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  “There are not many books that can make you laugh and also make you cry—sometimes laughing through sorrow and crying out of joy—but Terry has crafted such a story. I dare you not to fall in love with every character, and I dare you not to come away from this story wanting to hug every soldier you meet. I don’t think you’ll be able to do it.”


  —Jennifer Lea Lopez, author of Sorry is Not Enough, Confessions of a Non-Believer, and Daughter of a Vietnam Veteran http://jlealopez.blogspot.com


  “This book was a difficult read for me. I had to take breaks to keep from just quitting the reading altogether. But the real-life story of the wounded soldiers on Ward 2B and the portrayal of their struggles was too compelling to put it down. Their experiences, while unpleasant and very real, made their journey to recovery heartwarming and joyous. Thank you, Terry, for all the blood, sweat, and tears you put into this book.”


  —Darrell Kuipers, Vietnam Veteran, U.S. Army


  “Thank you so much for writing this book. Vietnam hit Australia in the gut as well. I watched dear friends leave to fight as young men and return aged and broken. The time of shame and guilt that tore your country and mine apart needs to be told to generations that simply do not or will not remember. Your wonderful writing has provoked anger, sadness, and pride. This book is cleansing, powerful, emotional, and a must-read.”


  —Stacey Danson, author of Empty Chairs


  “This story truly touched my heart and there were many times I had to wipe away the tears, but I finally finished reading. This is a totally honest book and one of the best first-person narratives I have read about the Vietnam War. It is simple and straightforward, but also a compulsive page-turner. This is not a story for the fainthearted, but it’s one that should not be missed. It stands tall with the best books ever written about men in combat.”


  —Jennifer Braun, author and personal historian


  How Can You Mend This Purple Heart


  A Novel


  T. L. Gould


  [image: image]


  To Barb, my beautiful wife.


  God spared my life that night at the Amber Wall to guide me into your waiting arms.


  You have given a love to me so strong I cannot comprehend it.


  You have given me comfort, peace, and a deeper understanding of who I am.


  Thank you for the warmth and safety of your shoulder that I have leaned on so many times.


  Thank you for your love, compassion, and appreciation for America’s Veterans.


  And thank you for your endless support, your unbelievable patience, and your personal devotion to this book.


  I could not have done this without your belief in me.


  You are truly my Guardian Angel.


  “In this sad world of ours, sorrow comes to all…Perfect relief is not possible, except with time. You cannot now realize that you will ever feel better…And yet, this is a mistake. You are sure to be happy again.”


  —President Abraham Lincoln


  Preface


  “The willingness with which our young people are likely to serve in any war, no matter how justified, shall be directly proportionate to how they perceive the veterans of earlier wars were treated and appreciated by their nation.”


  —President/General George Washington


  IN ITS SIMPLEST description, the Purple Heart Medal is awarded to any member of the United States Armed Forces who is killed or wounded in combat.


  During the Vietnam era, a time span of nearly ten years, 9,087,000 men and women served on active duty. Of those nine million, 2,594,000 served within the borders of the Republic of South Vietnam. Troop strength within Vietnam reached its highest level of the war at more than 543,000 on April 30, 1969.


  Combat deaths from the Vietnam War surpassed 58,000 with the total wounded in action exceeding 303,000. Many of the young men were severely wounded. More than 5,000 lost at least one limb, and nearly 1,100 soldiers lost multiple limbs.


  How Can You Mend This Purple Heart is not a story about combat in the jungles of Vietnam. This is a story about young Americans who left their homes and returned to the comforting and healing shelter of a military hospital, wounded, frightened, and proud.


  They were boys who returned from combat as men—men who left the better part of their youth, a bit of their souls, and a lot of their flesh in Vietnam. It’s a story about the physical and mental struggles of healing from the wounds of war. It’s a story about longing to recapture the spirit of boyhood and rekindle the optimism and fearlessness of youth. And it’s about their struggle to be whole again—or at the very least, to feel whole.


  In the hospital, they learned to live for the moment and revel in the fervor of life with no expectations and no apologies.


  The confined space of their shared ward, the sprawling U.S. Naval Hospital, and the nearby streets and bars of south Philadelphia became their home. Like any home, it served as a place to gather, to belong, to struggle, to play, a place to find support, and ultimately, a place to heal.


  And every day of healing brought them closer to the day they could go home, a day they would both cherish—and fear.


  Graduation


  I JUMPED TO the first step, turned, and waved a clumsy goodbye as the bus driver squished the folding doors between me and my childhood.


  Mom’s tears had dried sticky on my face and neck. She stood at the end of the dirt drive, apron jumping in the warm breeze, tears streaming, as her third son in three years was going off to boot camp. She insisted on not saying goodbye; it was bad luck. So far, it was working. Her first son was on board a minesweeper, whereabouts classified, and her second son was on board an aircraft carrier in the Pacific. Mom was assured that neither one would ever come closer to Vietnam than a few miles off the coast.


  Her three oldest children, who had been so close growing up, were now so far away from her, her home, and each other. She never talked about the hardships in her life, constantly moving from town to town and house to house within a town. Ever-smiling with her stubborn Irish optimism, she kept the family a family.


  Her seven children were her whole life, her whole world. Always among the poorest and toughest kids wherever we lived, our mom lived the richness of life caring for us. And now, her three oldest children were gone. Kenny left for boot camp just one week after his graduation from high school. Bobby followed almost a year later. Now, it was my turn.


  I tried to imagine how empty and lonely the house must have been. I watched her from the rear window of the Greyhound as she walked slowly down the dirt path back toward her little corner of the world. Roger and Nancy had raced out to the mail box by the road to wave goodbye. Kathy was watching over Mike in the side yard; Mom had joined them, taking them both in her arms to wave goodbye.


  The bus crested the hill and Mom, my younger brothers and sisters, and my childhood disappeared below the hazy arch of blacktop.


  The summer of 1968 had just made the turn toward autumn and I was now a statistic in Uncle Sam’s register.


  The Greyhound made several stops along its stuttered route to St. Louis. The small towns relinquishing those among them that wouldn’t be missed, and each one who joined our bus ride, I was sure, wouldn’t miss them either. It was four hours of silence and self-imposed solitude. None of them had anything to say that I wanted to hear.


  St. Louis felt oppressive and heavy. I could feel it crushing down on me like one of Dad’s wrongful beatings. It was my second time in the big city. The constant, pressing weariness was even heavier this time.


  My first trip had been four months earlier for my physical to join the Marines. It was two days of belittling and humiliation. Two days of groping and touching by government doctors. Two days of being passed from one pair of cold hands to another with some smartass checking off squares on a clipboard.


  I passed the physical for the Marines, but I wouldn’t be joining them.


  Sometime in late spring, I had been accepted into Southwest Missouri State University with the intention of studying art. My dad had opened the envelope addressed to me from the Selective Service with the cherished 2-S student deferment inside.


  No kid of his was going to be a faggot artist. As a World War II veteran and Purple Heart recipient, his boys were to do their military duty no matter what war the country was fighting. You go. You serve. Be a man about it and do what your place in society has dealt you.


  We had a good knock-down, drag-out fight. Not over his personal mandatory draft, but because he opened my mail. I took my black eye and swollen knuckles and moved out the next day; my best friend’s parents set up a room for me in their basement.


  I turned my anger and hate for my dad into spite. I would show him who the real man was. I would join the Marines.


  The week following my verbal commitment to join the Marines, my girlfriend pleaded with me to change my mind. “Jeremy Shoff, you’ll end up in Vietnam by February!” she warned. “The Marines go straight to Vietnam. Every one of them! You don’t want to get killed in this stupid war, do you?” She saw the Vietnam War through the same eyes as my mother.


  By this time I was no longer angry, the hate for my dad was buried, and my girlfriend’s influence over me had grown. Her pleading had succeeded, halfway. I hadn’t signed with the Marines as yet, but I had forfeited my deferment. The decision to join the Navy was consequential.


  I was grateful to be in St. Louis for only one night. I sheltered myself in the cramped hotel room. I wasn’t hungry. I wasn’t sleepy. I just wanted to be alone.


  The next morning, I was on a train for the remainder of the trip to the Great Lakes Naval Training Center north of Chicago. The most memorable part of the train ride was throwing up my breakfast somewhere between the dining car and my seat.


  With the train ride over, I somehow managed to locate the right bus somewhere in downtown Chicago. One hour later, I was standing at the front gates of the sprawling Naval training facilities. Boot camp was twelve weeks long and I came out a different person—mission accomplished.


  My next duty station was basic electronics school at the Great Lakes Training Center just over the fence from boot camp. I was transferred to the school’s barracks where the next class would not begin until January. I stayed on base until just before Christmas and went home for my first official military leave.


  The two weeks back home were heaven. Mom had to take me to church to show me off, I got drunk a lot with old friends, and I started smoking.


  By this time my best friend had enlisted in the Marines and was leaving after his high school graduation in May. He and I had played “Vietnam” dozens of times in the woods behind his house. Load up the rifles and pistols, grab a bag of tin cans and bottles, and set up our own little patch of war zone. Our targets would stare menacingly at us from the tops of fence posts, hanging from tree branches, and lying low in the high grass.


  We would take our positions behind large rocks or fallen tree trunks and open fire. Crawl through the brush and surprise them from behind. Once we had exhausted our ammo, a stolen stick of dynamite from the supply shed of his dad’s rock quarry would finish the job.


  He joined the Marines for the sole purpose of going to Vietnam. I told him to be careful. He told me he was glad I was Navy.


  I endured electronics school during the frigid months of January and February and received my orders for radioman school. By the first week of March, the sixth radioman class of 1969 was mustered outside the barracks at Bainbridge, Maryland, for our first march to the school building. Everyone filed into his spot in formation and the platoon leader would take roll call. It would be a ritual performed every morning before class and every afternoon for the march back to the barracks.


  It was here I met the person who would become the closest friend of my life: William Otis Johnson, Jr., handsome, tall, thin, and black.


  Our common bonds were our age, our uniforms, and our very poor childhoods. He was the first black person I had ever known. Howell County, Missouri, was just another road sign for black families on their way to St. Louis or Little Rock.


  By the grace of my mother, I had been taught we are all God’s people. We are all equal. No one is better than anyone else. She had given me freedom from bias, prejudice and bigotry. I really had no understanding of those concepts when Bill and I met. I had never even heard the words until years later.


  Our friendship was immediate, and for the first time in my eighteen years of life, I felt closer to someone other than my older brothers. We were known as “Salt ” and “Pepper ” by everyone, and we were seldom seen without each other. It’s hard to explain, or maybe it doesn’t have to be explained, the way our friendship was so instantaneous and so easy.


  Radio school was three months of studying, marching to class, weekend fire watch duty, and lots of socializing at the enlisted men’s club. Winter turned to spring and we prepared for graduation and our next duty assignment.


  The graduation ceremony for Navy Radioman Class #6906 was held in one of the old converted World War II school buildings with little fanfare. Diplomas and secret clearance papers were simply handed out in alphabetical order and we left the classroom on a warm afternoon in late May for the last time.


  Most of us already had our orders for our next duty station, but we were to stay on base for another week or two. It was typical of the old phrase, “hurry up and wait.”


  Bill and I were the only two in our class of sixty-one sailors to get the same orders. We were ecstatic. We were going on a goodwill tour from Norfolk, Virginia, to the British West Indies, over to the Ivory Coast, down around the Cape of Good Hope off South Africa, sail along the east coast of Africa, and up through the Suez Canal into the Mediterranean Sea. Eight months on board a destroyer escort ship with stops in all the major ports. It was every sailor’s dream, especially with a war going on halfway around the world.


  I never made the launch of that tour.


  Every graduation deserves a big celebration, and when it came to celebrating, I was never one to hold back. That, thank God, was one major difference between Bill and me. His discipline and maturity had kept me out of trouble more than a few times. This time, however, I hadn’t listened to his pleading and advice. This time he wouldn’t be there to temper my joyous side. This time, thank God, he wouldn’t be with me.


  The Amber Wall


  THE CELEBRATION STARTED around four-thirty at Fiddler’s Green, the enlisted men’s club on base. The music was loud, the conversation louder, and the laughter was flowing like the cheap pitchers of beer bolstering our invincibility. The crowd at our table grew as the late afternoon passed into early evening. With every new face came a new round of beer and another level of lost sensibilities.


  It was around seven o’clock when six of us decided to take the party off-base. We jumped into a car to head for a nearby town where we had met a couple of girls weeks before. We had seen them several times over the past few weeks and had been to their shared apartment for parties and weekend overnight stays. Bill tried to convince me not to go, but I didn’t listen. He followed us outside Fiddler’s Green and just shook his head as we sped off.


  We stopped at a nearby gas station, filled the tank, and managed enough money between us for a case of beer and a couple packs of cigarettes. It was typically a forty-five minute drive, but we were sure we could make it in less than thirty. We knew the roads well.


  We left the girls’ apartment sometime before midnight with the case of beer gone and nearly all of what they had in the fridge. Our two friends were unable to get up from the couch to see us out.


  The ’63 Chevy convertible was speeding along the narrow blacktop road just two miles from the base entrance. I was sitting shotgun, front seat, next to the passenger-side door. Smitty and I had flipped a quarter for the shotgun seat; he lost the coin toss and was sitting between me and the driver. Our three buddies were passed out in the back.


  No one was awake the moment the car hit the bridge abutment head-on.


  The car had gone off the left side of the road and smashed into the two-foot-wide, four-foot-tall concrete span dead center of the grill. The engine slammed through the firewall and into the front seat. We were told later the car had gone from sixty-five miles per hour to zero in less than two seconds.


  Smitty died on impact. He should have been sitting shotgun. He was the only one of us with a college degree. He was going home to get married to his college sweetheart, and he and his young bride would have spent their first eighteen months in Honolulu, Hawaii.


  My head went through the windshield and into the crumpled metal hood; my legs were trapped and twisted under the dash. The recoil slammed me back into the car where I lay contorted on the floorboard; the engine next to my head was crackling from the burning oil. All the others had been thrown from the car and lay strewn along the creek and ditch. The moans seemed to come from everywhere in the darkness.


  I tried desperately to shove the door open with my shoulder, but the crumpled door had been jammed by the impact. I knew I had to get out before the wreckage became engulfed in flames and the nearly-full gas tank exploded.


  I pushed as hard as I could from my position on the floor, but the door would only open a couple inches. I fell in and out of consciousness several times. Someone came out of the darkness and managed to work the door open enough for me to crawl out onto the blacktop road.


  I was lying on my back, pushing with my elbows, when I looked down and saw my left leg rotated and twisted backwards. The heel of my left foot was pointing skyward, my toes facing the back of my leg. My shoes and socks were gone. Blood was pouring from my head and down my face.


  I rolled into the ditch on the other side, and as I did, I suddenly found myself floating, looking down at my body lying face up.


  “That’s me,” I thought. “What’s happening?”


  I reached toward my face and looked at myself with a sense of overwhelming sorrow. I couldn’t see a single sign of what had just happened.


  As I continued to rise higher and higher, my lifeless body slowly became more distant. From nearly forty feet above the ground, I floated calmly over the wreckage, the strewn bodies, and the events beginning to unfold below.


  Bright red tail lights glared on the bridge and tires screamed as a car slammed on its breaks after nearly passing our burning car. Two young boys got out and ran back toward the flaming wreckage.


  “There’s nothing we can do here!” one of them shouted.


  “Let’s go for help!” the other one yelled as they climbed back in the car and sped off.


  I saw a body on the bridge, one near the creek in front of the car, one body lying almost ten feet behind the car, someone blindly crawling on his stomach through the grass about ten yards down from the other two. I couldn’t see Smitty anywhere.


  The fire trucks were the first to arrive, then the highway patrol, followed almost immediately by three ambulances. People were rushing everywhere, one man shouting out directions and pointing to the bodies.


  Everything was in slow motion. All sounds had faded to deafness. It was as though I was watching a silent movie about people I didn’t know.


  I watched as two ambulance attendants rolled my limp body onto a white sheet and twisted the ends like a taffy wrapper.


  “This one’s gone!” I heard the one holding my head shout to the other one as they lifted me onto the gurney and rolled me into the back of their ambulance.


  It was at this point I became aware of a bright yellow wall of light behind me with dozens of gray-silhouetted people casually walking past. I sensed that I knew some of them; all the others were total strangers. They were all ages—men, women, and children—and some of them were holding hands. A small group was walking very close to me, others back in the distance. They never spoke and never reached for me; they just slowly—and with no real purpose or destination—walked by and disappeared as others came out of the bright amber wall, walking in all directions.


  The chaos below was of no interest to me now. The entire scene had faded away into the darkness of the night and I was being drawn toward these “people” walking ever closer behind me.


  There was no fear, no anxiety, no bright light at the end of a tunnel, and no flashing of my life before me. I was filled with a total singular sense of choice—a decision that was mine and only mine to make. It was being “given” to me by the silhouettes that had gathered and stood silent behind me.


  My choice was simple and ultimate: turn completely around and I would join the shadow-people in the amber glow world, or do not turn around and remain in this world.


  I hesitated only briefly, refocused with absolute certainty on the scene below, and the wall of amber light and its shaded forms of inhabitants disappeared.


  Three of us were transported to the U.S. Naval Hospital in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, about an hour and a half away. I never saw the other two again.


  I lay in the hospital unconscious for three or four days. Once awake, it didn’t take long to know the extent of the damage: left femur broken in three places, skull fracture, brain concussion, both ankles broken, three fractured vertebrae, broken shoulder blade, kidneys bleeding, facial bone fractures, and deep cuts and other lacerations that had been “rough-stitched,” along with miscellaneous burns and bruises.


  I have never forgotten that first moment of consciousness. I craned my neck to look around, trying to understand where I was, what had happened.


  I gradually took in my surroundings, the rows of beds filled with young boys lying up and down and across from me. I saw kids my own age with raw muscle and bone protruding from where legs and hands and arms used to be, faces lacerated and swollen, bloody eye sockets and bodies burned and charred.


  The overwhelming sense of choice that had been given to me at the Amber Wall rushed through me like a burning fire; in an instant, it was gone.


  I was confused at first, and then my entire being was hollowed by an urgent and intense fear—a fear that I had died and gone to Hell. The fear was suddenly flushed over by a deep and profound sense of shame and guilt.


  These were Marines wounded in Vietnam. No one had to tell me. I knew it in my heart and soul. The irony and the reality lying around me were smothering me, sucking the breath from me, and I felt ashamed. Ashamed for taking an easier way out, ashamed for not being there with them. Ashamed of what these guys, these men, would think of me. Ashamed of the choices I had made.


  Someone appeared through the nighttime darkness and stuck a needle in my arm. The soothing warmth of the chemicals washed over me with a temporary relief from the pain, shame, and guilt, and I slipped into the darkened nowhere land of unconsciousness once again.


  Sometime late into the sloth-like sleep, I was awakened by two Navy corpsmen wheeling a new arrival onto the ward. He lay immobile in the hospital bed just to my left. The only thing between us was a small beige cabinet with a black countertop at eye level. The corpsman placed all of the Marine’s belongings, given to him by the Red Cross, in the top drawer: a shaving kit, toothbrush, toothpaste, mouthwash, a black comb, a small transistor radio, and a carton of Winston cigarettes.


  “Ski, we’ve put your legs back together,” the corpsman quietly assured him. “Dr. Donnolly is the best there is. He’ll be in to see you in the morning. We’ll get you another needle to help you sleep.”


  The kid responded with a tight grin and nighttime on Ward 2B fell back into its darkened loneliness and drug-induced calm.


  All too often the restless ghosts of war shattered even the deepest morphine-induced silence. The cries of endless nightmares cursed the pitch black air like screams for help from a darkened cave.


  Mornings never came soon enough.


  Ward 2B


  A POWDERY HAZE floated into the square of sunlight hanging over the bed on the opposite side of the ward. The early morning morphine clogged my senses as I looked up and down and around in a slow-motion gaze. Blurry forms emerged through large brown double doors, swinging inward and wide, as if to make way for an important guest. The doors would swing in the opposite direction, the faint, busy forms blending into the darkened corridor on the other side.


  The ward and its occupants blurred in and out like fog-swept silhouettes, but even the heaviest doses of morphine couldn’t block out the sounds and smells of war’s aftermath.


  Ward 2B was entrapped with the stench of open seeping wounds, layered with the sweet, persistent odors of rubbing alcohol, iodine, and antiseptics. Stifling doses of aerosol freshener couldn’t spray down the ever-present fog of hospital chemicals, burned flesh, open wounds, and the endless flow of blood and pain.


  Bandages, cotton swabs, gauze, and miles of white tape were replenished three times a day, like custodial supplies used for cleaning and mopping up this man-made horror.


  A half-dozen plastic trash bags, overstuffed with the medical waste of blood-soaked and flesh-laden bandages, sagging IV bags, and empty blood bags were piled near the storage cabinets against the wall, out of the way. Late in the afternoon, the bags were hauled out on a wagon, taking with them pieces of suffering and the promise of one more day of healing.


  “What do you do with that stuff?” someone asked.


  “Gonna burn it,” the guy in blue coveralls shrugged.


  Just to my right was a cabinet the exact same size and color as all the others. It was slightly wedged toward my head, a short reach to an assortment of necessities: a pitcher of ice water, a vomit tray, a small radio, a few loose packs of Salems, and a picture of a girlfriend who had long forgotten about me.


  The beds and cabinets mirrored down the entire length of the wall to the far end of the ward. The bed and nightstand arrangement reflected back and forth across the ward, thirty beds in all. Each bed was locked into a marked slot and not one bed was empty. The bed slots were vacant only when the bed and patient were taken away to the operating room, or worse. The empty slots seemed more like gaping holes, like a freshly pulled tooth. During those times, the entire ward would breathe uneasy until the bed and its occupant returned safely to its mooring.


  Orthopedic military beds were hulks of cream-colored metal with chrome trimmings at the head and foot and heavy locking guardrails on each side. A thick, square metal beam traversed the full length of the bed, about three feet above its occupant.


  Three beds down to my right, I saw a kid reaching up with his one arm to grab the trapeze triangle dangling from the crossbeam. The heavy chrome chain pinged as he pulled himself up and it tightened against his weight. He lifted himself up as best he could with his one arm. I couldn’t tell if he was adjusting his butt to sit on a bedpan or to ease his burning ass from bed sores. His weight threw him off-balance and he swung sideways toward the pulling of his arm. He was holding on as tightly as he could, but his hand slipped from the trapeze and he dropped to the bed like a small child from a monkey bar. He reached up and grabbed the swinging bar, did a couple of chin-ups, and let go.


  The trapeze was the only means of movement for most of the guys here. On a couple of the beds, the trapeze had been removed. The young occupants had no hands, or no arms, or a combination. Even with the countless turning and the four-a-day lotion rubs by the staff, their bed sores never healed.


  A four-foot-wide corridor dissected the two rows of beds, dispatching traffic north to south. It was the main thoroughfare for an endless march of doctors, nurses, corpsmen, food and supply wagons, volunteers, wheelchairs, and occasionally, a visitor.


  The hospital received a daily influx of Marines and Navy corpsmen from the fields and jungles of South Vietnam, and the military made every effort to place the most severely wounded as close to their hometowns as possible.


  It was the bottom-feeder, low-life, primitive devices of the war that caused the very worst imaginable wounds, and so many unimaginable emotional and mental scars. The explosion of a land mine was the last time these kids were able to fully walk or touch or see or hear. Those who had lost only one leg, only one arm, or only one eye considered themselves the lucky ones. Those who had escaped the fiery burns to the face and body, or had taken only a partial blow from the explosion, they considered themselves the lucky ones, too.


  Anywhere from three to seven weeks would pass from the time the telegram arrived until the parents could walk in and see their wounded sons on Ward 2B in South Philly. Mothers and fathers, wives and fiancées, and brothers and sisters would come from nearly every state east of the Mississippi River.


  The first visit was always the most difficult for parents and patient. The slow walk down the ward, seeking the familiar face that left home just a few months ago, and hoping the wounds weren’t as bad as the telegram had told them. Their eyes would unwillingly spread the fear, the sadness, and the confusion as they passed between the countless beds of other mothers’ and fathers’ young boys, each step taking them closer to their own son.


  The sadness and the hurt deepened in the mother’s eyes as she tried desperately not to cry, but the trembling lips and sagging shoulders were unmistakable signs of the surge of emotions soon to follow.


  The father would try somehow to be strong, to be a man, but the shock of seeing his young boy, his soldier, his Marine, wounded and dismembered was always more than any one of them could take.


  The silence of these reunions blanketed everyone and everything. Nothing moved. No one breathed. No sounds from anywhere. It’s as though time stood still until everyone had absorbed his share of the fear and pain and confusion. Anything to make this easier; make it go away.


  The terror would well up inside a kid as his mother and dad stepped slowly toward him, about to see him for the first time, the bottom half of his legs gone or nothing left of his arms. Legs that would never carry him through their doorway back home or hands and arms never again able to touch a loving face or hug a mother goodbye. And, dear God, when the silence would finally succumb to reality, the explosion of sadness and disbelief would engulf the entire being of Ward 2B.


  Nightmares would swell up and down the ward following a first visit. Irrepressible bursts of terror cracked the darkness as land mine explosions repeated themselves and phantom pain soared through ghostly limbs, and the war came back to life again and again. One nightmare ignited another, and another. The nurses and corpsmen would rush from one end of the ward to the other, crisscrossing up and down, frantically comforting the haunted souls with morphine.


  A couple of hours would pass and Ward 2B would lay awash in a trembling quiet and wait—wait once again for morning.


