up for their latest underground mission. 
“Okay, lower him down boys. Remember, lights out, Ayers. Here we go,” Davis said before disappearing back into the tunnel. 
Russ tried to put his fear into the back of his mind as adrenaline and the speed he had popped earlier that morning coursed through his veins. His buddies grabbed his ankles and lowered him down, headfirst, into the tunnel. He knew he had to keep his head clear and stay focused, listening, feeling and smelling his way through the pitch blackness, all while remaining as quiet as possible, crawling on his hands and knees through the dark tunnel. 
With acute senses, Russ and Johnny bravely moved forward along the straight, narrow section of tunnel floor. They were tasked with rigging up explosives, which were to be later detonated, in this newly discovered section of more than one hundred and thirty miles of the tunnel’s complex. Stretching from Saigon to the Cambodian border, the tunnels allowed VC guerillas to navigate the jungle undetected and it was Russ’ job to help destroy the complex. The coolness of the hand-carved clay and ferric soil walls provided a bit of relief from the oppressive heat above ground and the two agreed it was the only good part about being in the tunnels. Russ, trying to stay focused, suddenly felt something scurry across his hand, up his arm and over his shoulder before jumping off him. Damn rodents. That felt like a big one, Russ thought as he kept moving on without hesitation. 
After traversing a few feet further, he felt along the side of the textured wall with his open palm. When it began to curve, he knew this was the first righthand turn Davis told him about. Just as he was about to turn the corner, he heard a subtle movement to his left and ceased his crawl. Keep your flashlight off and don’t make a sound, he reminded himself as he waited in darkness, sniffing the tunnel air, as a wild animal would do. He listened intently for the faintest of sounds. Suddenly his nasal passages were overcome with the smell of spicey sweat. The enemy was near, and Russ reminded himself that nothing mattered but the kill and making it out alive. He was not about to take pity on Charlie. If he did, he knew he could end up being captured and taken prisoner of war or, even worse, returned home to his parents, Martha and Fred, zipped up tight in a body bag. There was no room for error. He felt the sides of his face bulge as his muscles tightened. With his teeth firmly clenched he remained still and silent. Just then, he felt someone pounce onto his back. This time, instead of being a rodent, it was Charlie, expressing his warm, fetid breath into his ear and tightening a choke hold on him. Without hesitating, Russ reached for his pistol, pointed it upward, and pulled the trigger. The arm around his neck instantly went limp as the lifeless body slumped onto the tunnel floor beside him. It wasn’t a silent kill like most of his previous kills with his knife had been. The other VC would surely now know their enemy was down in the tunnel and would descend on them like flies if they didn’t find a way out. The gunshot left an almost deafening, high-pitched ringing in Russ’ ears, replacing the sound of the VC’s breathing he had heard just seconds earlier. Russ forged ahead, determined to do whatever he needed to stay alive. Just get yourself and Davis out of here, Russ thought to himself. 
“You okay, Ayers?” Davis asked, having backtracked to the spot where Russ was, leaning in and cupping Russ’ ear with his hand as he spoke. 
“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Russ replied, overcome with a familiar feeling of dread.   
As the two made their way up an ascending branch of the tunnel, they noticed scattered rays of sunlight up ahead. 
“Here’s a way out. Hoist me up. I’ll make sure it’s clear. If it is, I’ll go out first and then I’ll pull you out,” Davis said, pointing up to the exit now directly above them.
“I’ve got you,” Russ said, hoisting him upward.
Davis ever so slightly lifted the hatch that was camouflaged with vegetation and looked around. 
“Looks clear. I’m heading out. See you on the flip side,” Davis said as he flung the hatch wide open and made his way out of the tunnel and into the daylight.
Russ then thought he heard rustling overhead and assumed that Davis was getting back on his feet. 
“Davis?” Russ called out.
Receiving no response, Russ felt his heart begin to race.
“Davis, you better not leave me alone down here.”
Through the high-pitched ringing in his ears, he heard muffled sounds followed by a thump. What the hell is that? Russ thought as something fell into the hole.
“Davis? What did they do to you? No!” Russ cried out, realizing that it was Davis’ severed head and dog tags that now lay on the tunnel floor beside him. 