  Salute


  THE BROWN DOUBLE doors opened and closed exactly eleven times this morning. Dr. Donnolly had pushed his way in or out eight of those times. He was back on the ward from his third surgery since seven; he and Miss Berry were doing post-op checks and changing out IV bags.


  I glanced across the ward at the big-faced clock hanging above the green and white tiled entryway to the backroom; it was 11:21.


  Counting was about the only mental activity you could accomplish while in a constant drug-laden buzz. Count the squares in the windows across the ward. Count the green and white tiles around the utility room entryway. Count the number of cigarettes left in the open pack. And count the number of times someone came onto or went off the ward.


  When the double doors swung open for the twelfth time, a solemn-looking sailor in all-white dress uniform stepped through. He cautiously made his way onto Ward 2B. His eyes drifted back and forth, gaining an endlessly saddened face from the bodies lying on either side of him. Slowly rolling his Navy cap through his fingers, he made his way over to me and forced a hard grin. I didn’t recognize him. Then he smiled.


  It was William Otis Johnson.


  Bill Johnson gently placed his cap on the foot of my bed and touched my left hand. His thin, six-foot frame had an ever-present preciseness, as if he were going to snap to attention at any moment for no reason, yet he radiated with a natural, relaxed charm. He had a way of making you feel better just by being in his presence. His smile was broad and easy, with perfect teeth as white and clean as his uniform. It was the same smile I saw the evening I left him standing outside Fiddler’s Green.


  His dark black eyes sparkled even through the sudden sadness that had punctuated his slow walk onto 2B.


  “Hello Jeremy.”


  “Hello Bill.”


  “My, my, look what you’ve done now. I won’t ask how you feel; it’s pretty obvious.”


  “I’m doing okay.”


  “You really messed up this time.”


  Thanks for coming,” I said. “I’m just glad you weren’t with us.”


  “You got that right. I knew something was wrong when you didn’t show up for muster. The chief told us about the accident. I got here as soon as I could.”


  Dr. Donnolly had made his way toward us. “Are you a friend of his?”


  “Yes sir,” Bill replied.


  “He’s very lucky. I understand one of your friends didn’t make it.”


  “Yes sir. The chief said he died instantly.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that.”


  “The other two…are they okay?” Bill asked.


  “They’re doing well. They’re down the hall on Ward 2A,” Doctor Donnolly said. “Well, the worst part is over for your friend here. Isn’t that right, Jeremy?”


  “Yes sir,” I replied.


  Dr. Donnolly gave Bill a quick smile and circled around him toward Ski.


  Our conversation drifted in and out with the ebb and flow of the morphine in my brain.


  “I think you’re in pretty good hands here,” Bill said.


  “Yeah, I think they’re some of the best,” I grinned. “You have a great time on that tour, okay?”


  “It won’t be the same without you.”


  He made a quick glance around the ward. “Don’t give them too much trouble. You take care.”


  William Otis Johnson turned away and walked back down the ward. As he approached the brown double doors, he turned sharply around, firmly placed his white sailor cap to his head, snapped to attention, and gave a quiet salute to the Marines on Ward 2B.


  Earl Ray Higgins, from his bed five spaces down, raised his right hand into the air and gave him the finger.


  Keep It Inside


  THE SUNLIGHT CAME glaring through the windows, framing the wall directly across from us. Ski lay defiant in the early morning light. A Star of David pendant rested against his neck just below his right ear, propped up by the dull gray beaded chain of his dog tags.


  “Dyou look like sheet,” he said to me with a wry grin.


  “What?” I asked, thinking he was speaking a foreign language.


  “Dyou look like sheet,” he grinned harder.


  “You don’t look much better,” I smiled back.


  A black and green bulldog tattoo with the inscription “USMC,” arched below a pair of boxing gloves, was peeking out of the short sleeve of Ski’s blue and white-striped pajama top. IV tubes, bulging up into a half loop on both forearms, disappeared under a ribbon of tape. Small blackish-red bruises marked the needle punctures.


  Chalky white plaster casts completely covered his legs from his toes to his torso. The top edges of the hardened shells had already rubbed blisters high on his thighs. A metal crossbar, wrapped in plaster, bridged a one-foot span between his legs. The crossbar was molded into the casts at each knee, ensuring the impossibility of leg movement in any direction.


  A catheter tube slid from under the sheet, snaked over the cast of his right leg, and emptied a cloudy, reddish liquid into the plastic bag strapped to the bed frame. The catheter tube was an obvious visible blessing that things could have been a lot worse.


  Less than five weeks ago, Ski had been standing and squatting, running, crawling, sitting, and laughing. A couple of months ago, he had celebrated his nineteenth birthday. Just over a year ago, he was dancing at a senior prom.


  I hesitated, but I needed to know. “What happened?”


  The grin suddenly pulled down on his mouth and he wet his lips.


  “Maybe I shouldn’t have…”


  “Eet’s okay. Eet’s just that my leg…eet burns sometimes. Eet was a land mine. My buddy tripped dthe wire. He took most of dthe blast…fucking gooks.”


  Both of Ski’s legs had been ripped and shredded from the spraying shrapnel. His buddy died instantly.


  Ski lay quiet for several minutes, a hard frown creased his face, his eyes squeezed down tight, just like the face on the bulldog tattoo. The lanky kid lying next to me with the hard jaw and the strange accent, who had nearly bled to death in a jungle ten thousand miles away, already seemed like a good friend.


  “Where’re you from?” I asked.


  “Dnew Jersey,” he stammered.


  “Where?”


  “Denew dJersey,” he said again, pushing on the words.


  Even a farm kid from southwest Missouri would know he wasn’t from New Jersey. Anyone who had ever watched television knew it was New Joisey, just like those guys on the Bowery Boys said it.


  “No really, where’re you from?”


  “I was born in dRussia,” he said proudly. He pulled at the chain around his neck and held the Star of David between his thumb and finger. “And I’m Jewish, too.”


  It was the first time I had ever seen a real Star of David, and now I was certain the morphine was making him delirious. Anyone who had ever been to one of Preacher Cunningham’s Sunday evening revival meetings at the Freewill Independent Baptist Church knew Jews only lived in Jerusalem or New York City.


  A Navy corpsman in a crisp, white uniform stepped between us and checked the IV lines dripping life support into each of Ski’s arms: icy-cold blood into his left arm, nutrients and antibiotics into his right.


  “Okay, Ski, let’s see that bulldog,” the corpsman interrupted. “This is going to hurt me more than it is you,” he smiled as he twirled a freshly loaded syringe between his fingers. “Okay, where should the dog get it? How about between the eyes this time?” he said as he took aim at the bulldog tattoo.


  “I don’t care. Just geeve eet to me.”


  He put the needle right between the eyes of the tattoo dog as Ski squinted down at his arm.


  “The name’s Randy Miller,” the corpsman said. “Everyone here just calls me Doc. You know us corpsmen; we like to think we’re more than glorified medics.”


  “How about you, Shoff?” he asked turning toward me. “You need anything?”


  “Yeah, Doc. As soon as you can.”


  “Eet’s nice to meet you, Doc,” Ski said, lifting his right hand a couple of inches off the bed sheet. Doc Miller smiled and moved to the next waiting tattoo.


  “You really from Russia?” I asked.


  “Dyep,” Ski said firmly.


  “How did you get here?”


  “A bad fucking land mine,” he smiled looking down at his legs.


  I laughed uneasily at the strangeness of it: a U.S. Marine, Jewish kid from Russia, wounded in Vietnam, lying next to a farm kid from Missouri in a Navy hospital in Philadelphia—home of the Liberty Bell, no less. How fucked up is that? I thought.


  “What’s Russia like?”


  “I don’t dknow. We moved here when I was leetle. My…parents…dwere…” The morphine injected into the bulldog was creeping through Ski’s brain. The words fell from his lips like spilled alphabet letters, and his eyelids began to droop like little saddlebags.


  Ski was a Russian Jew, and in years only, a mere boy at nineteen. His parents had brought him to the United States when he was a small child. Just over a year ago, at his pleading, they signed waivers for a non-citizen to enlist, permitting him to join the Marines.


  He was raised in a tough neighborhood in a small, blue-collar town in central New Jersey. The fourth-generation steel mill families of Warwick didn’t care for the newcomers from “over there.” They especially didn’t like the ones from Eastern Europe and Russia, and worse yet, those Jews.


  Ski had endured monthly and sometimes weekly black eyes and bloody noses from a group of kids down the street. His mother, and moreso, his father, couldn’t understand how small children could harbor such hatred. No one in their native Russia would ever treat a child the way their son was being treated—and this was America, for God’s sake.


  His parents wanted to isolate him, protect him. “We just want to be goot citizens and raise a goot son. We don’t never want to hurt nobody. Just leef us alone.”


  His mother would clean his bloody lips and face, but it wasn’t necessary to wipe the tears. There never were any. The beatings only made Ski more determined to prove he wasn’t ashamed of his heritage or his native country.


  Ski made good on a promise to himself that he wasn’t going to disappoint his momma and poppa. Even if he wasn’t an American citizen like the other boys, he had a right to defend himself and his parents’ honor. The next time, he was going to make it all stop.


  Ski was on his way to a high school football game and the four boys were waiting for the lanky kid with the funny accent.


  They made the mistake of circling around him and splitting up, two in front and two from behind. Ski was ready. He went straight for the big bastard that had hit him—hurt him—so many times before. The one with the filthy mouth who had called him Commie and “dirty fucking Jew.”


  It was three solid punches to the big kid’s jaw followed with a two-fisted chokehold. The big kid was so stunned he couldn’t fight back. Ski pummeled him until two of the others ran off and the third one begged Ski to stop.


  It was the last time he had to look over his shoulder, and the last time he could remember anyone calling him a Jew in that tone of voice.


  He knew at that moment he wanted to join the Marines. He wanted his parents to be proud of him. He wanted to show everyone he was proud of his parents for bringing him to America.


  Doctor Donnolly was at the foot of Ski’s bed sifting through the first few pages of the young boy’s chart. “Ski, I need to take a look inside your legs,” he said. He didn’t really need to open the heavy, metal-hinged clipboard, thick with paperwork, to know what to look for.


  “If it gets to be too much, we’ll stop,” Dr. Donnolly said, gently pressing on the casts. “Just let me know.”


  “Eet’s okay,” Ski slurred.


  Dr. Donnolly removed the strips of tape from several square windows that checkered Ski’s plaster legs. The cut-out windows lifted out of the casts like lids on jack-o’-lanterns, giving access to the deep wounds. The largest window was about four inches square.


  Ski’s shin bones had been shattered into small pieces. The hot shrapnel had penetrated deep into his legs and left burning, fiery-red open holes.


  The wounds needed cleaning at least three times a day, which meant exposing the raw, mangled mess lying beneath the white plaster trap doors. Every procedure started with a soothing hypodermic needle to the arm about twenty minutes ahead of the dressing change.


  Ski had arrived late yesterday afternoon on a military emergency flight from the West Coast. The casts prepared days earlier in a Philippine hospital had shifted, and the rods, anchored deep into what was left of his shin bones, had already caused more damage.


  “We reattached the steel rods to your shin bones,” Dr. Donnolly said. “Your tibia and fibula, your shin bones…the shrapnel shattered both of them, leaving gaps in the bones between your ankles and knees,” he explained with a soft voice. “The rods are attached to the bone ends and these steel bars will help us pull them together. We think there’s enough bone mass left to get you on your feet again. It’s going to take a while.”


  Lt. Commander Dorothy Berry, the head nurse on dayshift, and corpsman Doc Miller stood listening and watching intently. The three-a-day wound cleanings and bandage replacements would be their responsibility.


  “As your shin bones grow, we can compress the rods from out here,” Dr. Donnolly said, pointing to the erector sets protruding from Ski’s legs. “It’s called assisted fusion.”


  The way Ski responded, it was more like a truck mechanic ratcheting down a hot spark plug inside his legs.


  Miss Berry and Doc Miller removed the remaining trap doors and gradually pulled at the folds of iodine-soaked gauze bundled inside the ragged cavities. Extreme caution had to be taken to avoid bumping the fragmented ends of his shin bones and the exposed metal rods inside Ski’s legs. Each dressing change meant more iodine, more probing with cotton swabs, more gauze, more stuffing, and more pain.


  “Are you doing okay, Ski?” Miss Berry asked placing her hand on his arm.


  “Yes ma’am, eet’s okay.”


  Lt. Commander Dorothy Berry was in charge of the nursing and corpsman staff for the entire second floor. For whatever reason, 2B was her favorite station. She spent most of her free time with us, and she and Doc went beyond the head nurse and lead corpsman relationship. It wasn’t physical. Shit, Miss Berry could have been Doc’s mother. It was two of the best at what they were trained to do and lived for, and each had the greatest respect for the other. And Doc Miller fully understood and strictly followed the military code of conduct that separated the enlisted ranks from commissioned officers.


  Lt. Commander Berry left her officer status at the brown double doors and never once pulled rank. Her love for nursing and caring for the wounded was more important than being a Navy officer. She and Doc Miller could talk, joke, laugh and work side-by-side and no other match-up could even come close to their skills and the way they carried out their responsibilities. Every guy on the ward knew how lucky he was to have them looking after him.


  Miss Berry was about five feet six inches tall with a firm, full figure. Her jet-black hair bounced from the ever-present quickness in her step. Her large brown eyes dominated her lightly freckled face, and her constant smile gave her a youthful look, despite her seventeen years in the Navy, including eighteen months on board a combat hospital ship in Vietnam. We wondered among ourselves if she had ever been married. She had told us no man would ever want to chase her Navy career around the world, so we just assumed she wasn’t married now.


  “Let me know if this gets to be too much, Ski,” Miss Berry said. “We’ve got all day.”


  “Eet’s okay, ma’am,” Ski said, his eyelids drooping.


  The morphine merely delayed the brain’s response to the deep probing inside Ski’s legs. The slow removal of the gauze dressings from the cavities was like chafing the raw, bleeding muscle with sandpaper. The long cotton swabs, disappearing into the casts and probing at the wounds, seared every nerve ending in the blood-red holes.


  Ski snapped upward from the excruciating pain, arching his back as high as his plaster-laden legs would let him. He squeezed his eyes so tight his forehead pressed down against the bridge of his nose.


  I never once heard his pain. No screaming, no yelling, no words. Just the hurried, bellowing gasps of air, choreographed to the vulgar arching of his back. He kept the pain inside.


  The trapeze bar hanging above Ski on the crossbar was swinging and clanging like a dinner bell in a tornado. Doc Miller reached up and grabbed it with both hands. The clanging stopped, but he couldn’t keep the metal bed from shaking and rattling like an old steam radiator.


  “Take my hand, Ski!” I yelled. He flung his right hand over to me, clenching my outstretched hand so tight it shut off the flow of blood all the way to my shoulder.


  “Hold on, Ski. We’re almost finished. Just two more,” Miss Berry said. “Can we get him something, Robert?” she asked Dr. Donnolly.


  “Bring me a half dose of morphine,” Dr. Donnolly ordered as he wedged his arms under Ski’s back to cradle him as he flailed back into the mattress.


  Ski never let the voice of pain come out. His breathing was like a bellows, but never did you hear an outward cry.


  Doc Miller scurried over with the hypodermic and Miss Berry held Ski’s head in her hands. Doc Miller grabbed a pillow and placed it under the small of Ski’s back to ease the pain and keep the muscles from cramping into piercing knives. Dr. Donnolly injected the half dose of morphine for everybody’s sake.


  With the drugs numbing Ski’s body, Doc Miller finished the dressing change, lowered the trap doors back into place, and strapped them down with fresh tape. He checked the IV drip rate and joined Dr. Donnolly and Miss Berry with the next patient.


  Ski lay quiet in his healing bed, motionless except for the lifting of his chest as he breathed the pain in and out. With the trap doors secured, Ski could lay back and enjoy what was left of the morphine flowing through his weakened body, and wait for the next needle. He had developed an enviously high threshold to the drug. As it reached its plateau within his system, he lay awake, enjoying its warmth and easiness.


  The morphine Doc Miller had injected into my right arm was oozing through my body and taking total control over my senses. The burning of the morphine, as it flowed from the syringe into the body, was a joyous nuisance that signaled another euphoric time warp.


  The brain-numbing narcotic massaged my body with its warm glow as I surrendered to its addictive sleep. Hours passed. Or was it minutes? Time on Ward 2B felt thick and heavy and numbing. It was periods of unconsciousness lasting minutes, or hours, or maybe even days. You could never tell. Wake up in slow motion staring at the ceiling and feeling like your body and mind were somewhere else. Fall back into unconsciousness again for another minute or hour. Wake again, this time a little more aware, but still feeling the glow and sluggishness of the sweet narcotics.


  Three hours after the first dressing change, Doc returned with a fresh syringe to wake Ski for his pre-treatment needle and its magical fluid.


  Doc was Randy Miller, corpsman third class, head Navy medic on day shift and Miss Berry’s right-hand man. He was assigned to our section of the ward with fifteen patients under his direct care. We relied on him for everything.


  Doc would change our sheets when we shit them; hold a straw to a mouth for a cold sip of ice water to slurry the morphine scum; comb someone’s hair; brush someone’s teeth; shave a face; bring a bedpan; and help us wipe. We were like newborn babies.


  Doc was the best corpsman on the floor and he treated each of us with the same intensity, caring, and understanding. It was never spoken, but we knew he wouldn’t stay here. Like me, he had a growing sense of obligation to the guys around us.


  Doc pushed the needle into Ski’s arm and injected the liquid with the ease and quickness of a stinging insect, and hustled away.


  I glanced over at Ski. He was breathing easy and groping for a cigarette. I lit one of my Salems, enjoying the coolness on my throat.


  “You can’t smoke right after a needle. They’re afraid we might hurt ourselves,” I chuckled.


  He laughed as best he could. “What the hell dwe suppose to do?”


  “Ask for another needle. They give those out like candy. Can’t smoke but you can sure as hell take morphine.”


  I reached over and pulled out a pack of Winstons from Ski’s nightstand and lit one, putting out my half-smoked Salem in the ashtray. I took a good long draw off the Winston before I passed it over to him.


  “Take a quick drag before Doc comes out of the back room.”


  Ski had taken a bigger drag from the cigarette than his lungs and body could take. His last smoke was over a month ago and the dizziness spinning in his head caused him to drop the fiery stick on the bed sheet.


  “Sawnoffabeedtch!” he coughed.


  Luckily it rolled off the edge of his bed and onto the floor between us. I couldn’t reach it and it lay there like a lit firecracker ready to ignite trouble. Doc Miller came out of the back room through the gleaming green and white tile passageway, his arms full of clanging bedpans.


  “Hey, Doc, need your help over here!” I said with a bit of urgency.


  His renewed sense of concern for Ski yanked him our way, but when he realized it wasn’t serious, he slowed his pace.


  “I dropped my cigarette.”


  “You guys are helpless,” he said as he bent over and picked up the burning evidence.


  “You don’t smoke Winstons,” Doc said, placing the cigarette between the fingers of my left hand and giving Ski a quick glance. He went back to delivering the bedpans.


  I inhaled deeply off the cigarette and reached over to hand it back to Ski. His eyes were glazed over, half open, but not looking at anything. He was buzzed from the morphine and exhausted from the dressing change and back spasms. In just half an hour, Doc Miller would be back to open up the trap doors.


  I put out the cigarette and succumbed to the warm, easy flow of the morphine, enjoying its supremacy over the pain and guilt. The morphine took charge of all senses and lulled the brain into a sluggish numbness. I gave into its purpose, and all I wanted to do was simply lie still, thoughtless in the time box between drowsiness and deep sleep.


  The body washed itself of the morphine every three hours and another dose washed you back into the motionless depths of a healing sleep.


  Daylight passed into darkness and nighttime crept over Ward 2B like a dark peace.


  It was time to close your eyes and think about the girl in the photograph.


  A Squealing Pig


  DR. DONNOLLY WAS standing behind the two gray desks of the nurses’ station just across the ward and a little to our right. He was looking over a chart as he slipped off a pair of bloody latex gloves and dropped them into the medical waste bag.


  “Randy, can you get me a sterile gown pack?” he asked.


  “Yes sir,” Doc Miller said. “Would you like me to get the drill ready, too, sir?”


  “Have it ready when I come back out,” Dr. Donnolly replied.


  Doc Miller stepped behind the desks and opened the lock-up cabinet for narcotics, needles, syringes, antibiotics, and other medical supplies. A second cabinet inventoried mounds of gauze and boxes of cotton swabs, latex gloves, surgical scissors of all sizes, and hundreds of spools of white tape. Floor-to-ceiling shelves stored an array of stainless steel bedpans, urinals, and stacks of toilet paper rolls.


  “Sir, here’s your surgical packet,” Doc Miller said. “I’ll have the drill ready.”


  “I’ll be out in just a couple of minutes. Is everyone here?” Dr. Donnolly asked.


  “Yes, Robert, I think everyone is here,” Miss Berry replied.


  Dr. Donnolly disappeared into the large open entryway just to the right of the cabinets. The four-foot-wide opening, with its gleaming white and green tiled border, gave access to the utility and storage rooms, sterilization room, toilets, and bathing area. He came out a few minutes later, a thin green smock covering his khaki shirt, a surgical mask hanging around his neck, his hands shiny with latex gloves, and forearms orange with iodine.


  Commander Robert Donnolly, doctor and surgeon, teacher and counselor, was never comfortable as a Navy Commander. His purpose was that of a surgeon, not a military officer. His preference in uniform was the long khaki smock and stethoscope. He didn’t care for the rigid, power-wielding authority of some of his colleagues, preferring the orthopedic operating room to the medical boardroom. He would rather be bedside on a Saturday evening than sitting restless at a cocktail party with the power-hungry military types.


  “Is everyone ready for this?” he asked.


  “We’re ready,” Miss Berry said as they headed toward my bed.


  “Uh oh, eet looks like dyou are next,” Ski warned.


  Dr. Donnolly, Miss Berry, Doc Miller, and three other corpsmen encircled my bed like a posse surrounding an escapee.


  “Jeremy, now that your concussion is clear, we need to get this leg into traction. We need to pull your leg tight to keep the broken ends of your femur from scraping together or cutting into your thigh muscle,” Dr. Donnolly said. “We’ll insert this pin crossways through the shin bone just below your knee. It’s going to be uncomfortable, but it should only take a few minutes.”


  He must have seen the “Oh shit!” look on my face.


  “We have a special pain medication to help,” he smiled. “It should last just a little longer than what it will take for us to finish.”


  Miss Berry put the amber liquid directly into the vein of my left forearm and within seconds I felt like I was submerged in a pool of perfectly warm molasses.


  It took four corpsmen to hold me down while Dr. Donnolly drilled the five-inch long pin crossways through my shin bone just below my knee.


  The pain was unbearable. I thrashed my upper body and grappled at the bed sheets with clawing fists. I tried to kick the air with my right leg, but one of the corpsmen had it pressed against the mattress.


  I was groping desperately to keep the pain inside—not give it a voice, not let it out—just like Ski.


  They must have known this was going to hurt like shit.


  My head and face were oscillating like a high-pitch tuning fork.


  Two corpsmen were holding my shoulders and chest down. Dr. Donnolly bent over my leg, the whining electric drill spinning the stainless steel pin deeper into my shin bone.


  The pain was blinding.


  The whir of the electric drill was louder and louder. It let out a shrill sound, like a squealing pig.


  Or was it me?


  Everything and everyone was becoming a blur.


  Don’t you dare make a sound.


  Keep it inside, god dammit!


  I held my breath. I kept pulling tighter and tighter at the sheets, my fists clutching wads of fabric as the shocks raced through my thigh and up my back.


  Push! Push! Keep the pain inside! Don’t make a sound!


  The pin came poking through the other side of my leg like a metal worm squirming its way from a cocoon.


  And Ski had set the mark too high.


  I don’t know what it was, but whatever I said…whatever came out…it was loud and forceful and angry and pitiful. The air blasted from my lungs, a sonic vomit of incoherent vulgarity.


  The failed effort to squelch the screams of pain were suddenly extinguished by a profound embarrassment—an embarrassment so intense, so consuming, I was exhausted by its force. Shame swept over me like the certainty of a cardinal sin.


  I sucked the air back deep into my body and forced it down hard. Holding it deep inside where it could never get out.


  “Breathe, Shoff! Breathe now!” Doc Miller hollered over the screaming drill.


  I tried to exhale all of my emotions with one long outward blast of relief, but the shame clung to my guts like an anchor in thick mud.


  One last squeal from the drill motor and the pain shut off, as if it had been unplugged along with the electric pig.


  I tried desperately to force my face into the pillow, bury my embarrassment and shame as deep and suffocating as I possibly could.


  “We’ll finish up in a couple of minutes, Jeremy. Just a few mechanical adjustments and we’ll be done.”


  Dr. Donnolly attached small, metal rods to each end of the exposed pin. Fused into the end of each rod was a thick cord about ten feet long. Dr. Donnolly and one of the corpsmen spooled the cords into pulleys fastened to a framework high above the foot of the bed. A second cord was lassoed around the leg cradle and strung over the top of the bed. Another corpsman attached the cord to a set of weights that swayed silently just behind my head.


  Dr. Donnolly and one of the corpsman carefully pulled on the cords and rods attached to the pin below my knee, lifting the cradle and my leg about a foot off the mattress. Once Dr. Donnolly had set the proper tension, Miss Berry and Doc Miller secured each cord to a set of circular cast iron weights. The cabled tethers swung, nearly motionless, from side to side like a quiet pendulum. The weights pinged against the metal bed frame as if to signal their satisfaction that the jagged bone ends inside my thigh could do no damage.


  “Sorry, Jeremy, but we had to do this,” Dr. Donnolly half-apologized.


  “I’m sorry, too, sir,” I said, looking straight up.


  “It’s okay. I wouldn’t want to have to go through it myself.”


  Miss Berry placed a hand on my throbbing knee, her motherly eyes soothing some of the shame. “We’ll have something ready for your pain in a few minutes,” she said. “In the meantime, I think we need to remove some of the glass from that cut in your head.”


  Doc Miller had a pair of tweezers nipping at the furrow that ran from my forehead to the back of my skull. The shiny pieces of leftover wreckage were half-buried under my scalp, tucked beneath the fifteen or so stitches, the dried blood, and tangled hair.


  “Too bad these aren’t diamonds,” Doc Miller chuckled. “We could make a fortune.”


  “How’s it look, Doc?”


  “Take a look for yourself.” He handed me a small mirror from the nightstand and guided it toward the top of my head.


  A wide swath had been shaved on either side of the gash, leaving the rest of my head covered with inch-long hair. It looked like a really bad Mohawk.


  I lowered the mirror to my face. My right eye looked like a meatball. The bone fragments from the crushed cheek bone had penetrated the eye socket, stopping just millimeters short of becoming a blinding shard.


  “Shoff, is this yours?” Doc said as he jerked toward me, holding a sample of my urine he had just measured into a plastic cup.


  “Yeah, that’s mine,” I said.


  The liquid was more blood than urine.


  “Doctor Donnolly will want to order X-rays of your kidneys,” he said. “And you know what this blood means?” I was going to be the latest recipient of a rubber hose running out of my penis.


  Doc Miller took a quick look at my left ear. It had been nearly severed in half and was sewn back into place with rough stitches.


  “Everything looks pretty good, considering Dr. Donnolly had to put you together as quickly as he did,” Doc assured me. “He didn’t think you were going to make it.”


  “Don’t think we do that bad of a job on all of our patients here,” Dr. Donnolly smiled as he checked the tension on the cords overhead.


  I took a slow look around. “I don’t think I have much to be worried about, sir.”


  “No. No you don’t,” Dr. Donnolly said as he walked away.


  Ski gave me a quiet glance and looked back up into the air above his bed.


  “I’m sorry Ski. I tried, man. I really tried,” I said, staring straight up.


  “Eet’s okay. They must have known eet would be bad.”


  “Yeah, I guess so,” I said as we both kept our gaze on the ceiling.


  Getting to Know You


  “FEELIX DAWNTAY JAMNEETZKY,” Ski said, looking over at me, his accent so viscous I thought he was speaking in tongues.


  “What?” I said.


  “Feelix Dawntay Jamneetzky,” he said as slowly as he could. “Alld my friends call me Ski.”


  I leaned over with my left hand stretched out as far as I could, and for the first time we made eye contact. I suddenly realized I didn’t know Ski by any other name than Ski. Our conversations to this point had been mere blobs of slurry fuzziness and bits of semi-conscious chatter.


  “Jeremy Shoff,” I said. “All my friends just call me Shoff. You look like shit,” I joked.


  “Thanks, you sawnoffabeetch,” he said with a grin.


  His two front teeth had been knocked from his face by flying shrapnel. The trinket-sized piece of metal had cut through the back of his mouth and rested just below the base of his brain. If his teeth hadn’t slowed it down, it would have severed his spinal cord and we never would have met. He would be two floors up on 4A.


  “He’s a non-combat motherfucker.” Half sitting up in the bed to Ski’s left, and glaring a familiar look of hatred at me, was Earl Ray Higgins.


  Earl Ray was a handsome, older-looking eighteen-year-old with thick blonde hair and a great cleft in his chin. His steel-blue eyes had a look of constant suspicion and anger. His broad shoulders and muscular right arm portrayed his persistent weightlifting and constant squeezing of a fist-size ball. About five months ago, the ground had literally exploded underneath him, leaving him with only one full limb, his right arm. He had returned to Ward 2B from the rehab wards a couple of days ago and was anxious to establish his role.


  Everything on 2B was measured from a bone joint. Earl’s left leg had been blown off above the knee, his left arm above the elbow, and his right leg below the knee. He had bandages covering wounds still on the mend and from the countless skin grafts that wouldn’t heal. And like Ski, he had danced at a senior prom just over a year ago.


  “Okay. Let’s get it over with. No sense dragging this out. I’m Jeremy Shoff, radioman, U.S. Navy. I’m here ’cause of a bad car wreck,” I said, trying not to look at my legs.


  “Aleex Dawntay Dyavoshkee,” Ski firmly repeated, offering his hand again. “Lance dCorporal, U.S.M.C., first battalion, fourth dMarines. A bad land mine.”


  “Why don’t you just give him your fucking serial number while you’re at it? Shit, you don’t know what a fucking bad land mine is,” Earl Ray sniped, defiantly raising the thick wrapped stump of his left thigh.


  “Just geeve eet a break,” Ski said.


  “Bad fucking land mine, my ass,” Earl Ray said, getting in the last word.


  As a triple amputee, Earl had made the greater sacrifice of all the combat-wounded currently on the ward, and Ski relinquished to his fellow Marine with higher respect. It was never spoken but wholly understood: the more severe the wounds and the greater the amputations, the greater the respect. The pride of being a Marine overpowered any frailties of being human. Earl Ray Higgins knew the feeling well.


  Earl Ray had developed a twitch of squeezing his lips together and blowing air up from the left corner of his mouth, as if to get hair out of his face. I was sure he had no idea he was doing it. It was never annoying; it just made you focus on his face.


  He was constantly doing one-arm chin-ups with the trapeze bar. His right arm was going to be his primary means of survival: one arm to propel the wheelchair, the same arm to support his half body when he got his new legs, and this one arm to kick ass, not if, but when, needed.


  Earl Ray looked over at me with a smirk, blowing a puff of air up from the corner of his mouth. “Hey non-combat motherfucker, do you know what it’s like to kill somebody?”


  I didn’t answer.


  “I didn’t think so. I can’t believe I’m in here with this non-combat sissy motherfucker,” he prodded. “Of all the bullshit fucking things to happen to me. You even smell like a non-combat motherfucker, Shoff. Somebody get me some non-combat motherfuckin’ air freshener.”


  “Geeve eet a fauwcking break, Earl,” Ski jumped in.


  “It’s okay Ski,” I said. “Let him go. Maybe it makes him feel better. Just like his insult to my friend.”


  “The only thing that would make me feel better is your non-combat ass out of my sight, just like your non-combat motherfucker friend is out of my sight.” Earl snapped.


  “Then have them move you over to 2A,” I snapped back.


  “Why, you smartass motherfucker!” Earl yelled.


  “No more than you, Earl.”


  “Okay. Okay. Geeve eet a break.” Ski said. “Why don’t dyou two just keese and make up?”


  “He can kiss my ass,” Earl Ray snorted, lying down with his back toward us.


  The rest of the day passed with routine, with Earl Ray giving me the occasional badass stare. Doc changed Ski’s dressings two more times with Ski gasping for air and cramping up his back. Dr. Donnolly ordered muscle relaxers and it helped Ski sleep off the time between the wound cleansings.


  Around seven o’clock, a new guy was brought up and rolled into the slot just to my right. Pocks of shrapnel peppered the entire left side of his face. The fingers and muscles of his left hand were shriveled and spindly, shrunk to the bone. The hand and wrist were strapped with a metal wire bracket laced with large rubber bands looped around his fingers, keeping them from curling under.


  Where his right hand should have been was a round surgical dressing about the size of a softball. I couldn’t tell if he had a catheter; the bags were always strapped to the right side of the bed.


  His jet-black hair was much longer than a Marine’s should be, except where a two-inch swathe just over his left ear had been shaved out and a furrow of stitches zigzagged through its center.


  A large marshmallow-looking patch covered his left eye; blood had seeped into the cotton near the bottom of the bandage.


  His face was a deep, reddish-brown clay color, like kiln-dried brick, and his right eye was dark black-brown with a stare of constant vigilance.


  Doc Miller was at his bed almost out of nowhere with the clipboard, stethoscope, oral thermometer, and blood pressure pad.


  “Let’s see,” Doc said. “Not too bad for what could have happened. Says here you jumped on a live grenade to save your buddies. You could have lost your head,” he said with a smile.


  “What makes you think I didn’t?” the new guy laughed.


  “Randy Miller,” Doc said, introducing himself as he shook the mercury down the thermometer. “Everyone calls me Doc.”


  “Bobby Mac Joyce. Nice to know you, Doc. I’d shake your hand but you’d have to go to ’Nam to get it!” he laughed out loud.


  “Well, you’re in luck, Bobby Mac Joyce,” said. “You still have your thumb. The whole thing.”


  “Well, ain’t that some shit. They told me on the chopper I lost my whole arm. Must have been that green-ass lieutenant hoping I’d lost both of ’em. Guess I got the last laugh on him, he’s still there!” he sneered, laughing even louder. He raised his right leg under the sheet and let out a loud, long fart.


  “Keep talking, lieutenant, we’ll find you!” he snorted. Every guy within earshot howled.


  “I’ll come back when the air clears,” Doc said.


  “Shit, Doc, I know you’ve smelled worse than that,” Bobby Mac quipped.


  “Yeah, but not anything I didn’t have to.” Doc walked away, fanning the air with the clipboard.


  “Hey man, I can tell you ain’t combat. What the fuck happened to you?” Bobby Mac pointed his one eye and short attention span right at me.


  “The name’s Shoff,” I said. “A bad car wreck.”


  “You fuckin’ got that right!” he laughed. “It kicked your ass.”


  “Yeah,” I said, taking in a deep breath. “But it ain’t shit compared to you guys.”


  “Yeah, well, ain’t a fucking thing we can do about it now. They let you smoke in here?” He fumbled with a pack of Kool Menthols with his half-dead fingers.


  “Need to put ’em down, Bobby,” Doc Miller said, returning with the fanning clipboard. “I gotta get your vitals. Can’t have the smoke messing up the numbers.”


  “Shit, Doc, just fill in some numbers. I’m breathing, ain’t I?” he chuckled.


  “No can do, Bobby Mac. Give me your right arm. Need anything for pain?”


  “Shit, yeah! You think I’m gonna turn down a good thing like that? And it’s on Uncle Sam. Not like I didn’t fuckin’ earn it!” he laughed, his one eye gleaming.


  “Car wreck, huh? Looks like the car won,” Bobby Mac laughed.


  “No, but the bridge did,” I said.


  “You hit a fuckin’ bridge? I’d rather take my chances with a grenade any day!” he cackled.


  Doc Miller came over with the syringe and swabbed down Bobby Mac’s bulging right arm and eased the goo into the muscle.


  “Better get a couple more of those ready, Doc,” he laughed. “I used to have two or three for breakfast in ’Nam.”


  “Brag all you want, but I can tell you’re not a junkie,” Doc replied. “You’re in great shape and it’s probably what kept you from being any worse.”


  “Any worse? Shit, this is heaven! Got me a hotel room, a bed with clean sheets, and somebody bringing me drugs all day and night. Don’t get any better than this, man!”


  Dr. Donnolly was standing at the bottom of Bobby Mac’s bed looking over his chart and glancing down toward Earl Ray. Earl had been noticeably quiet through all of Bobby Mac’s banter. Dr. Donnolly put the clipboard back on the heavy ring and stepped between Bobby Mac’s bed and mine.


  “Let’s take a look in here,” he said as he gently pulled away the white tape and lifted the marshmallow patch away from the eye.


  The socket was empty.


  Bobby Mac’s eye had been mangled by shrapnel and Dr. Donnolly had cleaned the empty hole and removed any remaining tissue earlier this morning.


  “It’s looking pretty good,” he said as he taped the marshmallow back down. “How’s it feel?’


  “Like there’s a hole where there shouldn’t be a hole,” he snarled. “It’s kind of drafty.”


  “It won’t be too long before we can fit you with a replacement,” Dr. Donnolly assured him.


  “In the meantime, I’ll keep an eye out for you!” Bobby Mac hooted.


  Dr. Donnolly grinned and moved down the ward glancing again at Earl Ray. Earl had been watching and quickly turned his head as he and Dr. Donnolly made eye contact.


  “Where’re you from?” Sgt. Bobby Joyce asked, his one eye back on me.


  “Missouri, how ’bout you?”


  “Barlow by-God, North Carolina.”


  “You don’t sound like you’re from North Carolina. Where’s your accent?”


  “My old man’s full-blooded Cherokee. Sent me off to the Marines to keep my ass out of trouble,” Bobby Mac laughed. “Didn’t work. Got into more shit in ’Nam than anybody. Got to where I didn’t even want to go home between tours, but they made me. Wait ’til he sees me now.”


  “They coming up soon?”


  “Shit, I don’t think he even knows I’m in the States. The brass tried to find him to let him know I’m here, but the old man moves around a lot. He gets drunk so much he can’t find his way back home,” he laughed. “My mom left him and me when I was five or six. Life ain’t so bad. It’s all in how you look at it. Just don’t give a shit.”


  “I hear you,” I said, wishing I had just a small dose of his don’t-give-a-shit. “So you jumped on a live grenade? Jesus, that takes balls.”


  “No balls at all, man. Just did what I was supposed to do.”


  “Yeah, not everyone always does what he’s supposed to do,” I said, almost choking on the words.


  “It was fucking nothing.”


  Sergeant Bobby Mac Joyce was halfway into his voluntary third tour and the amount of time he had spent in combat was approaching two and a half years. On that fateful day in Vietnam, a grenade tumbled from the air, landing between him and five of his platoon buddies. He dove head-first in an effort to grab it and toss it back into the black hole of the thick jungle foliage. The hot frag exploded just before he could release it. It was a partial dud and detonated with half its potential, sparing his life. He was recommended for the Silver Star.


  He had been a Marine’s Marine—always ready, always first to go, no questions asked, always decisive, do what it takes to stay alive—and the Corps comes first.


  But the half-breed Indian kid from North Carolina who stepped onto Vietnam soil in mid-1966, gung-ho to kick ass and take names, was generations gone from the Bobby Mac lying next to me.


  With his twenty-second birthday only weeks away, he was the oldest patient on the ward. By now, combat and survival were the only two things he knew. They were the only two things he had done for nearly two and a half years.


  He had learned to stand up to superiors’ orders, his experience telling him time and time again that what they were asking him and his buddies to do was beyond the brink of stupidity. It had reached a point where he could do without them, but they couldn’t do without him. He knew the enemy better than he knew himself and he thrived on making it a game of survival, a game of war—his war. For Sgt. Bobby Mac Joyce, it had become a war of one-on-one and everyone else could go to hell.


  Even before the explosion, he had decided the third tour was going to be his last. He had tired of the rain and the heat, tired of the bullshit, the revolving door of lieutenants wanting to use him for training exercises, and he was just plain tired of killing people.


  “So your old man’s Cherokee?” I said. “My great-grandmother was Cherokee on my dad’s side.”


  “Ain’t that some shit! By God, life just got better. I’m lying next to a relative!” he howled out. “We’ll have us a by-God family reunion right here!”


  “Yeah, let’s just fuckin’ celebrate,” Earl Ray spat out.


  “What’s your name, Marine?” Bobby Mac volleyed back at Earl.


  “What’s it matter to you?”


  “Hey man, just trying to see who I’m sleeping in the same room with,” he laughed.


  Earl Ray slid into his wheelchair and rolled over toward Sgt. Bobby Joyce. As he glided past me, he looked over and spat out a dry spit. I watched from the corner of my eye as he rolled around to the right side of Bobby Mac’s bed.


  “Glad to see that frag didn’t get your dick,” Earl Ray said, pointing to the familiar plastic bag.


  “Yeah man, ain’t no way with this club on my hand I could hold onto that pitcher to piss in, and I couldn’t find anybody to hold my dick for me, either!” he laughed.


  “The name’s Earl Ray,” he said, blowing air up from the corner of his mouth.


  “Bobby Mac Joyce. Glad to know you, Earl Ray.”


  I overheard the two sharing stories for more than an hour before Earl returned to his bed. For the first time since he had called me a non-combat motherfucker, he had a grin on his face.


  Sgt. Bobby Mac Joyce’s presence brought a much-needed and contagious optimism to the ward. Even Doc Miller and Miss Berry were inspired by his easy cheerfulness and his unabashed live-for-today exuberance. It was real and everyone could feel it.


  His ever-present jolliness and wantonness at everything, at anything, at life, exuded his totally don’t-give-a-shit attitude. So much time at war, so much time crawling through pitch-black nothingness, at being invisible, at witnessing death and mutilation, so much killing, and so much absence from civilization—it was enough to make a guy laugh.


  The ward settled in for the night and just after the lights went out, Bobby Mac called over to me. “Hey Shoff, you ever watch that show, Laugh-In?”


  “Yeah, all the time.”


  “Well, you know how those Rowan and Martin guys sign off? Dan Rowan says to Dick Martin, ‘Say good night, Dick,’ and Dick Martin says, ‘Good night, Dick.’”


  “Yeah, they do it every time,” I said.


  Sgt. Bobby Joyce slid the softball-sized club covering the stump of his right hand under the sheet, lifted it slightly, peered down with his one eye at his limp penis, and called out, “Good night, dick!”


  When I stopped laughing, I raised my sheet and in my best soft, female impersonation, I said sweetly, “Goood night, dick.” We laughed out loud with Ski raising his sheet over his head, “Gootnight deek!”


  It went up and down and across the ward for fifteen minutes, generating laughter with every guy awake pronouncing to his catheter-laden best friend a “Good night, dick!”


  Just Among Friends


  THE NEXT MORNING, I was jump-started by a loud crash next to my bed. The day’s first ratchet job on Ski’s legs was in full progress. As Dr. Donnolly twisted down on the rods, Ski flung both arms uncontrollably from the sheering pain, hitting the nightstand and knocking his metal bedpan to the floor.


  Ski’s runny bowel movement from last night spattered everywhere—on his bed, my bed, Doc Miller’s pant legs, on the nightstand, and all over the floor between us.


  The bedpan tumbled like a giant coin wobbling on its edge, shuddered loudly in a crooked circle, and finally plopped down on top of the spillage.


  “Thanks, Ski!” Doc Miller laughed, shaking his leg; his bell-bottom white uniform was freckled shit-brown from pant cuff to knee. “Glad to get this over with so early in the day.” Even through the pain, Ski was noticeably embarrassed.


  Dr. Donnolly finished micro-turning the sockets and leaned over Ski. “We’ll get another set of X-rays and see how well we’re doing. I won’t make an adjustment for a couple more days. Give you a little break.”


  “Thdank you, sir.” Ski said. “Eet doesn’t hurt all that bad.”


  “Thank you, young man.” Dr. Donnolly peered below his brow at Ski and grinned with appreciation.


  Dr. Donnolly turned to his right, his dedicated attention now on Earl Ray Higgins. He began slowly removing the elastic wrap and bandage from the stump of Earl Ray’s left arm. Earl blew a puff of air from the corner of his mouth as the last piece of gauze, stuck to his flesh, pulled loose.


  “It’s looking a lot better, Earl,” Dr. Donnolly said. “It won’t be too much longer until we can start measuring this for your new arm.”


  “Yeah, I can hardly wait,” Earl grunted.


  “Let’s have a look at the rest of you,” Dr. Donnolly said.


  “You don’t mean the rest of me, you mean what’s left of me,” Earl puffed.


  Dr. Donnolly peered at Earl with heavy concern. “We’re going to have you walking before you know it,” he assured him.


  “Easy for you to say,” Earl grumbled.


  Dr. Donnolly removed the wrappings from Earl’s leg stumps, exposing the bright red, partially healed ends, and examined them like an archeologist peering into the past.


  Dr. Donnolly’s skill with a surgeon’s knife was beyond any training. The scalpel was like a magician’s wand in his hands. He studied every wound, bone fragment, ligament, and tendon of a shattered limb with an intuitive knowledge of piecing them back together.


  He would craft and shape the ends of legs and arms like an artist with clay. With just the right cuts and the perfect tapestry of sutures, most often four or five times on the same limb over several surgeries, he would engineer the flesh and muscle to fit precisely into the sockets for the yet-to-come, custom-fitted plastic replacement limbs.


  He approached every patient and his recovery with the preciseness of an architect. From the first days of healing through the surgeries forming the stumps needed to last a lifetime, to the fitting of prosthesis, the physical therapy, the psychological planning, and eventually, to ambulatory self-care, Dr. Donnolly was careful not to leave any part of the recovery out of the equation.


  Earl Ray had been offered a pain shot ahead of the dressing changes, but told Doc Miller he would wait until the torture was over. “I want to lay back and enjoy the drugs,” he smirked. It hadn’t gone unnoticed by Dr. Donnolly.


  “You’re doing really well, Earl,” Dr. Donnolly assured him.


  “Yeah? Compared to what?”


  “Look Earl, I can’t imagine how you feel. But I…”


  “No, you can’t!” Earl shot in. “Ain’t nobody that can know how I feel! Jesus H. Christ!” He hammered a fist down into the mattress.


  “Earl, that’s not going to help you,” Dr. Donnolly said with a firm voice. “I need you to be positive about this. You need for yourself to be positive.”


  “Give me some space here, will you guys?” Earl barked.


  “Okay, Earl. We’ll finish up here and I’ll be back this afternoon,” Dr. Donnolly said. “We can talk then. Sound all right with you?”


  “Yeah, but can we do it before the next torture session? Give me that needle, Doc. You guys are like gorillas.”


  “See you this afternoon,” Dr. Donnolly said as he headed down the ward.


  Doc Miller put the needle into Earl Ray’s arm with a little more force than usual and Earl grinned.


  “That all you got?” he chided.


  “That’s it, Earl. Can’t wait for this to put you out,” he joked.


  “Me neither,” Earl muttered. He pushed a quiet stare in Ski’s direction and worked his blue-eyed glare over to me.


  “Hey non-combat motherfucker, what do you do in the Navy, scrub floors?” he sneered.


  I gave him half of a fuck-you look. Before I could say anything, he rolled to his side and pulled the pajama bottoms down just below the crack of his ass.


  “Kiss my ass, non-combat motherfucker.”


  “Kiss my ass, Earl. What do you want me to do, have ’em cut my legs off?”


  “Fuck you,” he said, and pulled himself upright with the trapeze bar, his right arm bulging. I was sure he wanted to squeeze my head like a cantaloupe.


  I tried to think what Earl might be thinking. He had lots of reasons to hate me. Most guys in the Navy and Marines didn’t like each other to begin with; it was one of those stupid, macho, inter-military rivalries. Someone from either camp just had to prove he was a bigger badass than the other one.


  I was a non-combat motherfucker, for sure, and for all he knew I was probably some spoiled rich kid who got in the Navy through family connections. I still had both legs and both arms, and someday I would walk out of here while he would roll out in a wheelchair. Even with plastic legs and an artificial arm, it was a wheelchair he would look to for mobility and freedom.


  Yeah, he had a lot of reasons to hate me. It was okay. I didn’t blame him. I would hate me, too, if I was Earl. No, maybe I wouldn’t. A lot of guys on the ward were looking at a life with a wheelchair and they didn’t hate me. It was Earl, and right now he was full of hate. And it was directed right at me.


  “Can’t wait to get my ass out of here,” he said to nobody. “Me and Jen, we’ll pick up where we left off.”


  Jen was Earl’s fiancée. They had been sweethearts all through high school and Earl talked with her on the ward phone at least three times a week. Any time he mentioned her name, his eyes would light up, and gradually shift to worry. I had overheard him telling Ski about the week he and Jen had spent before he left for Vietnam, the night he climbed into her second-floor bedroom window and stayed until almost sunrise. It was the first time they had made love and it was still sweet in his mind. Their last Saturday together was spent driving to the Smoky Mountains, making love behind the cover of a secluded waterfall. They had shared Coney Dogs and root beer floats at the A&W the night before he left.


  Earl and Jennifer were in love as deeply as any two people could ever be. Just holding hands sent fire and fear through their hearts. The thought of being apart created a panic that burned in the stomach. The day he left for Vietnam, Jen had stood in the doorway, sobbing from the other side of the screen door, as Earl Ray Higgins stepped off the back porch.


  “Dyou are verdy lucky guy,” Ski said. “My girlfriend told me to djust be careful, and I never heard from her again.”


  “What was her name?” Earl asked as he turned back over to face Ski.


  “I don’t dremember,” Ski shrugged. “My first time to get laid was in ’Nam.”


  “I never touched the stuff,” Earl replied. “Jen’s the only one for me.”


  “That’s why dyou are very lucky,” Ski said.


  “Yeah,” Earl puffed. “We’ll see how lucky I am.” He pulled himself up in a sitting position with the trapeze and began squeezing the hand ball with more force.


  “Hey Shoff,” Earl Ray said without looking my way. “You got a girl? I’ve seen you look at that picture almost every night.”


  I looked past Ski over to Earl, who was staring down at the stump of his left thigh.


  “Not anymore,” I said, trying as hard as I could to hide the delight of him not calling me a non-combat motherfucker.


  “Don’t be so happy, Shoff. You’ll always be a non-combat motherfucker to me. What’d she do, Shoff? Kick you out of the country club?”


  “The only Country Club I know is a malt liquor. And I hate the stuff. Anyway, she sent me a “Dear John” while I was in boot camp. Said we didn’t have a lot in common anymore. I found out later she left me for some chump she was screwing at college. Heard he was more her type. He was getting an education and had a Corvette.”


  “Sounds like you’re keeping tabs. Sounds like you don’t like what you’re hearing,” Earl prodded.


  “I’m over it. She doesn’t mean shit to me now,” I grumbled.


  “Yeah, well, her picture sure means shit. You stare at the damn thing enough.”


  “Just trying to figure out why I wasn’t good enough.”


  “How long did you go with her?”