“God no! He was my friend. He was my brother,” Russ yelled up toward the open hole before falling to his knees. 
As the rest of his company made their way through the bush and toward the exit hole where Davis’ decapitated body lay, Russ could hear a rapid exchange of gunfire erupting between them and the Viet Cong, followed by a loud explosion. He felt as if he had left his own body and was in another dimension, unable to fully comprehend what was happening around him. 
“You were my brother, Davis. You were my brother,” Russ cried out in anguish, sitting on the tunnel floor and gently cradling his friend's severed head. 
He then carefully closed Davis’ eye lids, as if to tell him that he could finally rest. Davis’ warm blood ran through the fingers of his trembling hands, becoming tacky and saturating the front of his T-shirt. Davis had given his all, but Russ knew it was now time for him to make his journey home to Philadelphia, and to his Vanessa, as another casualty of the Vietnam War.
A haze of dust particles filled the air around him as Russ’ company came to his aide and hoisted him out of the tunnel. Russ rubbed his eyes, staring in disbelief at the freshly killed bodies whose parts were strewn across the jungle floor from grenade blasts and the firefight that had ensued. He felt his chest tighten as he studied himself, counting his limbs and digits on his hands. He began frantically scanning the ground around him, checking to be sure that none of the scattered, bloodied limbs were his. Russ gasped as his breathing sped up and he was unable to control the flow of air in and out of his lungs, feeling as though a part of him had died alongside his friend, deep within the tunnel walls. Russ felt his head grow dizzy and his legs become heavy. 
“Ayers, are you okay?” Russ’ commanding officer called out. 
“I need to finish the mission, Sir. I need to finish the mission!” Russ yelled, wandering aimlessly.
“Ayers, get your ass over here and help pick up these bodies.” 
“But. . . Sir. . . I can’t. I need to. . . I. . . need. . . to finish the. . . mission,” Russ repeated, walking in circles and growing more confused with each step.
“Ayers? Ah, shit. God damn it! Where’s the medic? Find him and have him sedate Ayers. He’s losing his mind. I want him on a Huey, taken the hell out of here and flown to the Evac hospital,” the officer called out to another foot soldier while Russ continued mindlessly meandering about, unable to fully comprehend what was happening around him.
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“I get the feeling your mother doesn’t like me much,” Josie Henson said, placing her overnight bag down on the shag carpet in Nora’s bedroom.  
“Don’t worry about her, Jo. She’s miserable and doesn’t like anyone,” Nora replied, shaking her head and rolling her eyes. 
“Are you feeling better since you had your stitches removed?”
“I guess so. I just hope this scar fades. I hate seeing it every time I look in the mirror.”
“All scars fade in time, Nor. Now I want to hear all about the letter Russ sent you,” Josie eagerly said.
“Shh. Viviane doesn’t know that he wrote me. I had to hide his letter from her. She never liked Russ and keeps trying to convince me to go out on a date with Dr. Perkins' nephew, Chip,” Nora replied, closing the bedroom door behind her and securing its lock for privacy. 
“Viviane just doesn’t quit. Remember how Chip followed you around like a lost puppy at your parents' cookout over the summer?” Josie asked.
“Don’t remind me. I’m still trying to forget about that.”
“What the heck does Viviane have against Russ anyway?”
“I suppose he doesn’t live up to her high standards because his parents are factory workers or something. She has delusions that I’m going to marry a doctor so she can brag to her friends in the garden club and at the hair salon.”
“That’s too bad. Well, let me hear what Russ had to say.”
“Okay, but come closer so you can hear me. You know how my mom likes to eavesdrop,” Nora replied, carefully removing the letter from its envelope and reading aloud softly as Josie listened intently. 