  “Just over a year. She was two years older than me and taught me what she knew. I thought we were wedding bell shit. Guess she had other plans.”


  “That’s life, man,” Earl shrugged. “Look at you now. A non-combat motherfucker laid up in here with me just twelve feet away. You join the Navy to see the world and look what you get. You’re in a world of shit.”


  I stared at the ceiling for a few minutes, wondering what to say. I wanted him to know I really cared, I was proud of him, I was ashamed of me. I wanted him to know how it was that I was in the Navy, I wanted to make things right, I wanted him to just believe I was a lot like him.


  “They don’t have country clubs where I come from,” I finally spoke out.


  “Jesus, you kept that in long enough,” Earl chuckled. “Where’re you from, anyway?”


  I took the opening and told him what I thought was important—or, at least, what I hoped would change how Earl felt about me. I started with the odd jobs—bus boy and dishwasher at the local restaurant, baling hay for the area farmers whose kids had already left for military duty, cutting timber in the Ozark Mountains and dragging the logs with a team of mules down through the rocks, yellow jackets, and rattlesnakes. I told him about loading up the old pick-up truck with firewood and hauling it into town to sell for grocery money for the family. I told him about my brothers who had enlisted ahead of me, the girlfriend who had talked me out of the Marines and turned me Navy, the same girl in the photograph. I told him about the fight I had with my old man. (I didn’t tell him I had gotten a student deferment to study art, for God’s sake.) I told him about my best friend who had joined the Marines and who was probably in boot camp or AIT at this very moment. I told him about the girls, the booze, and the car wreck, and I told him about William Otis Johnson. I didn’t say anything about the way Earl had flipped him off.


  “She fucked you twice,” Earl Ray said with a little laugh.


  “Say what?” I asked.


  “The girl in the photograph, she fucked you twice. She left you for some school boy on campus, and talked you out of being with your buddy in the Corps.”


  “Yeah, well, the Navy’s the best job I’ve ever had, and she wanted a whole hell of a lot more than I could give her.”


  “How was the timber job?” he asked.


  “Mostly hot,” I said, pleased that he had asked me anything. “The worst part was the spiders. Missouri tarantulas are big as hubcaps.”


  Earl forced out a short laugh. It felt as though, for this moment, there were no assumptions, no physical differences, no comparisons, no competition. It was comfortable and natural, like talking with a stranger who suddenly becomes a good friend. We were just two kids talking about nothing.


  “You ain’t seen a spider ’til you seen the ones in ’Nam!” Bobby Mac jumped in. “Seen one eat a gook’s head once! Dragged the gook’s helmet with it into a hole. We fed that spider gook parts once a week just so he’d leave us alone!” he howled.


  “Dyou believe that and I will keese your ass!” Ski said.


  “Now, ain’t that some shit!” Bobby Mac said. “The one thing we all got in common is his ass!”


  “Speak for yourself,” Earl shot. “I ain’t got nothing in common with the non-combat motherfucker. He’s just a chicken-shit Navy coward, that’s what he is.”


  I was shocked back into the reality of Earl’s hate for me.


  “Okay, Earl. Ain’t no way I can change a goddamn thing!” I shot back a little louder than I expected. “You want to hate me for having my arms and legs, go ahead.”


  “I hate you for a lot of fucking reasons, Shoff,” Earl said in a cold, purposeful tone. “Your girlfriend was right. You ain’t got what it takes to be in the Corps. I wouldn’t want you near me in a Marine’s uniform.”


  “Fuck you, Earl,” I said, without meaning it.


  “Fuck you, Shoff. I know your kind. You’d probably turn your back and run as soon as it got a little tough.” A hard blast of air burst from the corner of his mouth.


  “Okay, Earl. Fuck you, too!” This time I meant it, and it felt good. “And don’t come to me when you need someone to help you stand on your own two feet!”


  “Why, you son of a bitch, I ought to come over there and choke the living shit out of you!” he yelled.


  “Well, come on over if you think you’re man enough!” I shouted back, the anger taking over any good sense.


  Earl jumped to his chair and headed toward me at breakneck speed. He was pissed at the world, and I had ignited the fury burning in his blood. His eyes were fixed on me like guided missiles. The air was blowing from the corner of his mouth with short, hard blasts like an overloaded steam cooker. I reached for the shit pot on the nightstand, and as I swung wildly in his direction, it slipped and went clanging to the floor.


  Ski raised his head to say something, but nothing came out.


  Earl Ray whirled into the space between Ski and me and lunged forward, grabbing my left arm with his vise-like grip. He tried to pull me from the bed, but I had managed to grab the trapeze and hold on for dear life.


  The traction pin through my left knee twisted from the strain and tore the flesh. The weights and pulleys clambered like old pots and pans. My catheter tube tightened from the strain and snapped out onto the sheet. It felt like someone had tried to pull my bladder out through my dick.


  With all the strength I could muster, I threw my head and shoulders back onto the bed, my face contorted from the pain. Earl’s grip was now around my neck, squeezing it like a coiled snake.


  I managed to get any words out that I could.


  “I ain’t going to fight you, Earl!” I said, muffled and choked, my head hanging over the side of the bed, almost in his lap.


  “C’mon Shoff!” he said. “Show me what you got!”


  “I’m not going to hit you, Earl!” I garbled as spit flew with every word.


  “You can’t take a man with only one arm? What kind of pussy are you?”


  “I’m not going to fight you!” The veins in my face were popping out like worms, and snot was bubbling from my nostrils.


  “You’re a chicken shit!” he said. “You can’t hit a guy with no legs? C’mon, non-combat motherfucker! Here’s your chance!”


  The stump of his left arm was instinctively throwing an invisible fist through the air at my face. Ski was trying to reach Earl, but couldn’t lift his heavy legs. Bobby Mac was laughing at Earl’s empty punches.


  “I ain’t going to hit you, Earl!” I garbled, dry heaving.


  Earl’s grip loosened and his wheelchair suddenly flew backward. Doc Miller had come running from the other end of the ward, grabbed Earl’s chair by the hand grips and jettisoned the two-wheeler, and Earl Ray passed the end of Ski’s bed.


  “You stay right here, Earl!” Doc commanded. “Jesus Christ! What’s the matter with you two? Let’s see what the hell we’ve got here,” he said, swabbing the blood flowing from the tear just below my knee. “Shit! It’s going to need a couple of stitches. How’s the leg feel inside, Shoff?”


  “It’s okay, Doc,” I said.


  Doc hurried over to the supply cabinet and returned to my bleeding leg.


  “Sorry, Doc, I fell out of bed trying to get the shit pot off the floor,” I said.


  “What?” he said with a puzzled look.


  “Well, you know, I dropped it on the floor, and I was just trying to get it when I fell over the edge of the bed. You were really busy and I…”


  “Next time, let me get the shit pot off the floor for you,” Earl Ray shot in as he wheeled away.


  Doc turned to Ski as if trying to clear his thoughts. Ski gave him a toothless smile.


  “You better get me a piss pot, Doc. I’m going to need it.”


  “What do you mean?” Doc asked.


  I reached under the sheet and held up the dangling catheter end. It was gurgling piss and blood onto the sheets.


  “Shit,” Doc said.


  “Now, ain’t that some shit!” Bobby Mac laughed. “I thought I left all the bullshit back in ’Nam!”


  “Just let eet go, man,” Ski said.


  “I’ve let a whole lot worse shit go than this little spat,” Bobby Mac replied. “Seen a gook get himself blown to shit. We threw him into a wired hole just to count the pieces left over!” he laughed. “Arms and legs and shit flying everywhere. This here is just two guys getting to know each other.”


  My neck was beet red with a large bruise on the right side. Doc brought over a cold wash rag. The cold and wet felt good, almost as good as the morphine.


  I wanted Earl Ray Higgins to feel good about what he had done. I wanted Earl Ray to know the deep satisfaction within me that a Marine had nearly squeezed my head into unconsciousness.


  I rubbed the side of my neck with pride, as if it were a combat wound. I didn’t want the redness or the bruising to go away. I wanted to keep it forever—wear it like a Purple Heart.


  Earl was watching from the incline of his bed. A broad smile came over his face, and he blew a puff of air up from the corner of his mouth.


  “Damn, Shoff, that felt good.”


  “Glad I could help.”


  “It ain’t over, you know,” he said as he turned on his side, facing away.


  The Visitor


  JENNIFER ANN COOLEY was coming to visit. She was runner-up homecoming queen, honor society student, and senior yearbook photographer at Glenview High in Parsons, Florida. She and Earl Ray Higgins had been voted the “couple most likely to marry.” They had been inseparable their senior year, but they knew their plans for marriage would have to wait until Earl Ray was out of the Marine Corps.


  Earl Ray came from a family of two generations of Marines, and he couldn’t wait to take his place in the family legacy. The day he first donned his Marine Corps dress blues was the proudest day of his life, and Jennifer radiated with affection and admiration.


  They had it all planned out; Jennifer would study photography at the local community college and work part-time modeling for a studio in Miami. After Earl Ray finished boot camp, she would join him at his duty station somewhere in Germany, Japan, or maybe even California.


  Earl and Jennifer talked three or four times a week on the portable telephone that was rolled about the ward on a wheeled stand. Phone jacks had been installed along the wall, and a long phone cord strung its way across and over mine and Ski’s beds for Earl’s calls. He would encircle his bed with the privacy curtain normally used for bedpan seclusion or private talks with Dr. Donnolly. We would give Earl every effort at privacy and respect, but often, their voices carried over the curtain.


  “I don’t care, Earl. I love you.”


  “You love another Earl, Jen. Someone else. I’m not the person you knew before. I’m not the same.”


  “You’re you, Earl. Nothing can change who you are. You can’t tell me I don’t love you. How can you say that?”


  “You’ve talked with my mother, right, Jen? You know how bad it is?”


  “You haven’t changed, Earl. Your mother told me so.”


  “You think the two of you have it worked out? You think you’re ready?”


  “How many times do we have to go over this, Earl? You told me last week it would be okay for me to come see you. Earl, I miss you. I can’t be without you. Don’t you understand? Earl, help me, please!”


  “Jen, you’re the only thing keeping me sane. I love you, too, Jen. Maybe I’m still not ready. Did you ever think of that?”


  “We have to do this together, Earl. I need to be with you. I need you to believe in me.”


  The snap from a blast of air from Earl Ray’s lips came over the curtains.


  There was a long silence.


  “Okay, Jen. Come up as soon as you can…I’m ready.”


  It would be a Saturday, when the fewest number of people would be scuffling about the ward, and things were somewhat undisturbed. New incoming were rarely brought in on the weekends, and the little old ladies with their carts came only once a day, if at all.


  The uneasiness had swelled like a blister on the ward the night before Jennifer Cooley was coming up. Jennifer had called Earl a little after 2000 hours to let him know she had made it to Philadelphia and to her motel. Her mother had made the flight but wasn’t coming to the hospital in the morning. She would come over in the afternoon, after Earl and Jen had had their time together. Jennifer and her mother were going to have breakfast, and Jennifer would be at the hospital around ten. She had her own room.


  Earl Ray rolled and tossed around in his bed.


  “Anydthing you want to talk about?” Ski said, breaking the silence.


  “No. Just want to lay here.”


  “Just get a needle, man.”


  “Not a bad idea.”


  The entire ward slept a little uneasy, and Saturday morning came quickly. Earl Ray Higgins was sitting up in his bed. The short-sleeved pajama top exposed the stump of his left arm, his left half leg was straight outward, and his three-quarter right leg was bent at the knee with the wrapped stump angled slightly toward the center of the bed. His wheelchair was parked flush against the beige cabinet, ready for his first walk with Jennifer in almost a year.


  Earl had spent nearly two hours getting ready. First, civilian clothes; no, that wasn’t right. Then, his uniform, but it made him feel self-conscious. After a quick shower, a close shave, English Leather, a set of clean sheets, and a clean blanket, Earl decided the pinstripe pajamas were more fitting. He could change into his uniform later, maybe in Jen’s room at the motel.


  Jennifer phoned around nine o’clock, excited and nervous, telling Earl about her dream last night. She was on her way.


  Earl Ray had taken Jennifer’s high school senior year picture out sometime in the early morning and placed the 8 x 10 color photo on top of his cabinet. It was the first time any one of us had seen it. She was beautiful.


  It was 9:30, and every face capable was turned toward the brown double doors.


  “Turn your radio on, dammit!” Earl demanded. “The quiet is killing all of us.”


  I reached over to the nightstand, and the radio crackled over the silence.


  “Not too loud.” Earl was fidgeting, wrestling with the trapeze bar gripped in his right hand. A short blast of air pushed up from his mouth.


  9:45 and we couldn’t take it. A lot of guys had refused the after-breakfast morphine or Demerol, wanting to savor this moment for all it was going to be. Everyone could see himself in Earl Ray this morning. Their hearts pounding, their guts turned inside out. Their minds racing through the memories of the days before leaving home, fast forwarding to the ground exploding beneath them, and now to the reunion with the most beautiful person in their world. The right-side door of the brown double doors began opening slowly, and before the gap was a foot wide, Jennifer Ann Cooley squeezed through.


  She looked just like one of those dancers on Hullabaloo: long, straight, silky blonde hair, green and yellow miniskirt, white go-go boots, and a smile made for photographs.


  The door closed slowly behind her as she stepped firmly inside. Her face grimaced slightly as she skirmished with the strong antiseptic smell of the ward.


  As she inched her way forward, Jennifer Ann Cooley glanced to her left, to her right, and left again, wanting for the familiar embrace of her only lover. She slowed her steps as she made her way past the motionless faces.


  Her studied gaze fixed on the steel-blue eyes of the boy in the fifth bed on the right. She stepped closer to his side.


  Earl Ray blew air upward from his cursed lips, his face reddened. He tightened his grip on the trapeze, and his right arm began trembling. Jennifer stood silent, her bare legs leaning against the edge of Earl’s bed; their eyes locked.


  “Earl.” Her soft, pink lips barely formed the word. Tears trickled down to the corners of her smile. “Oh, Earl.”


  Earl couldn’t speak. He couldn’t loosen his grip. His right hand was squeezed so tight it was almost welded to the trapeze bar. His arm and shoulder began shaking uncontrollably. His brain was telling his hand to let go, but his fist only squeezed tighter.


  C’mon, let go. Let go of the bar! Put your arm around her. Let go!


  The bed was quaking from the uncontrollable spasms.


  And it erupted out of Earl like a shrill vomit.


  “Let go of the fucking bar!” he screamed at the top of his lungs.


  Jennifer’s pink smile collapsed, her eyes glassed over, and her cheeks drained to a pale gray. An unrecognizable sound escaped from somewhere within her. It was a primal squeal, muted and garbled, like the last breath of a dying bird. Her knees buckled as she reached out with both hands.


  “I’m here, Earl.” The words barely made it out before she slumped down, fainted, and crashed her head against the bed frame.


  Jennifer Ann Cooley lay half-conscious on the floor, her head bleeding. Earl lunged onto his stomach, leaning on the stump of his left arm, pushing as hard as he could, unable to reach her.


  The entire ward recoiled, jerking toward the helpless couple, unable to get free from our orthopedic shackles.


  The head corpsman on duty scrambled from the nurses’ station and was hunched over Jennifer with a wad of cotton, dabbing the cut high on her forehead.


  “Get over here, and help me get her into this chair!” he yelled to the other corpsman who was still sitting behind the desk.


  The two lifted her into Earl’s wheelchair; still barely conscious, her head slumped and rolled like a rag doll, her arms limp on her lap.


  Earl crawled on his stomach to the bottom of the bed, reaching out to Jennifer just far enough to feel her hair slide through his fingers.


  “We have to get her down to emergency, Earl,” the corpsman said. “She’s going to need a doctor to make sure she’s okay. This cut’s probably going to take a few stitches. I’ll let you know when she’s ready to come back up.”


  The corpsman and Jennifer Ann Cooley disappeared through the brown double doors.


  Ward 2B lay silent and scared. The other corpsman just stood in the center aisle like a small child in front of Santa Claus for the first time. The feeling of the ward lay cavernous around him. I reached over and turned the knob and shut off the radio.


  An hour later, the double doors banged open. The corpsman pushed Earl Ray’s empty wheelchair onto the ward and locked it in place at the foot of Earl’s bed.


  “She’s doing fine, Earl,” he said. “The doctor on duty wants her under observation for a couple of hours. I’ll go down and check on her when I get off my shift.”


  The two hours passed and there was no word about Jennifer.


  “I’ll go down and see what I can find out,” the corpsman said.


  Twenty minutes later, he was back on the ward.


  “The doctor in the ER says she’s doing fine. He sent her back to the motel to rest. You should hear from her tomorrow.”


  Late Sunday evening, Jennifer Ann Cooley’s mother phoned Earl Ray from her home in Parsons, Florida. Mrs. Cooley thought it would be best for Jennifer to rest at home.


  “Jennifer is doing fine, Earl, and there was no serious injury. No, she couldn’t come to the phone, she still isn’t feeling well. She will call you as soon as she feels better. She promised.”


  H.M.F.I.C.


  MONDAY EVENING CHOW was like eating quicksand. The ward had been quiet most of the day, as every one of us desperately avoided talking about the past two days.


  “Fuck ’em! Fuck ’em all! I don’t give a shit about any of ’em!” They were the first words Earl had said since the phone call from Jennifer’s mother Sunday evening. “I didn’t need their help in ’Nam and I sure as hell don’t need it now. They can kiss my ass! All of you can kiss my ass!”


  Ski was the first to say something. “Did Marines help dyou in ’Nam?”


  “That’s a stupid fucking question. You got any more like that one?” Earl was sitting up with the head of his bed cranked at about 45 degrees.


  “Well then, Madrines are going to help dyou now.” Ski was lying almost flat, looking at the ceiling.


  “What the fuck you gonna do? Wipe my ass the rest of my life?” He rolled over, trying to get his ass facing Ski, pointing to it with the stump of his left arm.


  “No. And don’t expect anyone to keese it either!” Before Earl could say anything, Ski headed him off. “Deed you get letters from Jendeefer in ’Nam?”


  “Yes, I got letters from Jendeefer in ’Nam. Jesus, you’re just full of dumb questions.”


  “Then she helped you in ’Nam, deedn’t she?” Ski’s stare was still fixed upward.


  Ski had forced Earl’s thoughts back to Jennifer and to the bundle of letters lying in the bottom drawer of the nightstand, along with her photograph.


  The letters had kept him from going crazy in ’Nam. The arrival of each one brought him closer to Jennifer and closer to the day they would be together again. She had swabbed the inside of every envelope with her favorite perfume. Earl would slip each new letter and envelope with its sweeter, fresher fragrance inside the rim of his combat helmet, replacing it for the last one. The last letter he had gotten from her in Vietnam, just before the explosion, was left near a thicket of bamboo, along with his helmet and his arm and legs.


  “You don’t know shit about it!” Earl spat the words at Ski.


  “Don’t dyou tell me I don’t know sheet about it!” Ski snapped back, glaring at Earl. “You can keese my fauwcking ass! Don’t ever tell me I don’t know sheet about eet!” His face had turned crimson. The quick turn he had made toward Earl Ray jerked his legs, and the pain was searing through his body. He wasn’t about to let Earl know it.


  “Shut the fuck up down there!” A voice from the south end came booming down the ward like thunder.


  “Who the fuck are you? And who made you H.M.F.I.C.?” Earl Ray boomed back.


  “I’m Moose Johnson, and I made me Head Motherfucker in Charge!” he laughed out loud.


  “What the fuck kind of name is Moose?” Earl chuckled sarcastically back.


  The ward wasn’t so long that a slightly raised voice could be heard from one end to the other, and both Earl and Moose turned down the volume.


  “A nickname. Got it my first tour in-country. We were in thick brush following an ambush. I heard rustling in the tall grass, so I opened fire with my M60. Shredded a water buffalo in a thousand pieces. I took shit for a month. Got a tattoo on my left arm with my new name.”


  “You got a left arm?” Earl asked with a bit of pride.


  “Not all of it. Lost part of it with the bottom half of my left leg,” Moose replied casually, his voice lowering a bit more.


  “You mobile?” Earl asked.


  “Nope. Won’t be for a while,” Moose told him.


  Earl spun his three-quarter right leg around, sat on the edge of his bed, and slid into his wheelchair.


  “Don’t dyou tell me I don’t know sheet about it.” Ski told him again.


  “Yeah, I know, Ski. Sorry, man.”


  “Damn dright.”


  Earl Ray rolled down to the south end of the ward to chat with this Marine named Moose. He would deal with his thoughts of Jennifer after lights out.


  As he wheeled past my bed, he stared a hard, hating glare, one of eternal disgust. He puffed the air up from the corner of his mouth and squinted at me, as if to swipe me from his memory. I really can’t say what Earl was feeling about me just then. I saw a look of hatred, anger, and machismo from a war-hardened, young, proud Marine. The stark reality of our different reasons for being here in this place at the same time was like a punch in the face to me. I thought we had made some progress, but with Earl, it was day by day. I think he felt I didn’t deserve to be in the same hospital, let alone on the same ward, with him and his fellow wounded.


  I stared back, but certainly not with the same intensity. How could I? I had come from a party with a girl on my lap, and he had come from Hell with a bomb under his feet. Still, the feeling of being looked at with that kind of hate made me want to hate him, too. I blankly rubbed the redness on my neck.


  “He’ll come around,” Ski said. “He’s just being a badass. Eet’s what he knows.”


  I didn’t respond. I felt guilty, ashamed, and pissed. Badass or not, and for whatever reasons, we each had made our own choices.


  Moose was a straightforward, no-nonsense Marine with a jovial, Hoss Cartwright-like stature and a broad, easy smile. His left arm was blown off just below the elbow and the word “Moose” was tattooed in a half circle below a green shamrock on his upper arm. His left leg had been blown off about three inches below the knee, and no other shrapnel wounds were visible anywhere. He didn’t have a catheter, but it wasn’t needed. He could hold the piss pot with his fully functional right hand.


  Moose was from a small rural town in central Pennsylvania and never spoke of his mother or dad or any family. No one ever came to visit, and he got no phone calls or mail. He could read a person within the first minute of conversation and decide whether he would spend the next minute talking or just ask him to leave. He could care less what other people thought of him, but he cared very much for his fellow wounded Marines. Moose was the only name we ever knew him by.


  He was assigned to a Navy patrol boat unit when they came under mortar fire. A direct hit to the riverboat took his leg and arm.


  Moose had a quick laugh and an easy sense of humor. He would jump in feet first at anything he attempted, which included getting back on his feet again.


  Earl Ray made his way back down the ward after a long visit with Moose. He paused at the foot of my bed, and the look he gave me wasn’t so hateful.


  “Hey non-combat motherfucker, Moose agreed with me. I’m Head Motherfucker in Charge.”


  “I never doubted it, Earl. At least we’ve got one thing in common.”


  “What’s that?” he asked with a curious look.


  “We’re both motherfuckers.”


  Executive Order


  IT WAS LATE JUNE, no new incoming for a few days, and our bodies were healing and slowly ridding themselves of the feel-good chemicals. The free-for-all hypodermic injections of morphine and Demerol were gradually replaced with Darvon capsules in little white cups, chased down with juice or water. Needles were served up only for dressing changes, nightmares, and for Ski, the ratchet adjustments, which were now down to one every other day. Our penises were free of the rubber hoses and plastic bags.


  The late morning sun was beaming through the windows, and a feeling of familiarity, routine, and boredom had settled in.


  Doc Miller was in his usual perpetual motion, darting into the back room, reappearing with a bedpan, a couple of urinals, and a handful of washcloths and pillowcases. He made his deliveries with efficiency, but always took time for conversation. He dropped off the last piss pot and placed it on Ski’s nightstand and headed into the back room to empty out and sterilize the three he had just retrieved. Back out onto the ward, wiping his freshly washed hands, he now stood between Ski and me.


  “Got any special plans for today, Ski?” he asked wryly.


  “What do you mean?” Ski said, raising his left eyebrow.


  “Oh, nothing really. Just want to know if you have anything going on?”


  Doc glanced over at me with a sly grin, and I held back a smile.


  “Dwhat are you going to do? You can leef my legs alone,” he told him.


  “I’m not going to do anything with your legs. Well, not right now.” Doc gently grabbed the toe-end of the cast on Ski’s right leg.


  “Thden what do you want weeth me?” Ski was getting nervous.


  “He wants you to sing for him,” Earl piped in.


  Ski looked at Earl and then swung his head over to look at me. He didn’t like being the focus of attention and certainly not the brunt of any joke.


  “Don’t look at me, Ski. I don’t know what he’s talking about,” I shrugged.


  “Ski, no! Please don’t sing,” Doc Miller said. “I’ve heard you and Shoff before, and believe me, I don’t need that. But what I would like is for you to wash your hair and get an extra close shave.”


  “Why? Are we going somewhere, or do you want to keese me?” Ski said with a wink.


  “You’re not my type, Ski,” Doc Miller said. “I prefer American women.”


  “You wouldn’t go back to Ameridican women once you had a Roosian woman,” Ski bragged.


  “Never!” Doc proclaimed. “Roosian women can’t come close to American women,” he laughed.


  “Just wait. I will set you up with a Roosian woman—a real woman—and she’ll take care of your young Ameridican ass.”


  “She’ll have to wait. Right now, I want you to get washed up.” Doc was off to get a wash bowl, cloth, and towel.


  “What the hell eez going on?” Ski demanded.


  “I don’t know,” I replied. “Better do what Doc says, though; he seems pretty serious about it.”


  “Yeah,” Earl said. “Maybe he has an Ameridican woman set up for you.”


  “Bring her on, baby!” Ski said, grabbing at his crotch. “I’ll show her really good Roosian time.”


  “Maybe he can bring me one, too, while he’s at it,” Sgt. Bobby Joyce laughed, mimicking Ski’s grab. “Ameridican or Roosian, I don’t give a shit!”


  Doc finished washing Ski’s hair, and Ski swirled the disposable razor in a small tub of scummy, lukewarm water. He pushed the portable tray table to the side of his bed and dried his hair with the towel as best he could.


  His hair combed, face clean and smooth, fresh pajamas, and the bed cranked as far as his casts would allow, Ski looked like a Marine—handsome face, square jaw, stiff lips, hair tight and close, and a proud posture. Whatever it was anyone had in store for him, he was ready.


  “Ski, you look absolutely four-0,” Miss Berry said.


  “Thanks,” Ski replied. This was the closest to feeling like he was ready for inspection since boot camp. “Meese Barry, what eeze going on?”


  “I really can’t say, Ski. Officer’s oath,” she said with that ever-present mischievous grin.


  Ski began groping at the sheet that covered the upper half of his body as the number of wheelchairs encircling the area around his bed grew to a half-dozen. Several guys from Ward 2B, the rehab wards, and even Doc Miller parked their wheelchairs in a half circle, starting from the foot of my bed, swinging out into the center aisle, and ending near the nurse’s station—all facing Ski. No one had noticed Miss Berry slip out through the double doors.


  “What the hell eez going on?” Ski said to Doc. “I don’t like theese at all.”


  “Nothing’s going on, Ski,” Doc said.


  “Yeah, nothing at all,” one of the guys repeated.


  “Bullsheedt!” Ski stammered his accent thickening with anxiety. “Dyou had better tell dme dnow!”


  “Better tell him, Doc. He just might make you date that Roosian woman!” Bobby Mac howled.


  “Okay. Okay.” Doc Miller jumped out of the wheelchair, went to the double doors, and peeked out into the hallway on the other side. A small, thin, older man with a square face and gold-rim glasses set tight on his narrow nose stood just outside the ward.


  Doc disappeared through the doors, and ten seconds later he was back, guiding the shy-looking man over to Ski’s bed.


  The man leaned cautiously toward Ski, rolling his hat through his hands, face beaming, tears swelling behind the glasses. Even with all of his Marine toughness, Ski couldn’t hold back.


  “Poppa,” Ski whispered, his lips trembling.


  “Aleex, my dboy. Eet has been so dlong. I love dyou my boy! I love dyou! Dyou are home!” He was sobbing, his head on Ski’s chest, Ski embracing his father’s neck with both arms, weeping into the man’s thinning hair.


  “Poppa. Oh, Poppa.”


  Ski kissed his father on both sides of his face, his forehead, and the top of his head. Ski patted the bed, and his father sat down cautiously next to his son.


  “Look at dyour legs. What eeze all of this? What eeze this thing?” he said as he softly pointed to the shiny metal rods and the plaster casts. His instincts told him not to touch the shiny metal pieces as he pulled his hand away.


  Ski looked down toward his legs and explained to his father that it was God’s way of bringing him home. The metal rods were there to make sure he could walk again, and Dr. Donnolly was a miracle worker.


  “They send me letter telling me you weel be fine. You don’t look fine to me,” his father cried. “Oooh, Aleex, this eeze all my fault,” he sobbed. “If I hadn’t let you go. If only I had listened to my heart. I knew somethink would be bad. Oh, my boy, I am so sorry.” He turned to Doc Miller, shameful and apologetic. “Look what I have done to my only child,” he cried.


  He turned back to Ski. “Theese doesn’t look right to me. How can dyou come home like this? Oh, Aleex! Eet eez so goot to see you! You must come home now, Momma eez waiting to see you.”


  Ski had not seen his mother since last September. Thanksgiving and Christmas had been spent, not celebrated, somewhere deep in Vietnam. He missed his mother more than any guy would ever admit.


  “Poppa, I must wait ’til these are off. Then I can come home.”


  “I know dyou can’t come home right now, my boy, but your Momma can’t wait to see you,” he sighed.


  “I know, Poppa. Soon enough, I weel come home.”


  “I thdink they have a surprise for you, Aleex,” his father said.


  “What do you mean? What else could there be?” Ski said. His suspicion was back.


  “I don’t know. They just make sure I was here this day.”


  The brown double doors burst open, and four little old ladies from the Red Cross, their lips smeared dark red and their wrinkly faces bright pink with thick powder, came prancing onto the ward. They were followed by an upright piano being pulled from one end by Miss Berry and pushed from the other end by Dr. Donnolly.


  Wheelchairs scattered like water bugs as the piano careened down the aisle and parked at the foot of Ski’s bed. One of the ladies took a seat on the piano bench and began playing the Marine Corps Hymn. The other three ladies belted out the words, and Doc Miller and a couple of others joined in.


  “From the halls of Montezuuuma to the shores of Tripoli; we will fight our countries baaattles in the air, on land and sea!”


  The second verse was stammered out with a little less gusto, and the singing tapered off, but the piano lady continued pounding out two more stanzas, and everyone clapped and cheered in any way they could. The Red Cross ladies beamed with pride as they hugged each other over and over.


  No one had noticed Dr. Donnolly in his full-dress ceremonial uniform, and we weren’t really sure it was him until he spoke.


  “Outstanding! Outstanding!” he clapped. “Now, let’s get down to business.” He stepped around the piano and put his hand on Ski’s father.


  “What eeze going on here?” Ski demanded. “Dr. Donnolly, you don’t look right. You being court-martialed?”


  “Not hardly, Ski. I’m here to let your father know he has a new son.”


  “Dwhat!” Ski blurted.


  His father spun toward Dr. Donnolly with bewilderment.


  “That’s right.” A smile broke out on his face as he reached inside his crisp white jacket and pulled out a roll of parchment with a blue ribbon tied loosely at its center.


  “Ski, it is with the greatest pride and the deepest honor that I have been selected to present this to you.” Dr. Donnolly slid the ribbon off the roll and opened the parchment and began to read aloud:


  It is hereby authorized by the President of the United States, Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces, that Felix Dante Jamnitzky, Lance Corporal, United States Marine Corps, from this day of June 28, 1969, and all days forward, is entitled to all inalienable rights guaranteed to every citizen under the Constitution of the United States of America.


  Dr. Donnolly stood motionless, tears welling in his eyes.


  Ski wasn’t sure just what had been read to him, and his father’s look of bewilderment grew.


  “The President has granted you citizenship. You’re a U.S. citizen, Ski!”


  The place erupted with shouting, whistling, and metal bedpans and urinals clanging against wheelchairs and bed rails up and down the ward.


  Ski’s father reached for the letter and held it as if it were a newborn baby. His trembling hands gently stroked the words on the page as tears streamed from behind the rims of his glasses.


  “My boy is ceetizen? He eez really a ceetizen of America? You are such a great doctor!” he sobbed, embracing the man who he thought had just given his son this ultimate gift.


  Ski could only lay back, motionless, tears trickling down the deepened crevices of the crow’s feet of his scrunched face.


  Two Shades of Purple


  “INCOMING! INCOMING!”


  A wheelchair and its operator came crashing through the swinging double doors. The young Marine snapped the chair skyward in a perfectly balanced position and began spinning in circles like a mechanical Weebles doll. The boy and machine were like one.


  He had absolutely nothing left of his legs and sat on a pillow, half on what was left of his ass and half on his lower back. His pajama bottoms were cut and folded into a triangle and pinned at the sides like a diaper. A large, manila envelope was tucked safely between the pillow and his right hip, the corners bent and frayed from so much handling.


  The pilot was Lance Corporal Alonzo Labonte, as Italian as they come: jet-black, wavy hair, skin the color of light copper, large olive-black eyes, and a boyish but handsome face.


  Lance Corporal Labonte had been on Ward 2B for almost six months. His home now was at the far end of the hospital in one of the rehab wards. He was known to everyone as Big Al.


  Before the explosion, Big Al stood five foot six and weighed just over a hundred and thirty pounds. He was now a little over three feet high and weighed maybe sixty pounds. He had both full arms and no shrapnel wounds. He had a smile that never took a break, and anyone who came within talking distance was a friend. He also had his dick. He said that was reason enough to smile.


  Big Al was on his assigned duty routine—to announce the incoming of the next occupant to Ward 2B and deliver the documentation ahead of the patient so everyone could prepare for his arrival.


  “Incoming! Incoming!” he shouted as he blew past our beds and glided over to Miss Berry and her paperwork.


  “Thank you, Al, we’ve been expecting you,” she replied.


  Two corpsmen wheeled the new patient into the second slot to the left of Miss Berry and her cluttered desk. She went over to the new arrival and placed her hand on his arm just above the IV puncture; a catheter tube curled down the side of the bed.


  “How are you feeling?” she asked.


  “Not bad, ma’am,” he said.


  He was in a full body cast, chin to toes. Both legs were completely covered in plaster with a bar across the middle just above his knees. The plaster cast shell covered his entire torso and chest. The only parts sticking out were his two full arms and his head. He looked like a giant white turtle stuck on its back.


  “Hey Big Al,” Earl Ray motioned. “What’s the new guy got?”


  “Two broken femurs and busted pelvis, motorcycle. He was home on leave from AIT before going to ’Nam.”


  “A non-combat moderfucker,” Ski laughed, looking at Earl.


  “Yeah, but he’s a Marine,” Earl said, looking at me.


  “What difference does it make?” Big Al said. “Makes no difference, man. We’re all here for the same reason. We got fucked up, and we gotta get on with shit, that’s all.”


  “What’s his name?” I asked.


  “Roger George,” Big Al said. “Just made Lance before he went home.”


  “What the fuck kind of name is Roger George?” Earl chided.


  “What the fuck kind of name is Earl Ray?” Big Al shrugged.


  “Fuck you,” Earl shrugged back.


  “Like I said, what difference does it make?” Big Al smiled, popping his wheelchair straight up.


  “How’s everything out on the rehabs?” Earl Ray asked.


  “Same old shit, Earl. Be glad when you get back out there. I need somebody to beat at Spades.”


  “You couldn’t beat me in a chair race,” Earl chided. “I haven’t heard when they’re moving me back out, but when they do, I’ll race you down the ramps.”


  “You got a deal,” Big Al smiled, spinning in circles like a Tilt-a-Whirl.


  “And I don’t need a head start, either,” Earl smiled, showing the bulging muscles in his right arm.


  “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Big Al grinned as he let the chair down easy and disappeared off the ward.


  Roger George was a welcome sight for me. Maybe he was a Marine, but at least now I wasn’t the only non-combat person on the ward. A motorcycle accident, to boot. Thank God he wasn’t run over by a tank during advanced infantry training, I thought.


  His bed was across the center aisle and slightly off to my right. I couldn’t wait until his last pain shot wore off so I could get acquainted. Safety in numbers, I had always heard.


  Miss Berry went over to Roger George’s bed with Doc Miller; they both had a puzzled look.


  “When’s the last time you had a bowel movement, Roger?” Miss Berry asked.


  “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t think I’ve had one since the motorcycle flipped.”


  “Oh, boy!” Miss Berry said. “That’s not good.”


  “Six days and you haven’t gone yet!” Doc exclaimed.


  “Guess I just haven’t had to,” he said with his turtle head bobbing upward.


  “Stand back. Stand the fuck back!” Bobby Mac hooted. “The new guy’s going to get it!”


  Miss Berry took hold of Roger’s arm. “You poor soul,” she said, and winked at him as she picked up the clipboard at the foot of his bed.


  “Three tablespoons of castor oil. You want it in grape juice or plain?” she smiled.


  “Grape juice, I guess,” he said, swallowing hard.


  She took it over to him herself, and I wasn’t sure if she was enjoying this or if she wanted to make sure he drank the entire concoction.


  I had my introduction to the stuff about a week before. It was like drinking motor oil. The castor oil had separated from the grape juice and was floating on top. The instant it hit my tongue, my brain put the rejection fluids on autopilot, and I nearly choked on the flood of saliva. It tasted and felt like a raw slimy fish was caught in my throat.


  Roger drank it down in a couple of gulps and chased it with the grape juice, almost puking the stuff back up. He squirmed in the turtle-shell cast and tried to spit some of it out, but Miss Berry tapped under his chin and forced the rest down.


  Ski and Bobby Mac were making howling noises as Doc came over and gave Roger a hypodermic, right on schedule. Later that night, Roger would be awakened by a watery spray of diarrhea filling his bed sheets. The third shift corpsmen wouldn’t be happy.


  Miss Berry patted Roger on the arm and said not to worry about Ski and Bobby Mac; they had their turn already, or they were going to get a second dose.


  “Okay, you two, serenade me with my favorite song,” Miss Berry said as she stood between Ski and me.


  We had done this a few times before; once Doc had told us her favorite singer and favorite song, we surprised her with our own rendition.


  Ski and I started in unison.


  “Please release me, let me go, for I don’t love you anymore. To live our lives would be a sin, so release me, and let me love again.” It was the staple song of Engelbert Humperdinck, and Miss Berry joined in.


  The boos and hisses started before we could finish, and Miss Berry bounced away, clapping and smiling.


  Ski and I went into our duet again, only louder this time.


  “I’ll release you!” Earl Ray jabbed. “I’ll put you both out of your misery!”


  We ramped up the volume.


  Shit started flying at us from everywhere: empty milk cartons, rolls of toilet paper, boxes of Kleenex, a pair of socks. Doc Miller threw a plastic puke tray from behind the nurses’ station.


  Ski and I did a high-five in the air space between us; we could ramp it up again as soon as Miss Berry was back on the ward.


  The day shift tidied up as usual before leaving us to the partial crew at 1600. Doc Miller would often hang around and help out for another half-hour or so. He came out of the back room after changing into his dress whites, drying his hands with a towel, and hastened his step toward Ski.


  “Got another surprise for you, Ski, my man!” he said.


  “Dwhat eeze it now? You going to take me home weeth you?” Ski smirked.


  “No, it’s even better than that,” Doc replied.


  “Nothing could be better dthan getting out of here.”


  “That will come in due time. Right now, it’s due time for something else,” Doc said.


  “Dwhy don’t you guys just leef me alone?” Ski said, raising one eyebrow and squinting at Doc, who was headed toward the brown double doors.


  Doc Miller pulled opened the doors as Miss Berry and a hard-jawed Marine gunny sergeant, decked out in full Marine Corps dress blues, paraded in. The gunny had a small rectangular box in one hand.


  Miss Berry led the man over to Ski’s bedside and introduced him.


  “Nice to meet you, Marine,” he said with a slow, hard tone.


  “Am I een some kind of trouble?” Ski asked, his accent growing with his uneasiness.


  “Not at all, young man,” stoked the gunny. “I’m here to present this to you. The Order of the Purple Heart medal. It’s for the sacrifice you made for our nation. Please wear it proudly.” He shook Ski’s hand hard and gently placed the small box on Ski’s lap.


  Ski looked at the purple enamel heart with the brass cameo bust of George Washington emblazoned in its center.


  Before he could get out his thank you, the gunny had already turned away and headed toward the doors. Miss Berry took Ski’s hand.


  “It’s not every day that I get to be a part of this. Most of the time, it’s given before you guys arrive here. Ski, thank you, and please do wear it with pride. Every one of you, wear yours with all the pride in the world,” she said as she walked through the green and white tiled entryway, tears welling in her eyes.


  Earl Ray climbed down into his chair, removed a small box from under the letters from Jennifer, and quietly made his way over to Ski.


  “You, me, and all the others in here with this, this is who we are.” Earl Ray’s voice had an eerie sarcasm to it that made Ski uneasy. “Take a good look at it, man.”


  Ski cupped the Purple Heart in his hand like a baby bird, staring at it for almost a full minute.


  “Sometimes, it feels broken,” Earl said, mostly to himself.


  “Dwhat do dyou mean?” Ski asked, looking at Earl with a puzzled grin.


  “Sometimes it feels like it’s broken. You know, like it’s all for nothing. Like you’ve been fucked.”


  “Dyou are djust feeling Jendeefer, man,” Ski said.


  “Shit, I’ve been feeling this way long before that,” Earl said.


  “Well, I think eet’s all about Jendeefer. Dyou should be proud of dyour Purple Heart.”


  “Yeah, that’s what they keep telling me,” Earl said.


  “Who’s dthey?” Ski asked.


  “Those dumb, fucking shrinks they make me go to, who else?”


  “They know what they are talking about. You should leesten to them,” Ski responded, his accent thickening with his growing uneasiness.


  “They don’t know a goddamn thing. Trying to tell me my two legs and arm are worth this little piece of purple and brass. It ain’t why I joined the Corps. I just wanted to be like my old man. Be a Marine, go to war, and come home and just fucking live out my life. Nobody said I’d come back like this. And they think this Purple Heart is supposed to make me feel better? They’re the ones that are out of their fucking minds.”


  “Dyou shouldn’t feel that way,” Ski offered, almost apologetically.


  Ski and Earl Ray had not heard the portable phone ringing about three beds down. “Hey, Earl!” Doc called out. “It’s for you.”


  “Who’s calling me?” Earl said with a look of slight anger.


  “Don’t know. She wouldn’t say,” Doc said with a grin, holding the phone up.


  Earl melted back into his wheelchair and tossed his Purple Heart onto his bed. He glanced quickly at Ski. Ski smiled that instant, toothless smile that made you feel good.


  “Brding the phone down here, Doc!” Ski yelled.


  Earl stiffened up and rolled cautiously around his bed, keeping an eye on Doc and the waiting call. Doc began pulling the privacy curtains around Earl’s bed.


  “Don’t need to do that, Doc,” he said. “This won’t take long.”


  “Hello?” he said with a forced harshness as he cradled the phone with his shoulder and his left arm stump. He reached up and took the Purple Heart off the blanket and gently placed it in the bottom drawer with Jennifer’s letters.


  “Oh, hi, Jen, I thought it might be you.” The air from the corner of his mouth snapped at the receiver. “…I’m doing okay…Not since you were here…No need to be sorry. You didn’t do anything anyone else wouldn’t have done…Sorry, Jen. I didn’t mean that…Yeah, I’ve been doin’ a lot of thinking, too,” his voice trembled. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” he said, still cradling the phone against his chin and left shoulder.


  A quick blast of air from the corner of his mouth pushed at the receiver, and it slipped off his shoulder, banging to the floor.


  “Son of a bitch!” he said as he tried to grab it with his left half-arm. Earl instinctively slid off his chair, picked up the receiver, and sat on the floor.


  “Sorry, Babe, I dropped the phone…Yeah, I guess I did call you Babe…” he said with another snap of air at the mouthpiece. “No, I don’t want you to come up, Jen…You know why…I need a lot of time. A lot of time, Jen…Yeah, I’m getting your letters…Sure, call me when you can…No, Jen, I can’t call you, not for a while…Okay, Jen…Bye.”


  “Dyou are a dlucky guy, Earl,” Ski said. “She eez a special woman, dyou know. Dyou should call her back.”


  “Yeah, some day. Some day when I’m feeling lucky.”


  A Festered Hair


  “I KNOW IT’S a couple of days from now, Ski, but we’ve got a Fourth of July surprise for you,” Dr. Donnolly grinned.


  Ski scrunched his forehead down and peered at him.


  “It’s good news, Ski. Your legs are doing well enough we’re going to remove the upper half of the casts. We’ll take this stabilizer bar out from between your legs, too. You’ll be able to bend your knees. We have to keep the rods in for now, though.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Ski grinned proudly. He gave a long exhale as his entire body relaxed into the mattress.


  “It’s even better,” Dr. Donnolly smiled. “We’re going to attach rubber heels to the bottom of both casts. Get you ready to stand up.”


  Ski sat up and put his hand out. “Thank you, sir. Thank you.”


  When they wheeled Ski back onto the ward, Miss Berry and Doc Miller were waiting to greet him. They helped the two corpsmen roll his bed back into the empty slot; Ski was riding high, grinning from ear to ear. He was sitting straight up, legs bent, his knobby knees pointing toward the ceiling; his powder-white skinny thighs, naked to the world, were proudly on display.


  “You’ll catch a cold like that,” Miss Berry winked, tugging at his pajama top to pull it down over his crotch a bit.


  “But eet feels good on my legs,” Ski grinned, pulling the garment just slightly back over the top of his thighs.


  “No modesty among this bunch,” she said.


  Miss Berry grabbed Doc Miller by the arm and walked him over to the nurses’ station.


  “Okay, everyone, let’s get this ward ready…and get this over with,” Miss Berry sighed.


  It was the Friday of the Fourth of July weekend, and the big brass was coming up. Doc Miller was extra nervous, and the part of Miss Berry that wore an officer’s uniform was being forced to the surface. She was openly uncomfortable as she moved down the freshly polished center aisle with a rigid focus that we had never seen in her before.


  All the bed sheets were changed, the beds wiped down, clean pajamas for everyone, and all the nightstands rid of everything not government-issued. It was an informal inspection, but everyone knew the brass was expecting to be received as if royalty was passing through.


  “Hey, Doc,” Earl Ray called out.


  “Yeah, what is it, Earl?”


  “We know the brass is coming up, but who is it?”


  “These are the big guys. The admiral and his staff from Norfolk headquarters.”


  “I’ve never seen an admeeral,” Ski said. “I don’t think they are allowed in ’Nam!”


  “Non-combat motherfuckers, all of ’em,” Earl Ray said.


  “Just like me,” I said with a little sarcasm.


  “No, not quite like you,” Earl said. “At least you went through boot camp. These guys wouldn’t know a boot if it kicked ’em in the ass.”


  “Ain’t that some shit,” Bobby Mac hooted. “We must be real important if an admiral is coming.”


  “Yeah,” Earl Ray said. “We’re supposed to think they give a shit.”


  Every bed in which the guy was able to sit up was cranked to a forty-five-degree angle. The shades were raised to exactly the middle of the windows, and the beds were aligned as perfectly as possible up and down and across the ward.


  The nurses’ station was cleared of all paperwork, and Miss Berry fidgeted in the chair, just wanting to get this over with. She had been through brass visits before, but this one was her first as the nurse-in-charge of an entire floor.


  She patted the desk like a drum roll and started toward us. “I want you guys to be on your best behavior today,” she said, smiling. “These guys should only be here for a few minutes, and everything will be back to normal.”


  She gave us a smile from the open doorway. “Wish me luck. I’ll be back up here with them in ten minutes.”


  Six of them strutted through the doors with the admiral in front. He had more gold braids and decorations than a Macy’s window Christmas tree. He took about ten paces onto the ward and stood rigid, looking down to his right at Earl Ray. Earl was sitting up at a neat forty-five-degree angle, staring down at his half-left leg.


  The admiral turned and faced Earl. “Where’s your salute, young man?”


  We weren’t sure if we had heard him right.


  “I said, where’s your salute, young man?” he said again, moving closer to the foot of Earl’s bed.


  Earl Ray Higgins sat up straight, placed the fingers of his right hand above his brow, elbow straight out from his shoulder with his left arm stump jetting out from under his pajama sleeve. He snapped down a hard, sharp salute, never looking up from his stare.


  It came out of me like a snake striking at prey.


  “Are you shittin’ me?” I blurted.


  Earl Ray, Ski, and Bobby Mac—all three let out a “Holy shit!” At least that’s what I heard. I was certain the rest of the ward hunkered down. The full reality of what I had just done hit me. My gut went into spontaneous combustion, and my balls shriveled like raisins.


  The admiral stepped past Ski and stood cadaver-like at the foot of my bed, staring at me from under the gold, scrambled-egg bill of his cap. He turned to Miss Berry; her face had melted like wax.


  “What is that you have to say?” he barked at me.


  “With all due respect, sir, I think you’re the one who should be saluting him,” I blurted out.


  My balls were now the size of grape seeds.


  “I want this man up for Captain’s Mast as soon he’s able,” he commanded at a volume meant to make certain the whole ward would hear it.


  He raised his head slightly, burning an arrogant stare at me as if I was a bedpan, and turned away.


  Ski, Earl Ray, and Bobby Mac had smiles like Cheshire cats. Roger George’s eyes were the size of cotton balls.


  Miss Berry floated passed the end of my bed, just shaking her head.


  The admiral and his posse completed their tour, and I suppose they got a medal for it. As they passed my bed on their way out, a Lt. Commander, the lowest-ranking one of the group, lifted my clipboard and read my name out loud. I returned his smirk with a fuck-you look. He tossed the clipboard onto my bed and shuffled off the ward with Miss Berry, the admiral, and the rest of his entourage.


  Before the doors had fully closed, Ward 2B erupted in ovation.


  “Holy shdit!” Ski yelled. “What deed you do, man?”


  “That was fucking unbelievable, Shoff!” Earl Ray said.


  “I can’t believe they would come in here and expect you guys to salute them. Who the hell do they think they are?”


  “Shoff, you are beaucoup dinky dau!” Bobby Mac howled. “You’re a crazy motherfucker! You got balls as big as that brass’s ribbon rack!”


  “I wouldn’t know, man. Right now I can’t find ’em.” I said, reaching down between my legs.


  “You’re all right by me,” Earl Ray said. “Non-combat motherfucker or not, I can’t believe you did that.”


  “Man, I can’t believe what you just did!” Roger shouted from across the aisle, his eyes still bulging.


  Another ovation clambered up and down the floor.


  Ski sat up in bed and gave me a salute. It felt great.


  “Thanks, Ski, but I’ve got my ass in big trouble, and it’s Miss Berry I’m worried about,” I said. “I don’t know what’s she’s going to say to me.”


  “Ain’t that some shit!” Bobby Mac said. “Beaucoup dinky dau Shoff!” He raised his right leg under the sheet and let go a big fart. “Keep talking, admiral, we’ll find you!” The laughter roared off the walls.