Dear Nora,
The days are long, and I don’t want to bore you with details of my time here, but I’m finally able to get a few free minutes to write you. I received the care package you sent, and it really brightened my day. Your homemade cookies arrived all broken, but I shared them with the guys in my company and they all agreed that they were the tastiest thing they’ve eaten in weeks. Thanks for sending the T-shirts, socks and chewing gum too. My friend Johnny Davis from Philly has his eyes on the gum, but I plan to use it as a bargaining chip to trade him for some smokes later. I wish I could get you a present for Christmas, like a nice necklace or something, but there aren’t any stores out here in the jungle. You won’t believe it Nor, but Johnny and I were lucky enough to get selected to go to the USO show. They are even issuing us clean uniforms and transporting us to the base the day of the performance. It should be good fun, but Christmas won’t be the same without you. I’ll try to write more often but the heavy monsoon rains here can cause the helicopters to get grounded and the trucks are sometimes unable to navigate the washed-out roads, so the mail gets delayed. For now, I’ll keep the picture that Josie took of you close to my heart, in the pocket of my field coat. I hope you always keep me close to your heart too. Merry Christmas Nor. Love, Russ.
“Awe, that was so sweet, Nor,” Josie said, wrapping her arms around her.
“I hadn’t heard from him in over two months. I worry about him, Jo.”
“Of course you do. Its normal to worry.” 
“It seems like the war is all I think about most days,” Nora replied, wiping tears from the corners of her eyes. 
“I don’t like seeing you like this, Nor. You’re going to make yourself sick if you don’t do something to take your mind off things.” 
“I can’t help it, Jo.”
“Well, you should get out more. I was going to ask you if you’d come out bowling tomorrow night.”
“Bowling? Since when do you like to bowl?” Nora asked, raising an eyebrow and knowing that Josie had never wanted to go bowling in all the years she had known her.  
“Since I met Dennis Blake,” Josie said with a wide grin.
“Wait! Who is this Dennis guy and what happened to Glen?” 
“I broke up with Glen a few weeks ago. I hear he’s now dating that redhead, Brenda, that he works with at the record store. I was so busy studying for my finals that I forgot to tell you. It’s no big deal really. Glen has no ambition, and I was getting bored with him anyway.”
“And this Dennis guy?” Nora asked.
“I met him when I was waiting in the checkout line at the convenience store when I was home for Thanksgiving. I was holding a bottle of cola and it was so cold that it slipped right out of my hands. Luckily it didn’t break. Dennis was standing behind me and leaned down to pick it up at the same time I did. We bumped heads, both started laughing and ended up meeting for a cup of coffee the next day at Swanset Diner.”
“Far out,” Nora replied, always entertained by Josie’s stories. 
“We’re just having fun. He went to a private high school and will be getting his volunteer corps assignment soon. He’s a conscientious objector and is trying to avoid going to Vietnam. His older brother is serving there now. Besides, I don’t want to be tied down after what happened with Glen and I’m going to be busy with my transfer to Westlock.”
“It’s going to be so cool having you close by. My roommate Becky was asking about you before I left campus. We want you to come hang out with us at Bridgegate again.”
“Becky was cool. What was her last name?” Josie asked.
“Lieberman.” 
“That’s right, Becky Lieberman. I’ll remember it now. You’re both in that new co-ed dorm, aren’t you?”
“Yes, and this year we are in a double instead of a triple. And I know what you are thinking.”
“What, Nor? Westlock is an all-girls school, so I have to be able to meet guys somewhere after all,” Josie said with a smirk.
“Don’t worry, you’ll have plenty of guys to hang out with when you visit us at Bridgegate. They’re your type too.”
“I know. When I visited you last spring, I met a lot of dreamy guys. They were so earthy in their beaded bracelets and leather sandals. I would have liked to transfer to another co-ed school, but I couldn’t pass up the offer from Westlock. I like that they provide a challenging curriculum for women.”
“You’ll have the best of both worlds, Jo. You’ll be attending a college where you’ll be educationally nurtured, and your best friend will be nearby in a coed dorm where you can visit and learn things that Westlock can’t teach you,” Nora joked, poking Josie with her elbow. 
“Very funny, Nor. What about you? You said you get lonely. Don’t you ever find yourself attracted to anyone?”
“I don’t know, Jo,” Nora said, shrugging her shoulders. 
“It’s okay to be curious, Nor.”
“I promised to wait for Russ, but I guess I do get curious. . . sometimes,” Nora admitted