  “Shoff is right, you know,” Moose bellowed. “We don’t have to salute those sonsabitches! What are they going to do? Send us to ’Nam?” The laughter shifted into a series of “Damn right!”


  Miss Berry returned through the brown double doors and the ward went silent. She walked straight over to me, bent down, and whispered in my ear.


  “I will deny that I ever said this, but thank you.”


  She walked back through the brown double doors, and a festering, belligerent mood was warming up on Ward 2B.


  N P O


  ROGER GEORGE’S TWO broken femurs weren’t healing properly. If they continued the way they were, Roger’s legs would bow like a wishbone. Dr. Donnolly recommended a new surgical procedure. Some guy named Schneider had developed a method for inserting a steel rod down through the center of the femur, from hip to knee; they called it a “Schneider nail.”


  Each rod was measured precisely to the femur length, and an incision was made down the outside of the thigh where the rod would be inserted through the thigh muscle and into the broken femur. It was then pushed up through the hip bone and drawn out through an incision made in the cheek of the butt. The top and bottom fragmented bone pieces were aligned by X-ray, and the rod was drilled through the center of the femur, down to the knee joint. Roger really had no choice if he ever wanted to walk upright again.


  Roger’s first surgery was planned for a Tuesday, and the Saturday night ahead of his surgery, one of the frequent visitors to the rehab wards had dropped off a couple of bottles of orange-flavored vodka. Big Al, bartender on wheels, rolled his chair around Ward 2B as each guy took a couple swigs.


  Roger thought he would show everybody how well he could hold his liquor, despite the fact that he had just gotten a pain shot about an hour earlier. It wasn’t ten minutes after his last swallow of the syrupy liquor that his vomit came up and flooded down the inside of his body cast. He lay in it all night, and when Dr. Donnolly discovered the smell the next morning, we were all sentenced to the cast changing.


  Instead of hauling Roger upstairs to where the casts were normally sawed off and replaced, Dr. Donnolly changed it right on the ward. He removed the cast in the back room and rolled Roger and his bed up and down Ward 2B so anyone who might have been involved could get a good nostril full of the day-old vomit and the three-week-old dead skin. Big Al was nowhere to be found.


  We were warned of any continuing alcohol usage on the ward. Dr. Donnolly made a personal plea to us about the dangers of mixing vodka with morphine. No more alcohol made its way to a patient who was taking injected pain medicine. Dr. Donnolly did not include the episode in his journal or in Roger’s chart.


  It was decided to put the rods in Roger’s legs a week apart. A Schneider nail was put into my left femur two days after Roger’s first surgery.


  The surgeries went perfectly, and Roger George and I were two of the first known human beings to have steel rods in our femurs. Dr. Donnolly had done his magic, and I was now free of the traction pin and cables, and Roger was free of the turtle-shell suit. It wouldn’t be long until we had our own wheelchairs.


  “Can you put those things in my dlegs?” Ski asked Dr. Donnolly.


  “I’m sorry, Ski. No one has invented a procedure for shin bones. You need a hollow bone like the femur for this surgery.”


  It had been nearly three months since Ski had been added to our row of beds on Ward 2B. Smoking was no longer permitted inside the hospital, and time seemed to gather somewhere above us toward the ceiling. The hours, days, nights, and weekends merely floated away.


  It was just another typical day on the ward—wheelchairs spinning along the center thoroughfare, their skilled pilots moving forward with chores and errands meant only to occupy time and thought. Some were headed off the ward and down to physical therapy, others moving slowly along the rows of beds looking for someone who needed someone to talk to or someone who would listen.


  The old ladies came from the Red Cross, their wrinkled lips forever smeared with bright red lipstick, handing out paperbacks, chewing gum, candy bars, and crackers with peanut butter. They always smiled, never stayed long, and seldom said a word. They enjoyed very much what they were doing.


  Doc Miller was everywhere as usual. He moved with the speed and ease that comes only from the total knowledge of his duty and a keen, familiar instinct of all things around him. We had a new corpsman that had just arrived for his three weeks of on-the-job training.


  Welcome to your world for the next four years. If you’re really lucky, you’ll stay stateside. We told the kid he better realize how lucky he was to get assigned to Doc’s ward. He just had that helpless look you might imagine of someone who took a wrong turn into a dark alley and had no way out.


  The last thing Doc needed this week was a new guy to baby-sit. Not that he didn’t take this part of his duties seriously. He knew this kid might end up with a Marine unit in Vietnam someday.


  Doc Miller had an obligation to himself to make sure this kid learned as much as possible and learned it well. And Doc had some say as to whether or not the trainees had what it would take to join a combat unit. The better you were as a corpsman, the more likely you were to go to Vietnam. It was ironic; the farther down the graduation rank, the better the duty station. It didn’t take long for some guys to catch on.


  Ski was to take his first steps today on his rubber-heeled half-casts. He had been smiling all morning; a brand new pair of crutches was leaning against the nightstand. Doc Miller brought over a wheelchair for Ski’s first launch to an upright position.


  “Ready for this?”


  “A Madrine eez aldways ready,” Ski barked.


  “Hop in.”


  Doc Miller helped Ski slide his legs over the edge of the bed, careful to keep them from bumping against the bed frame or into each other. Ski sat looking down past his legs at the floor as if it were a bottomless pit.


  He took a deep breath and slowly eased himself closer to the edge. Doc Miller cradled the bottom of Ski’s legs under his arms, staring cat-like at the rods. Ski leaned over to grasp the far armrest of the waiting chair. His arms, atrophied from weeks of no activity, began to quiver from his weight. He made a half turn back to the bed and forced his left elbow and forearm against the mattress.


  “I’m slipping, Doc!”


  “Hold on, Ski. Let me get these up,” Doc said as he grunted and lifted the heavy plaster legs upward.


  Ski scooted his ass away from the edge of the waiting abyss as far and as fast as he could.


  “You okay, Ski?” Doc asked. “Damn, I’m sorry, Ski.”


  Ski sat resting against the raised head of the bed, sweat dripping from his nose.


  “I’m okay, Doc. Let’s try eet again.”


  “You sure? We can wait for another day.”


  “Let’s do eet.”


  Ski took a drink from the water pitcher, took a deep breath, and Doc Miller cradled his plaster lower legs under both arms for a second try.


  “You sure you’re ready for this?” Doc asked.


  “A Marine is aldways ready.”


  Ski sat tall in the wheelchair, almost laughing with pride, the rubber heels on the bottom of his casts rested on the floor.


  Doc Miller grabbed the crutches and handed them to Ski, smiling like someone about to become a new father.


  Ski was about to stand upright for the first time since the explosion. He couldn’t remember what it was like to be on his feet. His instincts told him it would be easy. Just grab the hand grips, thrust with your upper body, and push your legs upward. No sweat.


  He made a fist around the padded hand grips and slowly began pushing upward as Doc supported him from the front. Ski was standing for the first time since his buddy tripped the booby trap wire five months ago. He looked at Doc Miller with gleaming hazel eyes and a toothless smile.


  Suddenly, his smile collapsed, and his eyes squeezed into paper slits. His entire body began shuddering, not from his weakened physical state, but from the ground and air that he thought was thundering around him.


  The blast of the land mine went off in his brain like a blinding inferno. It thundered through his head in white-hot pain. He was spitting at the metallic, smoky taste scraping his tongue. The flashback sent piercing shrapnel ripping through his legs and teeth; his nostrils were flaring from the phantom smells of pungent gunpowder and burning dirt.


  Sweat came gushing from every pore of Ski’s body. He flung the crutches into the air. Survival instincts and the razor edge of combat had taken over.


  Doc Miller reached for him, but it was too late. Ski plummeted to the floor, crawling on his stomach and dragging his heavy plaster-covered legs under my bed. Doc raced to the cabinet to ready a hypodermic.


  “My dlegs! My dlegs! Corpsman! Corpsman! Over here! I’ve been heet!”


  The cries stabbed against my back from underneath my bed as I squirmed to reach down for Ski. He came crawling out on the other side, banging the rods against the floor and bumping his right cast into the nightstand.


  The look on his face was that of a wounded animal. His eyes were glaring, searching with fear and pure survival. He was measuring his surroundings. His nostrils were making a slurry, sucking noise, and his jaws were locked so tight you could hear his teeth mesh. He was ready to kill anything and anybody that moved.


  Then it was gone.


  Ski slid forward, lying prone on the cold, hard floor, his face pushed against the nightstand, looking confused and bewildered.


  It was only for an instant. The pain came rushing up his legs and into his consciousness like a fireball.


  “Corpsman! Corpsman!” The cries for help bounced off the nightstand and echoed like an empty silo. Ski reached for the hole in his mouth where his front teeth used to be. “Corpsman!” he choked as his fingers probed for the back of his throat.


  Earl Ray had not hesitated. He was over the rail of his bed and onto the floor and crawled under Ski’s bed before Doc had taken five steps. He had moved so quickly, he almost beat Ski out from under my bed. The two were huddled together, Earl Ray leaning against the nightstand, his fellow Marine safe in his grasp.


  Earl Ray was cradling Ski’s head with his left half-arm, assuring him everything was okay. “It’s over Ski. It’s over. They can’t get you here.”


  Ski’s lips formed the word “corpsman” again and again, but nothing came out. His breathing was hard and deep, his stomach heaving with convulsions.


  Ski’s dog tags and Star of David pendant had snapped from his neck and were coiled on the floor next to Ski. Earl Ray reached down and clutched the beaded chain in his right hand.


  “It’s over, Ski,” Earl assured him. “The bastards can’t get you here.”


  Doc was on his knees, leaning against Earl, injecting the hypodermic into Ski’s arm. It was the good stuff. Ski’s grip on Earl had relaxed, and Earl, through the pride and love of a fellow Marine, began brushing Ski’s close-cropped hair, the dog tags and Star of David clanging happily below Earl Ray’s elbow.


  I was staring down in awe and wonderment. It was a selfless act of one man taking care of another. No hesitation, no questioning, nothing in return. It was the deepest connection between two human beings I’ve ever witnessed. Earl looked up at me, and I looked back with the stone-cold reality that I would forever be an outsider.


  Doc Miller and two other corpsmen lifted Ski back into bed and Doc called down for the portable X-ray cart. He immediately began making out the report, being extra careful not to leave anything out.


  Dr. Donnolly was on the ward as soon as he had finished in OR. Doc Miller had ordered the head corpsman in radiology to get the word about Ski’s flashback and fall to Dr. Donnolly. For the large number of patients and the massive size of the U.S. Naval hospital, it was still a tight network of military efficiency that fostered immediate communications.


  “How are you doing, Ski?” Dr. Donnolly asked, leaning over Ski and touching the casts over his legs as if to feel inside.


  “Nawt too bad,” Ski responded in a sluggish voice.


  “We need to take some X-rays right away, Ski. I have to see if anything serious is going on in there,” Dr. Donnolly said, almost apologizing. “That means we need to lift your legs up a bit. You ready to let us take a look?”


  “A Marine is always ready,” Earl Ray said, sitting on the edge of his bed.


  “Damn dright,” Ski whispered, trying to smile.


  Dr. Donnolly ordered a dose of morphine. Several X-rays of both legs were snapped and hurried down for processing.


  Earl Ray lay on his side, keeping an eye on his friend and brother-in-combat.


  Ski slept restlessly over the next hour, fluctuating between the searing pain and the effective power of the drugs.


  Dr. Donnolly came through the double doors holding a brown manila envelope marked with large red letters: RADIOLOGY. He pulled the cloth curtain around Ski’s bed.


  The ten minutes seemed like an hour. Dr. Donnolly pulled the curtains open and scribbled something in the bulging clipboard and quietly left the ward.


  Ski looked over at Earl Ray and slowly toward me and back to Earl Ray.


  “A Marine eez always ready,” he said.


  Nothing was said the rest of the evening, and most of us just shoved our evening chow around the compartments of the metal food trays. Around 1800 hours, the nurse on duty came over to Ski’s bed, and the worst of our thoughts and the shock of the reality for Ski, was taped to his bed frame—a small, square piece of blue paper with the letters “NPO.”


  If you had been on Ward 2B for more than one day, you knew what it meant: Non Per Os, nothing by mouth—the first step in preparation for surgery the next day. Ski’s supper turned cold in the food cart.


  Early the next morning, Ski was readied for surgery, and he and his bed were rolled off the ward headed for OR and the amputation of the lower half of his right leg. He reached over and shook my hand. “Weesh me good luck.”


  I couldn’t say anything.


  Earl Ray was sitting in his wheelchair and rolled over to Ski as they pushed his bed past him. He whispered to Ski and shook his hand.


  The empty slot where Ski’s bed had been looked like a gigantic hole in the ground. I hadn’t realized, at least for me, how close we had become and how much I missed him being there. I prayed they would start his surgery and realize they had made a mistake.


  It was around three in the afternoon when they brought Ski back to his place between Earl Ray and me. He was still very sluggish from the surgery and was puking up green bile from the anesthesia. Doc was the first to welcome him back to the ward. He took his vitals and helped him with a drink of water. Doc put his hand on Ski’s shoulder and apologized for letting him down. “I’ll make it up to you somehow, Ski,” he said as he slowly backed away and headed toward the green and white tiled entryway.


  Earl Ray had spent the morning repairing Ski’s dog tag chain and polishing the Star of David pendant. He slid down into his wheelchair and rolled slowly over to Ski. As he slipped the shiny metal beads over Ski’s head, he took Ski’s right hand and whispered, “Welcome to the club, my friend.”


  Incoming!


  THE SHINING BRIGHT silver spokes and chrome handles flashed like sparklers as the foot pedals spun out of control just off the floor. Big Al came out of the third spin and touched down the front wheels with the precision of a fighter pilot landing on an aircraft carrier. The chair glided forward, took a lightning left turn, and rolled to a slow stop at the nurses’ station desk.


  “Incoming! Incoming!” he announced with the volume and diction of a court bailiff as he pushed the bulging envelope onto the nurses’ station desktop. The envelope housed the paper trail of yet another young combatant, a reverse chronology of his journey from the jungle to the operating room. It was five inches of official procedure, a neat little package of all the critical details of his wounds, his surgeries, his amputations, and his chances of survival.


  Big Al idled in front of the desk and flirted with Lt. Rowland, nurse-in-charge of the 1600-to-midnight duty.


  Miss Rowland had a sure posture about her, perfectly upright with shoulders straight back and firm. Her long, gleaming hair, rolled up like thick folds of shiny black taffy, lay firmly pinned beneath a gold-braided nurse’s cap. Her crisp white uniform fit her slim body with the same tightness as her posture. She was much too beautiful to be in here, and the sullen look in her eyes was much too mature for her young, lovely face.


  Big Al would push as close as he would dare against the barrier between enlisted and officer, nurse and patient, with his flirting. Lt. Rowland would maneuver past the compliments with grace and with the same crispness of her uniform.


  “You’re too beautiful to be sitting in here all evening. You and me, Linda, we’re meant to be. Fate put us here. You believe in fate? I do. Fate took my legs. Fate’s gonna get ’em back for me. You get off at midnight, right? As fate would have it, I get off at midnight, too. So it’s a date?”


  “It’s Lt. Rowland, Corporal Labonte.” It wasn’t a put-down. Her voice was soft with just the right level of discipline. It was easy to sense her respect for these wounded young men but also her respect for military code. It wasn’t just the uniform and the officer’s gold braid across her nurse’s cap that separated her from us; it was the total differences in family, education, affluence, opportunity, and fate.


  “Yes, ma’am,” he half-apologized. “Al…I mean, Lance Corporal Labonte, requesting permission to leave, ma’am.”


  “Permission granted—Al.”


  She didn’t notice Big Al’s flirting wink. She hadn’t looked up. She was suddenly flushed with an uneasy feeling about the patient soon to be an occupant on Ward 2B.


  Lt. Rowland slowly opened the envelope and emptied the contents onto the desk, carefully keeping the history in order. The first two pages described the extent of the young man’s injuries and instructions from the last attending doctor on the west coast.


  Lt. Rowland read over the first page with the eye of a scientist examining a slide under a microscope. By the time she had reached the bottom of the page, her head and shoulders had slumped into the desk. She proceeded down page two, and her breathing became shallow and forced. Tears were blurring her ability to read, a reaction unexpected and unwelcome for a nurse and an officer.


  She regained her composure and gently placed the stack of papers on the desk. The emotions that had betrayed her training were pushed below the surface, but the tell-tale traces still showed wet on her cheeks.


  Big Al rolled slowly toward the young nurse, her posture now upright and shoulders square. “You okay, Miss Rowland?”


  “Tell Corpsman Becker I’ll be back in a few minutes. Tell him to have a new patient setup ready and shuffle some beds; I want this slot open.” She hurried down the ward and through the brown double doors.


  Corpsman Becker was the head medic on second shift. He was in the back room steaming out a stack of bedpans. Big Al raced his wheelchair through the doorway and down the short corridor to where Corpsman Becker was finishing up.


  “Miss Rowland left the ward, says she’ll be back in a few minutes. Wants you to have a new setup ready. She’s really upset. Cryin’, too.”


  “What’s going on, Big Al? You drop off papers for incoming?”


  “Yeah, he’s supposed to be in pretty bad shape. I didn’t read anything, but scuttle has it he’s two above the knee and burned pretty bad.”


  Corpsman Becker read over the new patient’s papers: Corporal Jesse P. Hall, both legs blown off above the knees, multiple shrapnel wounds, and third-degree burns over eighty percent of his remaining body.


  The latest arrival to Ward 2B was on his way up.


  The Rotating Bed


  THE SCUTTLEBUTT FLASHED up and down the ward.


  A new arrival was coming up from surgery, and the talk was phosphorous. Big Al scooted and zigzagged his way to the guys who couldn’t hear the chatter easily and repeated what was being whispered across the ward.


  “The guy coming up was hit with a mortar. Got stuck bad with phosphorous. Both legs out. Burned front and back,” Big Al repeated.


  Once the word got around, everyone lay muted, waiting for the brown double doors to swing open.


  A corpsman from OR came through first. He was alone. He walked quickly to the center of the ward and took Becker by the shoulder.


  “Ms. Rowland says we need to rearrange a couple of your guys so we can get the bed coming up next to the nurses’ station,” he told Becker.


  “What is it?” Becker asked.


  “A special bed for burns. He’s pretty bad and has to be watched real close.”


  The beds were shuffled around, and a slot was opened up to the right of the two desks. The nightstand was pushed off the ward, and an electrical cord with a double outlet box was plugged into the wall. The blinds over the window were pulled shut.


  The brown double doors jerked, closed, and jerked again as two corpsmen backed their way in. Becker and the other corpsman each grabbed a door and pushed it against the wall.


  It came through the gaping square hole in slow motion—two shiny chrome hoops, five feet in diameter, separated in the center by a bed of two padded shelves. The bed was mounted on a stainless steel frame with a large electrical motor bolted to the four-wheeled base.


  Lying face down, sandwiched between the two shelves, was twenty-year-old Corporal Jesse P. Hall.


  The pain from all the wounds on the ward eased profoundly at the sight of this man. Every eye was fixed on the chrome-ringed bed and its occupant. Heads and necks were turned as tightly as possible to take in this odd-looking medical advancement. It looked like something from a magician’s act.


  I wondered what it could be and why it was shaped and made that way. Why did the bed have a second plank above Corporal Jesse Hall? It was only inches away from his back. Was it protecting his back from accidents or something new to help heal the burns or the amputations? Was the bed made to roll on the chrome rings instead of on its base?


  Are phosphorous burns as deep and cruel as they say they are?


  My curiosity would eventually turn to fear for the life of Jesse Hall and to hatred for the man who had created such a machine that would make another man suffer so hideously.


  Dr. Donnolly was at the far end of the circular bed as it finished its way inside. Corporal Hall’s head and face were half protruding from under the padded sandwich. His eyes, glossy and drooping, were fixed on the waistband of Dr. Donnolly’s green surgical pants.


  “Careful. Take it slow,” Lt. Rowland said. “Is the space ready?”


  “Yes ma’am, right here,” Becker pointed.


  Dr. Donnolly and the three corpsmen gently rolled the bed into the open slot and locked the wheels down. One of the corpsmen unwound the cord near the motor and was about to plug it into the extension outlet.


  “Wait!” Dr. Donnolly warned. “Make sure the main switch is off to the bed and the safety switch is on!” He reached for the back of the motor panel to check it for himself. His shouting had surprised everyone.


  Dr. Donnolly pulled a chair from around the desk and was sitting face to face with Corporal Hall. They both knew the severity of his pain—Dr. Donnolly from a clinical understanding, and Corporal Hall from the eternal burning of his flesh. He had been burned over eighty percent of his body following the mortar explosion that had taken his legs. The phosphorous spray had covered him like molten jelly.


  Dr. Donnolly had two priorities: keep Jessie Hall comfortable, and keep him from infection.


  The surgery to his legs had taken nearly twice as long as usual. Jesse Hall could not remain on one side of his burned body for more than an hour at a time. He had to be turned over several times during the surgery to relieve the pressure on the melted flesh. The anesthesia would be wearing off soon, and Lt. Rowland had already prepared the next tray of hypodermics with their potent liquids.


  Dr. Donnolly and Lt. Rowland lowered the upper padded platform down to where it pressed against the dressings on Corporal Hall’s backside and tightened it into place. Dr. Donnolly placed his hand on the young man’s head, gave him a couple words of encouragement, went to the back of the bed frame, and turned the main switch to “ON.” He moved to the front and placed his hand on the safety switch. A few more words for Jesse Hall and Dr. Donnolly released the switch. With the motor humming and the patient locked in and sandwiched between the two padded planks, the bed began its slow rotation upward.


  The bed was nearly at a forty-five-degree angle when Corporal Hall began his cries. His own weight was sliding him downward, chafing both sides of his body against the planks, igniting the raw, lava-like pools of flesh and muscle. By the time the plank had reached its highest point, he was straight up and down, and Corporal Jesse Hall’s screams became a continuous deafening plea for mercy.


  “OH GOD! JESUS, KILL ME! STOP! STOP! NOOOO! NOOOOO! KILL ME! KILL ME! JESUS, JUST KILL ME! PLEASE!”


  Jesse Hall’s entire head, the only part of him not squeezed into the padded vise, had turned blood crimson, and the veins on his temples were popping out like rubber hoses. His face contorted and twisted. His mouth gaped open, quaking and gasping for breath. At the peak of the rotation, the blood rushed downward, rippling through his half-body, blazing every nerve ending, his shattered legs throbbing and exploding with pain from the sudden surge of blood.


  “NOOO! KILL ME! LET ME DIE! JESUS, LET ME DIE! OH GOD! SHOOT ME, DOC! HELP ME! LET ME DIE!”


  “Turn it off! Turn it off!”


  “Stop it! Stop it!”


  “Leave him alone!”


  The cries came from every direction. They were repeated over and over, interrupted by sporadic sobbing. Lt. Rowland and Corpsman Becker scurried between beds to calm those they could; others had to be sedated. Those with combat still fresh in their past were pleading the loudest for the mercy of the man in the rotating bed.


  The bed finally reached its mechanical pre-set journey of one hundred eighty degrees, and Corporal Hall was prone, his face still bloated and nearly purple, staring toward the ceiling. Dr. Donnolly loosened the upper plank, releasing the pressure from against Jesse’s stomach and chest. He grabbed the tray of hypodermics and injected him with as much dosage as humanly possible. The powerful medicine went to work instantly, and Lt. Rowland began preparing another tray. The next turnover would be in the opposite direction in about two hours.


  Every man on the ward was begging for a needle. Not for his own pain, but to rid his flesh of the icy bumps and to silence those tortured cries still echoing through the ward.


  Dr. Donnolly, Lt. Rowland, and Corpsman Becker went to work on Corporal Hall’s open wounds and burns, removing the bloody gauze wraps, pulling the dead flesh from around the open thigh muscles, and letting the burns on his chest and stomach cool as much as possible. The twenty-year-old Marine remained quiet and motionless. The drugs would wear off soon.


  We all lay sedated and heavy-eyed, trying to bury the past thirty minutes somewhere in the deepest pits of our minds, somewhere so deep that it would be impossible to dig out.


  The two hours passed unexpectedly fast, and the bed was set on its rotation to return Corporal Jesse Hall onto his stomach again.


  Ward 2B became a crying jungle. No one could bear to see and hear this man suffer so much. A fellow Marine, who they saw suffering more pain than any man should have to endure. His desire for death over pain was understood, and every man cried out for the mercy of death to give him peace.


  Corporal Jesse Hall was rolled out of Ward 2B about an hour after the rotation back to his stomach. We never saw another rotating bed, and if we had, we would have burned it. Corporal Hall was transported to a civilian hospital near his hometown. We never knew if he ever got his wish.


  Earl Ray slipped into his wheelchair, shoulders trembling, his steely blue eyes glossed over with despair. He wheeled silently down the ward and plunged himself into the womb of the solarium. Dr. Donnolly followed him in.


  They emerged twenty minutes later, and Dr. Donnolly looked as if he had lost a favorite son.


  The Solarium


  “C’MON, SHOFF,” Bobby Mac commanded. “Get in that rickshaw of yours and let’s go have a smoke.”


  “It’s raining out, man. Haven’t you noticed?”


  “We ain’t going out,” he said. “We’re going to the room.”


  My heart started pounding and the butterflies churned in my stomach. I felt like I was going to vomit. My hands started trembling.


  “Relax, Shoff. I ain’t taking you to the fucking gallows,” he laughed.


  “Don’t be so sure.”


  At the south end of Ward 2B was a set of tall, square-panel, solid wooden doors leading into the solarium—a sanctuary for anyone able and willing to indulge in the solitude and seclusion of its window-clad half circle. It was completely empty except for three two-foot-high sand-filled ashtrays and one of the beige-colored bedside nightstands. It would comfortably hold up to eight wheelchairs and their occupants.


  The solarium looked over the front lawn of the hospital grounds and the main street in front. Two large oak trees nearly brushed the windows, their branches splintering the visibility of the wide sidewalk below and its constant flow of military and hospital staff pedestrians. The windows would open outward, letting in the night air and a feeling of home. It was referred to only as “the room.”


  The room was off-limits to all hospital staff and anyone not a patient on 2B—or anyone not invited. It was a place to relive and share the nightmares of war. It was a place where it was okay to cry, okay for the guilt to spill out. Okay to hate again, laugh at death, and let your buried nightmares come into your consciousness. It was a place inside the walls of the hospital where men could open their emotional wounds and let the poison seep out.


  It was also a place to make friends, to joke, to laugh, to relax, and to escape the boredom and monotony of life on the ward. No one ever knew who had ordered the solarium off-limits, but Dr. Donnolly and Ms. Berry were given thanks by anyone who had experienced its ability to heal.


  The spontaneous gatherings were reserved for weekends, with the first one generally beginning after evening chow on Fridays. One by one, the solace seekers would quietly slip into their wheelchairs and glide toward the solarium doors with an occasional quick stop at the end of a bed to motion an invitation.


  The decision to join the group for the first time was a giant step that many would never make. It was too difficult, too fresh, and too real to go back in time, to remember out loud, even to fellow Marines. It was easier to just let it stay buried and remain forgotten, at least for now.


  The uneasy sounds of laughter, the screaming shouts of anger, and the hurried cries of anguish flowed eerily from under the doorway. I would listen for every word and sound echoing down the ward, reaching my bedside, as I strained to discern every syllable, and felt only a slight disdain for my eavesdropping.


  Every word, every muffled cry, and every burst of nervous laughter—I shamelessly listened to it all. It was satisfying a perverse curiosity and a deepening need to belong. I wanted to be a part of their brotherhood. But I knew the voices of the young boys coming from behind those confessional doors shared horrible and beautiful life experiences that bonded them ever closer and excluded all others.


  Once inside the solarium, time was of no concern. A gathering could go from a half an hour up to two or three hours. Several packs of cigarettes, their charred, crooked butts filling the ashtray, were telling evidence of a long night of profound emotions and released rage. I longed to join them.


  It was a Saturday evening in late September when Sgt. Bobby Joyce sat over the edge of his bed facing me and motioned with his clubbed right hand.


  “C’mon, Shoff,” he commanded again. “What are you waiting for?”


  Here was the opportunity I had thought about so many nights, the moment I longed for, yet I was hesitating like a kid on a high dive—quivering back and forth, walking to the edge and stepping back.


  This isn’t going into combat, for God’s sake. This is joining a group of guys for a smoke. Yeah, right—this is stepping into a world I know nothing about. A world I don’t belong in, no matter how much I think I should. I’m not part of it, and I don’t have any right being there.


  I swiped the puddle of sweat from my forehead with my pajama sleeve.


  “Don’t you dare fucking say no to me, Shoff,” Sgt. Joyce warned. “Hey, Ski, Shoff’s coming. You want to join us?”


  “I wouldn’t miss eet for nothing,” Ski grinned.


  I rolled my chair tightly behind Bobby Mac, and as we approached Moose’s bed, Bobby Mac pointed toward the solarium. Moose was in his chair before we got the doors open, and he rolled in next to me, with Sgt. Bobby Joyce sandwiching me in on the other side.


  Ski, Earl Ray, and Roger rolled in, and I began to tremble as our half circle took shape.


  “Did you guys call down for Big Al?” Moose asked.


  “He’s on his way up,” Earl Ray said.


  “We’ll wait,” Moose said.


  I felt like I was on sacred ground. As if I had entered a supernatural place that was forbidden for mere mortals like me. I felt as though I had committed a cardinal sin and this was Judgment Day.


  “Smoke ’em if you got ’em,” Bobby Mac said.


  We pulled smokes from our bathrobe pockets, and the blue haze quickly filled the room. The thick smoke swirled lazily overhead and crowded its way out into the damp night air through the only open window.


  Big Al came through the doors and completed the assembly for my first venture into their private and secret world. He gracefully backed in next to Ski just in time to light up a Kool from Ski’s fading cigarette butt.


  It was the most frightening and profound experience of my life.


  Here I was, the pathetic eavesdropper, the shameful dreamer, the great wannabe, the non-combat motherfucker, sitting in the room, encircled by men with the highest measure of dignity, bravery, and honor—men who had made the greater choice.


  Here I was, groping at a selfish desire for unconditional acceptance.


  You self-centered son of a bitch.


  I was suddenly engulfed with an overpowering sense of humility and isolation. Earl Ray had been right all along. I didn’t belong in the same hospital, let alone breathing the same air among them in this hallowed sanctuary. I didn’t dare think of leaving.


  Sit up straight and try not to puke.


  “Hey, Shoff,” Big Al said, smiling. “Earl Ray says you don’t like being called a non-combat motherfucker. Don’t blame you. Earl Ray should worry more about himself instead of looking around at what everybody else has or doesn’t have. Ain’t that right, Earl Ray?”


  Earl was drawing down deep on a Marlboro and squinted out through the lofting smoke. “I’m the one that said we ought to bring him in here, ain’t I? Don’t mean shit to me anymore what anybody’s done. Nothing means shit to me anymore.”


  “Dwhat about Jendeefer?” Ski said, puffing on a newly-lit Winston.


  “What about Jennifer? Open another window, for God’s sake!” Earl said, waving at the smoky air with his left arm stump.


  I turned to open the window behind me, but Moose stopped my chair and went around the half circle opening all of the windows as far as they could open. The cool air rushed in, resuscitating the room.


  “Jennifer ain’t shit either,” Earl said. “I’m just going to get me a whore to live with when I get out of here. Somebody that doesn’t know shit about me and doesn’t want to know.”


  “Okay. Okay. Let’s save it for later,” Moose said. “Big Al, did you bring that care package from your buddies in ’Nam?”


  “Absolutely!” he smiled.


  Big Al delivered a bundle from behind his back and handed it to Moose. It was the size of a small loaf of bread, wrapped in brown paper and tied with twine. It was covered with stamps and addressed to Lance Corporal Al Labonte, FPO Atlantic, Q Ward, U.S. Naval Hospital, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. The handwriting was jagged, like an old man’s with Parkinson’s disease.


  Big Al was getting an occasional care package from his buddies in Vietnam and this one had arrived earlier in the week. The contents were almost always the same: a short letter with combat updates, those wounded or killed, a couple Polaroids of the guys, pictures of dead Viet Cong, and two or three Thai sticks.


  I was about to learn what a Thai stick can do.


  Moose opened the package and handed Earl Ray the photographs. Earl balanced the first two side by side on the arm of his wheelchair and pondered them for a couple of minutes. With a shit-eating grin, he handed them to me.


  It was the first time I had ever seen dead men who had been shot to death or blown up. Four of the dead Viet Cong had been propped up against a thatched building, and the others had been laid out in the dirt. They all looked to be about eighteen or nineteen years old.


  A couple of guys in dirty green fatigue trousers and no shirts were standing over them with their rifles down at their sides; they couldn’t have been more than eighteen or nineteen, either. Earl pointed out to me that two of the dead men in the dirt had had their ears cut off.


  The shirtless Marines in the photos showed no emotion. They were just looking at the camera as if it were a mandatory duty, something that had to be done—hurry up, get it over with, and get on with the day.


  “Ain’t that a pretty sight?” Earl grinned. “Take it in, Shoff. Take as much time as you need, man. You look at it long enough, you may not give a shit, either.”


  I handed the pictures to Ski and just stared at my lap.


  “You wanted to be here, Shoff,” Earl Ray said. “If you don’t like it, now’s your chance to leave.”


  “I ain’t leaving,” I said. “A couple of pictures with dead people ain’t going to make me go. I just don’t want you to hate my guts, Earl. I can’t change who I am and what’s happened.”


  “I don’t hate your guts, Shoff. I just hate who you are,” Earl said. “I hate every motherfucker out there,” he said, pointing out an open window with his Marlboro. “So don’t think you’re so fucking special. If I didn’t want you in here, believe me, you wouldn’t be in here.”


  “You guys don’t know what it means for me to be in this room,” I said, struggling for anything to say.


  “Yes dwe do,” Ski said. “We just weesh you was a Marine.”


  “So,” Moose broke in. “You’re an honorary Marine! You’re in here because we want you in here. We think you’re all right for a non-combat motherfucker,” he grinned.


  I couldn’t help but sit up a little taller in my chair, my nerve endings beginning to feel a little normal again.


  “This doesn’t mean you’re one of us, Shoff,” Earl Ray said. “It just means we don’t mind having you around.”


  “I gave up my chance to be one of you a long time ago,” I said, still fumbling for words. “If it’s all right with you guys, when I get out to the rehabs, I’ll get me a tattoo—“Honorary U.S.M.C.”


  “I’ll go with you and make sure it ain’t too big,” Earl Ray said. “And it can’t be where anyone can see it.”


  “I wouldn’t care if it was on the top of my head,” I told him.


  “Dyou see? That eeze why we like you!” Ski laughed.


  “Now, ain’t that some shit! We got us a genuine honorary by-God fuckin’ Marine!” howled Bobby Mac. “And a fuckin’ relative to boot! Don’t get no better than this, man!”


  Moose had handed the paper wrappings back to Big Al, who was ruffling through the half-empty package for the long-awaited prize inside—four olive green and umber-brown magical leaves twisted in tight spirals.


  Thai sticks are a wonderful blend of some of the finest hemp in the world, lovingly laced with glistening sprinkles of opium. Big Al’s buddies had outdone themselves this time, and I was about to experience just how far beyond the call of duty they had gone.


  Sgt. Bobby Mac held the joint between the thumb and forefinger of his left hand as if it was a poisonous snake. Gently rolling the twisted stick back and forth in his shrunken fingers, plying it into a firm and tight roll, he put it to his lips. Moose lit it with his shiny silver Zippo U.S. Marine Corps logo lighter.


  The sweet aroma filled my nostrils like air passed through angels’ wings. Bobby Mac put it to his lips, inhaled deeply, and passed it to me.


  Its taste was even sweeter than its fragrance. It bathed my tongue like Christmas ribbon candy, and as I inhaled its floating nectar, the rush to my brain was immediate and all-powering. It was far beyond any morphine or painkiller. It was cool, calming, and soothing. Touch, smell, sight, and hearing were super receptive and a profound awareness came over me. My thoughts drifted to the Amber Wall.


  I listened to them as they talked and laughed and spilled their guts about everything and anything. I listened as closely as I could to their stories, my mind drifting to the will of the drug, not sure of how much I had heard or how much I had missed—or even how much I had said. We laughed hard at everything, and at some point Big Al produced a small bottle of Jack Daniels. It didn’t last long.


  After a couple of hours, the Thai stick began to fade and we talked about doing it again. I would wait for the invitation.


  I slept through breakfast, and when I awoke, I saw that Earl Ray’s bed had not been slept in.


  “He’s down to Q dward. Went there last night weeth Big Al,” Ski said. “He mumbled somedthink about getting out of here. Dwe couldn’t stop him. The corpsman had to put him down as AWOL.”


  “Shit, man, we got to do something,” I said.


  “It’s okay, they dwon’t do anything to him,” Ski said.


  “He’s got pills, Thai sticks, and booze, Ski.”


  “Don’t dworry about him, man. He dwill be okay.”


  “I know what could happen. He’s like me. I love the shit, and he may not know when to stop.”


  “We all love the sheet, man. Eet’s okay. We can call down to Q Ward and see.”


  Earl Ray wasn’t there. He was in emergency sick bay. He had rolled his wheelchair off a set of steps, and the stump of his left arm was wide open. His stomach had been pumped of painkillers.


  A corpsman wheeled Earl Ray back on Ward 2B late in the afternoon. As he was rolled into the slot next to the nurses’ station, he made a sideways glance at Ski and raised his head in defiance, blowing out a hard puff of air.


  He was put on strict watch and an even stricter regimen of painkillers. Dr. Donnolly had been called and was on his way.


  “No way, Dr. Donnolly,” Earl Ray said. “It was just too much of everything.”


  “What do you mean by everything?” Dr. Donnolly asked.


  “Just what I said, everything,” Earl replied. “Too much booze, too many pills.”


  “What about too much on your mind? You can’t keep it to yourself and make it through this, Earl.”


  “I made it through ’Nam, I can make it through anything.”


  “I’m going to make sure you see Dr. Frazee. He’s been to Vietnam himself, and he can help you with this. This is an order from an officer,” Dr. Donnolly commanded.


  “He’s a shrink, ain’t he?” Earl stammered. “The shrinks I’m seeing now don’t know shit.”


  “Dr. Frazee is one of the best damn psychologists in the military,” Dr. Donnolly said. “I’ll set it up for first thing tomorrow morning. In the meantime, let’s look at that arm.”


  It wasn’t as bad as we had first heard. The doctor on duty had done a great job. The cup of skin over the end of Earl’s stump had been sewn back in place with just a few stitches. Dr. Donnolly rewrapped the stump, phoned Dr. Frazee, and left the ward.


  “Too much of a good thing, eh Earl?” Bobby Mac chided.


  “You can never get too much of a good thing,” Earl replied.


  “Got that right. Right now, all I want is too much of a good woman!” he laughed.


  “They ain’t all they’re cracked up to be,” Earl shrugged.


  “I just want to be up to their cracks!” Bobby Mac howled.


  “Do you think every fucking thing is funny? Sometimes you irritate the shit out of me.”


  “Now, ain’t that some shit. You got to learn to look at things different, man. The sun’s going to shine whether we’re here to see it or not. They’re still shooting at each other in ’Nam, and it don’t mean shit to us now, does it? The only thing that matters is right now, right here. Just start looking at it that way, and it makes shit a whole lot easier.”


  Earl got down in his chair and headed for the solarium.


  “Anybody care to join me?” he said to nobody.


  “Not where you’re headed, man,” Bobby Mac laughed.


  Inside Looking Out


  THE NOISE OF the busy Saturday traffic, passing pointlessly beyond the cast iron spires of the front gate, hummed through the open solarium windows like coarse sandpaper. A warm afternoon breeze floated our cigarette smoke into lazy cirrus clouds, and an urge to belong, to be a part of something, to be of value, was pushing at the monotony and nothingness of life on 2B.


  It was my third intrusion into the hallowed sanctuary. For some strange reason, the closing of the heavy wooden doors this time gave me a feeling of being trapped.


  “It’s happening, you know,” Earl Ray said.


  “What’s that?” Moose asked.


  “People are beginning to hate us.”


  “Ain’t a damn thing we can do about it.”


  “Yeah, but how can they hate a guy with no legs? What the fuck do they know?”


  “Fuck ’em. We don’t owe them shit, anyway,” Moose said.


  “Ain’t that some shit,” Bobby Mac chimed in. “Their day will come.”


  “You think they ever think they might owe us something?” Earl said. “Fuck no, they don’t,” he answered himself. “They’re spitting on our guys coming home, for Christ’s sake!”


  “Take it easy, man. You don’t want to get worked up over those assholes.”


  “Moose is right, Earl,” Bobby Mac said. “Fuck ’em. They ain’t shit and won’t ever be shit to us.”


  “If I had my legs, I’d track every one of them down and kill those fucking long-hairs with my bare hand,” Earl said.


  “If I had my leg and my arm, I’d just go home and start all over,” Moose said.


  “You mean you’d join the Corps and go back to ’Nam? That’s fucked up,” Earl snapped.


  “No. I didn’t say that. I said I’d start all over again. Just like I’m going to when I get my arm and leg and get out of here.”


  “It ain’t the same,” Earl spat, shifting in his chair.


  “I know it ain’t the same. But it’s what we got and we got to get used to it.”


  “This is what we got, huh?” Earl said as he lifted up his half left leg and speared the air with the stub of his left arm. “I’m supposed to feel lucky because I’ve got my cock? Bullshit.”


  “It’s what we got, Earl,” Moose said. “That, and each other. You think I can do this alone?”


  “I don’t need anybody’s help,” Earl said.


  “We all need someone we can count on. Ain’t that what the Corps drilled into our thick heads?”


  “That’s different.”


  “No difference at all. Remember your first real combat?” Moose asked. “Man, I do. All the rah-rah in the world and I was still scared shitless…well, I’m scared shitless now, my friend.”


  Sgt. Bobby Mac Joyce pointed to his good eye with the thumb on his fingerless hand. “Got to look at what you have, Earl. Not at what you used to have.”


  “You’re right, Moose,” Earl shrugged. “Ain’t nothing different about any of it.”


  Earl Ray sat staring at me, his eyes looking through me—somewhere beyond the solarium walls. I squirmed in my wheelchair feeling like a little boy about to be belt-whipped by his old man, but at that moment, Earl Ray didn’t even know I existed.


  Earl Ray turned to Moose, blowing a puff of air from the corner of his mouth.


  “I did the right thing, you know,” he said. His voice tapered off like the blue cigarette smoke swirling out the windows.


  “You know you did, Earl,” Moose told him. “All of us did.”


  “Yeah, but Jesus, look at me. You know, I still can’t believe it. If I could only go back, get another chance, like it never happened.”


  “It’s okay, Earl. We all feel like that sometimes.”


  Earl Ray lit a cigarette and the white plume sucked toward the open windows, sieving through the screens into a thousand raging streamlets. “What the fuck am I going to do? A man with no legs? One arm? You call this a man?”


  I gave Moose a look asking if I should leave. He shook his head no.


  “You’re a whole lot more of a man than most, Earl. You got to be proud of what you did in ’Nam,” Moose said as he wheeled backwards, forcing his chair against the solarium doors. It wasn’t meant to keep any of us from getting out; it was meant to keep anyone else from getting in. My chest constricted with the thump of Moose’s chair against the doors.


  “Fuck the war. And fuck the medals,” Earl broke out. “Big fucking deal. Pieces of cloth and cheap tin that don’t mean shit. They can’t give me back my arm…my legs, god dammit.”


  “Dyou should be proud of dyour medals,” Ski said. “Dyou did…”


  “I know what I did. I killed enough fucking gooks to protect this country for a century. And what do I get? Salute the fucking brass. Sit tall in your wheelchair. Be proud of what you did for your country. The Marine Corps builds men. Semper Fi. Bullshit. Simple fucking bullshit.”


  “No matter dwhat, Earl, you got us,” Ski tried to assure him.


  Earl Ray took a long pull on the Marlboro and never looked up. “It was the right thing to do, right? What else could I have done? It’s what I wanted, man…to be a Marine. Now, I just count my blessings. At least I have my cock. Both eyes are perfect, right? No shrapnel to the head or face. Man, how fuckin’ lucky can I be? I’m still alive, right? So what’s my bitch? Fuck the legs. Fuck the arm. Semper Fi, my ass. The Marine Corps builds stumps.”


  “Ain’t no way to talk, man,” Moose said. “This is life now. Anything you want, you know we’re here.”


  “You think it’s that easy, huh?”


  “No. It ain’t easy, Earl. Not for any of us,” Moose told him.


  My wheelchair squeaked like a fingernail on a chalkboard as I wrenched backwards trying to disappear.


  “It’s real easy for the non-combat motherfucker,” Earl said in a low voice. “Ain’t that right, Shoff?”


  “We all got shit to deal with,” Moose cut in.


  “It’s okay, Moose,” I said. I took a deep breath and in one nervous splatter spewed out any words I could. “There’s nothing I can say. Not to Earl, not to you, not to anybody. But if I had it to do over again, I probably wouldn’t be here right now. Who knows what would have happened? What’s done is done, Earl. For what it’s worth, backing out of the Marines was the most chicken-shit thing I’ve ever done. But no matter what you think about me, you can count on me anytime.”


  I was trying desperately to make everything okay with this one chance. I thought if I could just get the words out, say anything, everything would be okay. It was a meager attempt to sway Earl in the smallest way and to mask over my own guilt and shame.


  “I should have beat your ass before I changed my mind about you,” Earl Ray said with the wrought-iron hardness back in his eyes. “Fuck it. Somebody light a Thai stick.”


  Traitor


  EVERY EVENING, THE newscasts filled the black-and-white televisions with coverage from Vietnam and around the country—the body counts from both sides, the bullshit demonstrations on campuses, long-hairs burning draft cards, conscientious objectors being interviewed from Canada, Black Panthers threatening to kill anybody that disagreed with them, and something called the Students for a Democratic Society that we thought was just the white equivalent of the Black Panthers.


  None of it meant shit to us except the reels from Vietnam. Guys were hoping to see their units or get a glimpse of a buddy left behind. I was still wishing I could be there.


  We heard of a Marine who had spent two tours in Vietnam and nearly five months on 2B who was currently in the rehab section. He had earned three Purple Hearts, two Bronze Stars, and a Silver Star during his twenty months in combat, one of the most decorated Marines any of us had heard about. Dozens of tiny specks of shrapnel permanently pocked his face. He was known to us simply as Sgt. Pepper.


  Sgt. Pepper had been spending his weekends living with a local college girl. She was a twenty-one-year-old studying social psychology and organizing anti-war demonstrations—along with Sgt. Pepper.


  Word got around the hospital that this highly decorated Marine was going to be in the mess hall on Saturday morning and had a very special announcement to make. We were all anxious to see this man that most of the guys in here saw as a legend—and most of us couldn’t wait to hear what he had to say.


  The mess hall was buzzing with low chatter from the fifty to sixty patients waiting anxiously for the shrapnel-peppered-faced Marine.


  Our small group from 2B sat anxiously in wheelchairs, and the majority of the rest of those gathered here was from the rehab wards. They were crowded in—a mix of wheelchairs, some leaning on crutches with half legs dangling below pajama pant legs, others leaning against canes supporting an array of half- and full-length artificial legs. About six or seven black guys were sitting at the table in front. Four Marine MPs were standing in the back.


  Sgt. Pepper came into the chow hall with his girlfriend clutching his arm. He was dressed in faded bell-bottom jeans and a drab green Marine Corps dress coat with red sergeant chevron stripes on each sleeve. A peace symbol, dangling on a rawhide cord, swung like a pendulum against his green and orange paisley shirt. A small duffle bag was bumping against his heels as he dragged it on the floor behind him.


  His girlfriend stood by his side, not looking around, but constantly smiling at the man with the shrapnel-peppered face. An American flag bandana was wrapped tightly across her forehead and furled down her back. Her long black hair drooped across her shoulders, and she stood nearly three inches taller than Sgt. Pepper. A large peace sign was embroidered on the upper thigh of her red and white striped bell-bottom pants. They held hands like lovesick juveniles.


  Sgt. Pepper opened the drawstring to his duffle bag and pulled out a crisp, neatly folded set of Marine Corps dress blues replete with honors, the Purple Heart, and Silver Star medals. He set the uniform down on the table, reached in the duffle bag, pulled out his Marine Corps-issued 45-caliber pistol, and raised it above his head.


  “Holy sheet!” Ski cried out. Every one of us in a wheelchair backed away.


  The four MPs raced toward Sgt. Pepper.


  “Don’t worry, gentlemen. It’s not loaded and I don’t intend to use it. I’ve used it enough and for all the wrong reasons,” he pronounced as if he were proclaiming judgment against every Marine in uniform. “I am here to declare in public that I am ashamed of everything that I have done in the name of the government of the United States and for the United States Marine Corps. I denounce the war in Vietnam. Everything we have done there and what we are doing there now is wrong. The Marine Corps cannot discharge me because I am resigning as of today, and I am forfeiting any payment or benefits due me.”


  He wrapped the 45-caliber pistol into the uniform and handed the bundle to one of the MPs.


  A few guys from the rehab wards applauded and whistled. The black guys shouted, “Right on brother! Right on!” holding a fist straight in the air. We had seen it a few times on TV, but there was a stirring, unexpected resentment about seeing it here. Earl Ray looked at them with the look of hate he had cast upon me weeks ago.


  “All of you here. Take a look at the guys around you,” Sgt. Pepper proclaimed. “Take a look at yourself, for Christ’s sake. Your government is responsible for all of this. It’s a big fucking mistake. A big fucking waste of time!”


  Earl Ray looked as if he had stepped on another land mine. “Fuck you, Sgt. Pepper! You traitor son of a bitch!”


  Earl grabbed the uniform from the MP and ripped the Silver Star from the jacket. “Take this and shove it up your ass!” Angry puffs of air were percolating from the side of his mouth as he threw the medal, striking Sgt. Pepper in the back. “Get over here, you piece of shit. You ain’t getting off this fucking easy!”


  Sgt. Pepper spun around and took three steps toward where the MP was standing. When he saw Earl Ray, he backed off. “What I’m doing isn’t any of your business.”


  “Fuck you. You made it my business. Who the fuck do you think you are, coming in here with that traitor bitch? Acting like you’re some kind of fucking hero. Yeah, you just made it my business!”


  Earl ripped the Purple Heart from the blue jacket, throwing it like a baseball, hitting the girl in the chest. Earl Ray whirled the tattered blue jacket at Sgt. Pepper, and it crumpled on the floor at the couple’s feet.


  Sgt. Pepper stepped toward Earl, who was already raging toward the self-proclaimed anti-war ex-Marine. Before Earl could stop, Sgt. Pepper’s right fist came out of nowhere and landed against Earl Ray’s left jaw. The force knocked Earl off balance, his wheelchair tumbling on its side. Earl Ray’s head hit the floor with a snap, and he rolled over and over like a broken doll.


  “That’s for calling my girlfriend a traitor bitch!” he shouted, standing over Earl Ray as if he was a casualty of war. Sgt. Pepper had gotten just a little too close.


  Earl Ray kicked at Sgt. Pepper with his three-quarter right leg, spinning around far enough to grab the traitor by his pant leg with his right hand.


  “You cocksucker, I’ll kill you for that!” Earl screamed as he pulled Sgt. Pepper to one knee.


  Ski had wheeled over to the two with the speed of a cat and caught Sgt. Pepper across the side of his head with a borrowed cane. One blow wasn’t enough. It was as though Ski was back in high school and the “commie” and dirty fucking Jew” slurs were going to stop one more time. “Dyou mowderfocker! Dyou don’t heet my friend and get away with eet!” he shouted. Two, three, four more blows to Sgt. Pepper with the curved handle of the cane. Tears of anger erupted from Ski like clear molten lava. “Dyou mowderfucker! Dyou don’t ever heet my brother!”


  One of the MPs wrapped his arms around Ski and pulled him back away from the bloody and bleeding Sgt. Pepper.


  “Okay. I think that’s enough,” he said as the bloody cane rattled to the floor.


  Earl Ray wasn’t finished. He pulled the dazed Sgt. Pepper to the floor and had his death grip around his head, squeezing a flow of blood through his broken nose. It was the same vice grip I was quite familiar with, but this time Earl meant to kill. “Take this, motherfucker!” Earl raged.


  Two MPs rushed over and pulled at Earl’s arm, lifting Earl and Sgt. Pepper off the floor. “Okay, Earl, let go. It’s over. Let this piece of shit go. He’s a fucking disgrace.”


  Earl Ray released his grip, and Sgt. Pepper plopped to the floor. The MPs lifted Earl Ray off the floor and eased him into his wheelchair.


  “Get this piece of shit out of here!” Earl yelled.


  The sobbing, frightened girlfriend and the still-bleeding Sgt. Pepper stumbled through the cafeteria doorway.


  “Fuck you, traitor!” Earl continued to yell. He spun toward the table of black guys, puffs of air billowing up his face. “You assholes going to join him?”


  The MPs stepped between Earl Ray and his new adversaries. Ski and I hurried our hands down to the chrome rings of our wheelchairs, ready to roll in if Earl needed any help. Earl Ray caught the gesture from the corner of his eye.


  “What the fuck is this world coming to?” Earl snapped. “C’mon Ski. C’mon, Shoff. Let’s get the fuck out of this sewer.”


  Sgt. Pepper’s betrayal to the Marine Corps, and to his fellow Marines, left a profound and ceaseless anger that nearly consumed Earl Ray and Ski. But their anger was gradually tempered by an unwanted and growing sense of confusion. Sgt. Pepper’s betrayal had brought to the surface deeply suppressed and agonizing doubts about the war, doubts that only fueled the anger and hate for Sgt. Pepper’s ultimate act of treason.


  The protesters, the draft card burners, the campus riots, and the anti-war Congressmen and Senators within our own government—we had seen it all over and over on the nightly news. The constant, repetitive anti-war coverage had slowly, invisibly, and against our own self-protests, seeded the doubts that no one ever spoke about. And now, that fucking Sgt. Pepper.


  Walking the Plank


  WE SAT QUIETLY in a half circle of wheelchairs at our end of Ward 2B. For the first time, the solarium doors lay open, exposing a dark mid-morning sky that seemed to swallow the room’s very purpose. The room, with its countless hours and nights of sharing, absorbing and reflecting the anguish and torment, looked tired and lonely.


  “You get your arm and legs this week, don’t you?” Moose asked, breaking the heavy silence.


  “That’s what they tell me,” Earl Ray shrugged.


  “What do you say we go down to PT with you and help out?” Moose suggested.


  “Don’t give a shit to me.”


  “I’d like to go too, Earl. If that’s okay?” I asked, hoping he wouldn’t knock me out of my chair.


  “Like I said, don’t give a shit to me.”


  Moose, Ski, Bobby Mac, and I followed behind Earl Ray, and the five of us wheeled into PT for Earl’s first try at walking with both new legs and arm. Our caravan rolled into the large room of exercise tables, free weights, floor mats, and makeshift steps and walkways. Earl Ray’s arm and legs lay side by side on one of the PT tables like parts from an archeological museum display.


  “What the fuck happened to the rest of Pinocchio?” Bobby Mac laughed.


  “Fuck you, you’re looking at him,” Earl snapped.


  “C’mon, man, you know I’m full of shit,” Bobby Mac apologized.


  “Let’s get this over with,” Earl said as he glided toward the waiting parts.


  “We need to put fresh Ace wraps on these,” one corpsman said. “You want help taking those off?”


  “I put ’em on, I can take ’em off,” Earl said.


  Earl Ray put his teeth into the elastic wrap on his left arm and pulled hard. It snapped loose and sprang back against his face with a plop. “Fuck.”


  “Wait until you have some broad’s bra hit you in the face like that,” Bobby Mac laughed.


  “Just grab this wrap and shut the fuck up,” Earl Ray said as he motioned toward his half leg.


  “Damn, Earl. I’ve never seen stump ends this calloused,” one of the corpsmen said. “What did you do?”


  “I took sandpaper from the Puppet Shop,” Earl shrugged. “They never missed it.”


  The cups of skin, draped and sewn over his three limbs, had finally healed, and Earl had chafed the stumps with the sandpaper until the bloodless skin was like horsehide.


  “Okay, let’s get this on you,” one of the corpsmen said as he lifted the plastic arm with its cable tendons from the PT table. They tried to encourage Earl Ray as best they could, telling him it was natural for the plastic limbs not to feel right, but Earl Ray didn’t see anything natural about it.


  The two corpsmen slid the plastic limbs over Earl Ray’s freshly wrapped stumps and fastened them into place. The arm pulled down on Earl’s shoulder like an anvil as he shifted against its weight. The hinge that was supposed to be an elbow may as well have been welded shut. A pincer-like hook stabbed out from the end of the arm. The whole thing looked more like a leg from a giant insect.


  “What fucking good is this going to do me?” he said as he squeezed the hook with his right hand.


  “You’ll learn to use it, Earl. I promise,” one of the corpsmen assured him.


  “Yeah, like a weapon,” Earl said. “Maybe kill me some long-hair. Or that fucking Sgt. Pepper.”


  Putting on the plastic legs wasn’t any better. At least the right leg didn’t require a harness. The artificial three-quarter left leg was fastened to his waist and overlapped the arm harness on his shoulders. The canvas straps were buckled across his chest and back like crisscrossed suspenders.


  The bottom half of each leg was one solid piece of plastic. The left leg was hinged at the knee with two metal rivets and an axle that allowed the leg to scissor ninety degrees. The legs had no ankles to bend or cushion his weight, just a forged curve flowing into a slight semblance of a foot.


  “Couldn’t they do anything about the color of these things?” Earl chided. “They look like my sister’s Barbie dolls.”


  “Ain’t nobody going to see them, anyhow, Earl.” Moose assured him. “Just wear long pants.”


  One of the corpsmen retrieved a pair of shiny black Cordovan shoes from under the PT table, size ten and a half. “Let’s get these on you, Earl,” he said.


  With his limbs secured in place, the two corpsmen lifted Earl from his chair and supported his surprisingly heavy upper body. One corpsman stood facing him, the other close behind gripping a canvas belt tied to a harness around Earl’s torso.


  Earl stared down at his feet as he stood up from his wheelchair for his first walk down the plank. Several blasts of air spanked from the corner of his mouth.


  The plank was a hospital-designed-and-built, five-foot long, shoulder-width walkway to Hell. Black cast iron pipes ran parallel to the floor about three feet high. Typically used for bathroom plumbing, the pipes now served as handrails, but more often than not, they were the only support that kept the young amputees from crashing to the floor.


  The paint on the pipe rails was partially worn away, evidence of the grueling hours and days of those struggling to learn to walk again. The entire PT staff, and anyone who had experienced its ability to mercilessly humble even the toughest Marine, referred to it reverently as “walking the plank.”


  Earl wobbled slightly, made a half step forward, and planted his new feet flat on the rubber mat. He looked down at the shiny black plastic shoes, his bare plastic, Barbie-pink legs with no socks, and blew air up from the corner of his mouth.


  “Even the fucking shoes are phony,” he jeered.


  He wobbled again, and the legs suddenly locked in an upright, rigid position. He reached out with his right hand and gripped the black pipe with a crushing force. Anything for balance, he leaned his plastic forearm into the other pipe.


  “C’mon Earl, dyou can do eet,” Ski told him.


  “Yeah, man. You can do it,” Moose coaxed.


  “Lift your right leg first, Earl,” the corpsman in front told him. “It’s easier than trying it with your left leg.”


  Earl Ray raised his three-quarter right leg just off the ramp, and the stump slipped inside the hollow socket of the plastic limb. His left leg looked like it was nailed to the floor. He had lost all sense of balance. The athletic rhythm he once had of shifting his weight from leg to leg was totally and utterly gone. All of his weight was now forced against his stumps.


  The two corpsmen held tightly to both tethers. Earl Ray shifted to his stronger right leg, and as he did, he stubbed the artificial shoe into the rubber mat of the ramp. His wooden arm slid violently off the black pipe. The corpsman in front was ready. He lunged forward, his face just over Earl’s left shoulder, his muscular arms thrust under Earl’s armpits.


  Moose was the first one to reach Earl. Bobby Mac, Ski, and I nearly rolled into one another as we grabbed the black support pipes in a feeble effort to help in any way. Ski’s front wheels slammed into the three-inch-high planking, nearly dumping him onto the plank between Earl Ray and the front corpsman.


  “Jesus, you guys don’t move that fast even for a Thai stick,” Earl spat.


  “We’re just here to help if you need us,” I stammered.


  “Didn’t I choke the shit out of you for that?” Earl Ray smirked.


  “Yeah, but this time I’m not being a smartass.”


  “Well, get the fuck away from here before I hurt someone,” Earl said.


  “It’s okay. It happens to everybody,” the corpsman in front said as he steadied Earl upright.


  “Look at me,” Earl snapped. “I ain’t like everybody. So don’t give me that shit.”


  Earl’s entire body shifted and twisted as he lifted his right leg off the plank. His right arm and elbow were pressed painfully into the black pipe; his plastic arm, pressing hard onto the rail, slid an inch forward. His left leg suddenly locked up and the plastic arm went sliding at full speed down the cast iron support. Earl Ray’s heavy upper body lunged between the pipes as the plastic arm slid violently off the railing. The full force of his muscular shoulders and upper body went crashing into the front corpsman, knocking him hard onto the plank. Earl Ray’s grip on the black pipe with his right hand was the only thing keeping him from squashing the corpsman. He swayed slightly back and forth, hanging from the pipe like a knocked-out boxer clinging to steel ropes.


  Sweat was dripping from Earl’s nose; his right hand kept its grip on the pipe like a lifeline. His left arm, with its insect pincers, lay hard against the corpsman’s shoulder. The corpsman got to his knees and supported Earl from underneath. The back corpsman grabbed the harness straps, and the two lifted Earl upright and balanced him once again between the pipes.


  “Okay, Earl, you ready to try one more time?” the front corpsman asked.


  “A Marine eeze always ready,” Ski said.


  The front corpsman held Earl’s pincer forearm as if he were guiding a small child safely through a dark passage. The corpsman behind him moved closer and placed a secure hand in the middle of Earl’s shoulders.


  Twenty minutes later, the three men sagged against the pipes and each other. With only three feet to show for all the effort, Earl was bent and exhausted. He slumped to the floor, surrendering to the plank.


  “God dammit!” Earl shouted as the two corpsmen cushioned him back into his chair. “God dammit!”


  He was out of breath; his pajamas soaked, hair dripping wet, his entire body was like rubber. All those hours of lifting weights, the one-arm pull-ups on the trapeze bar, the countless sit-ups, the leg lifts, the arm curls, the burning muscles—and how many fucking times had he squeezed that goddamn ball!


  “God dammit! Get these fucking things off me! They’re like a fucking straitjacket! I can’t breathe!”


  He tried to pull his right half leg from its socket. It was stuck like a plunger and made a loud sucking noise. He let go of the leg, stripped off his pajama top, ripped the harness from his left shoulder, and flung the creature arm across the room.


  “You want to help?” Earl snapped. “Then get these fucking things off of me.”


  Moose unbuckled the harness from around Earl’s chest and shoulders and pulled the full-length leg from Earl’s left stump. One corpsman removed the half leg and Ski and I wheeled over with towels to sop up Earl’s sweating body. Fresh elastic wraps were wound tight over his stumps, and Moose and I helped Earl into clean pajamas.


  “Get me back to the ward. I need a fucking needle.”


  Back on 2B, Earl’s thirst for relief from the pain and anger was quenched with the welcome quiet of the magical chemicals.


  “Fuck the trapeze. Fuck the push-ups. Fuck it all!” Earl Ray said as he slid from his bed into the waiting wheelchair. “It’s all been a big fucking waste of time. Who the fuck are they trying to kid with all this?”


  Earl Ray wheeled over to the pile of plastic trash bags stacked next to the large cabinets. As the guy in blue coveralls loaded the trash onto his cart, Earl tossed the squeeze ball into one of the bags.


  “Burn that with all the other fucking garbage.”


  He returned to the solace of his bed and waited for the drugs to take control. Earl had been given a little extra morphine to quicken the time between the reality of the plank and the dream world of unconsciousness. We had all been to that place many times, and the tell-tale signs were glowing in Earl’s smile. The face turns up in a sly, unprovoked grin. Dreaminess flows into your consciousness. You pass into the soft hazy world between reality and escape. It’s the time to just lay quiet and feel the warm ooze flowing through the brain, try to make it last as long as you can. Push the threshold of the glow farther and farther, the sudden rush of warmth through the entire body, its pleasure so reassuring.


  “Hey Ski. This morphine shit is good,” Earl slurred. “I’m almost painless, man. I think my mind is numb. Man, I sure wish Jen would walk in. Put her hands on me, feel her breathe against my face…”


  Tiny beads of sweat popped from Earl Ray’s forehead as the morphine reached its euphoric peak.


  “Ski, I can feel my legs. They’re back where they should be. I can almost reach up and pull Jen down to me…my face tingles, man. Is it Jen? I think she’s trying to tell me something…”


  As the drugs completed their journey through Earl Ray’s mind and body, he surrendered to the resonating warmth and the ever-growing threshold of a brighter glow.


  It was a feeling with so much promise.


  Life Goes On


  FOR THE NEXT few weeks, time drifted slowly and methodically on Ward 2B. Bodies gradually responded to the nurturing and coaxing of the healing staff. Those who had reached full ambulatory status had been transferred to the rehab wards, and the beds on 2B had been shuffled to keep the new arrivals closest to the center of the ward and the nurses’ station. The rearrangement put Ski, Earl Ray, Moose, Bobby Mac, Roger, and me at the south end of the ward, closest to the solarium.


  Time not spent in physical therapy or the mess hall was filled with assigned chores and helping those who were now the new bed-ridden. We would refill water pitchers, empty urinals and bedpans, deliver a cold wash rag, change a pillow case, open a milk carton, or give our time in any small way. For Earl Ray, Ski, Moose, Bobby Mac, and Roger, it was a way to give a fellow Marine some comfort and friendship. For me, it was one more way to mask the guilt and to feel like I belonged.


  We grew closer together as a group, but we would never grow close as individuals. The social nature of the military demanded transient and temporary friendship, and the instinctive human understanding in each of us dictated that someday, one by one, we would part ways. It was an ever-mindful presence that is borne from the absolute certainty of the temporary nature of military life.


  We kept an even greater distance between ourselves and the new arrivals. Most of us would be out of the hospital by the time these guys would even be thinking of a wheelchair. They would form their own transient groups and follow us in time through this endless procession.


  A New Pair of Shoes


  ANYONE WHO WAS ABLE to move about on crutches or a wheelchair was given a light duty assignment. It was all the small stuff: cleaning and straightening bedside cabinets, steaming out bedpans and urinals, handing out clean pajamas, and just about any odd job to keep us busy.


  Big Al was given Master-at-Arms duty of his rehab ward, and Roger George had taken over Big Al’s duty of announcing the new incoming to 2B.


  The envelopes bulging with the patients’ medical histories were being delivered on a regular basis.


  Roger had jumped at the chance at what he saw was the most prestigious duty assignment on the floor. He didn’t deliver the packets with the same flamboyant and siren-like pronouncements of Big Al. He carried his cargo in a makeshift pouch he had stitched together from old pajamas and strapped it to the side of his wheelchair like a saddlebag. He would enter Ward 2B with the papers of a new arrival secured in the pouch and roll silently to the desk. Every bundle was carried with the reverence and honor of a dignitary. Each packet was placed gently in the center of the nurses’ station as if it were the patient himself.


  When the pajama-pouch wasn’t being used for its primary purpose, it was stuffed with the day’s mail and personally delivered by Roger to the patients on Ward 2B. He got to know all of the guys that way; that was Roger.


  He put together welcome kits with his own money. He thrilled at the unscheduled trips to the PX next to the mess hall. He would wait until he had a chance to talk with the new patient and then head to the PX with a list and a determination. About an hour later, he would return with the list checked off and a bag full of goodies. Some of the civilians working in the PX caught on to what Roger was doing and took a small collection every pay day to help him out.


  On one occasion, a new Marine patient had asked him for a pair of size-nine-and-a-half black dress shoes. Roger brought them up the next day, made sure they had a great spit shine, and placed them in the bottom drawer of the Marine’s bedside cabinet. The Marine had no legs, but Roger didn’t hesitate a second to get him those new shoes.


  Water Through a Straw


  NONE OF THE WOUNDED BROUGHT to Ward 2B that summer and fall were triple amputees, leaving Earl Ray with the honor and respect bestowed on his sacrifice. But Earl was about to meet the person he would respect more than any other patient on the ward.


  A Navy corpsman was brought in with his right leg blown off above the knee, his right arm severely wounded, and deep shrapnel wounds to his right torso and chest areas. The upper right side of his face and his right eye were blown away. He had thirty percent vision out of his left eye. Dr. Donnolly gave him a really good chance that he would get most of his sight back in his one eye.


  Earl Ray was the first to welcome him to the ward.


  “Anything I can get you, you let me know,” Earl said, blowing a puff of air up. “Can you see me at all?”


  “No, not really,” he said as he turned his face downward toward Earl’s voice.


  “The name’s Earl Ray Higgins,” he said.


  “Michael Bower,” he replied as a small, constant stream of drool fell from the right corner of his mouth. “I could use a drink of water. See anything around here like that?”


  Earl rolled up to the beige cabinet and pulled down the empty pitcher. “I’ll be right back.”


  He filled the pitcher in the backroom, wheeled back out, and held the water pitcher up to Mike’s face. The paper straw rolled sideways around the mouth of the open pitcher and slid away from Mike’s open lips.


  “Shit!” Earl said.


  “What is it?” Mike asked.


  “Nothing. I can get it,” Earl replied. He squeezed the pitcher between his thighs, set the straw on the countertop, and snapped a lid onto the pitcher. He gripped the pitcher in the fold of his left half arm and slid the straw through the small pour spout with his right hand. Earl Ray smiled at his own pride of being able to do something for somebody else.


  “Here, sorry it took so long,” Earl said.


  Mike Bower took a long, full swallow through the straw. Earl was about to pull it away but Mike squeezed his lips tight over the straw and shook his head. He took another long drink and pushed the straw from his mouth.


  “Thanks.”


  “Just let me know if you need anything. I’ll be right here.”


  “You in a wheelchair?” Mike asked.


  “Yeah. Looks like it’s going to be that way for a long time.”


  “What got you?”


  “A bad fucking land mine.”


  “Yeah, me too,” Mike said as he winced from the pain in his head. A thick blob of drool pulsed down his chin.


  Earl looked at the raw thigh muscle and bone protruding from the upper half of Mike’s leg and allowed his eyes to move up to Mike’s face.


  “Guess those things don’t give a shit what they do to a guy, do they?” Earl said.


  “No, guess not,” Mike replied.


  Earl swung around quickly to the right side of Mike’s bed. The catheter tube and bag were hanging blissfully in their duty.


  “Glad to see it didn’t get the most important part,” he said. “A man’s got to have his dick if he doesn’t have anything.”


  Mike turned his head toward Earl’s voice. “Got that right,” he said as he reached down and checked between his legs with his left hand.


  “Can you get that water again?” Mike Bower asked.


  “You got it,” Earl Ray replied.


  Moose had joined Earl Ray at Mike’s bedside. “Mike Bower, I’m Moose Johnson. Earl Ray here is Head Motherfucker in Charge. You’re in good hands, so to speak,” he said as turned and eased his big Hoss Cartwright smile toward Earl.


  “Did you say Moose?” Mike Bower asked.


  “He’s a fat-ass bastard,” Earl Ray said.


  Mike Bower winced and forced a hard smile over the drool. “You a Marine, Moose?” he asked.


  “Every fucking inch,” Moose said. “Including what I left in ’Nam.”


  “Well, I’ve never known a fat-ass Marine,” Mike said as he blew the drool out of his mouth.


  “It’s a nickname. Well, not anymore. It’s kind of permanent. Anyway, want to hear a guy get his dick burned?”


  Before Mike Bower could answer, Moose yelled down the ward to me.


  “Hey Shoff, get a urinal down to Lawson, can you?”


  “Sure,” I said. “Is he ready?”


  “Yeah, I’m sure he is,” Moose smiled.


  I wheeled through the gleaming white and green tile entryway and back onto the ward, a shiny stainless steel urinal sitting upright in my lap, wrapped loosely in a hand towel. The urinal was still extremely hot from holding it under the steam sprayer used for sterilizing bedpans. The towel was keeping it from burning my legs.


  I rolled closer to Lance Corporal Dave Lawson’s bed and seized the steaming hot piss pot from its protective blanket.


  “Here you go, Lawson. Take a quick piss, and I’ll go empty it so it’s not sitting around stinking up the place.”


  “Thanks, Shoff,” Lawson replied as I led him to clutch the lukewarm handle.


  “Oooowwweeee! You son of a bitch!” he screamed as he yanked the end of his burning dick away from the lip of the steaming hot urinal.


  Moose and some others had quietly made their way to Lawson’s bed area, and the howling laughter could be heard four floors up. It was the best dick burn yet. Doc Miller stood leaning against the desk shaking his head but grinning from ear to ear.


  “I can get you some salve for that if you like, Lawson,” Doc said, still grinning.


  “Give it to Shoff, and he can rub it on!” Lawson joked.


  “You’re not my type, Lawson,” I said, scooting out of target range of the piss pot.


  “Don’t worry, Shoff. I’m not going to throw it at you. I have to piss too bad.”


  Moose rolled over to Lawson’s bedside. “It’s your job to keep this going once you’re out of that bed. Okay with you?”


  “I can hardly wait,” Lawson laughed.


  No one on the ward got a pass from a dick burning. Once the catheter came out, he was fair game. “Be glad you’ve got what you’ve got,” Moose would tell them. He wheeled back down to Mike Bower’s bed and gave him a friendly warning.


  “What happened?” Bower asked.


  “Some day, you’ll know,” Moose said.


  Earl Ray just blew air up from the corner of his mouth and wheeled off.


  One week later, Michael Bower was transferred up to Ward 4A. They could do more to treat the severe headaches and the damage to the right side of his brain. Maybe some day, he could come back down and enjoy the initiation of a dick burn.


  Earl Ray made daily trips to 4A to visit with Mike Bower. Many days, he would go up three and four times.


  He never talked about Mike Bower or how the wound to his head was slowly taking away his ability to speak. He never talked about the ultimate amputation of Mike Bower’s right arm. Earl didn’t make those trips to see how Mike was doing. He just wanted to make sure there was a full pitcher of ice water on the Navy corpsman’s nightstand and to make sure he got a good long drink through a straw.


  The Puppeteer


  PHYSICAL THERAPY WAS TWICE A DAY, every day, and even more for the guys with multiple amputations. The stronger the stump and surrounding muscle, the easier it was going to be to get around and get out. Progress was measured in repetitions and increased weights. Body strength was the ticket home.


  My own physical therapy schedule was light at best, and any progress was left pretty much up to me. I was never quite sure if my PT schedule was cut short because I didn’t want to be taking up time on the equipment when other guys needed it more or if the PT staff had made that decision for me. Regardless, I was grateful. My progress was slowed way down, and it was a gift that prolonged the time I got to spend with these guys. I would go down to PT any time Ski was going.


  The PT staff had two goals: to develop the muscles of the partial limbs for artificial arms and legs and to develop all other muscle groups to provide the strength for support and mobility. They worked intimately with the prosthetic staff and the carpenters who carved out the temporary limbs from pine wood. They were reverently referred to as the Puppeteers. Their work area, a converted rehab ward, was known as the Puppet Shop.


  Ski had been measured for his wooden right half leg, and he asked me to join him on his first trek to the Puppet Shop. It was nestled, almost hidden, between the main hospital and the annex out to the rehab wards. The physical therapy lab adjoined the Puppet Shop, and the entire complex was connected with wide corridors and long, easy sloping ramps.


  The Puppet Shop and PT lab were positioned for easy access from both the main hospital and the rehab wards. You came from the main hospital side for your first visit and from the rehab wards for your last. The time in between was measured in the countless revolutions of the chromed spokes of the wheelchairs and the repetitions of arm curls, bench presses, and leg lifts.


  The wooden prosthetics made by the Puppeteers were only temporary until the lighter-weight plastic ones could be produced. The body parts from the Puppet Shop were meant to transition the healing wounded from the dependency of Ward 2B to the take-care-of-yourself world of the rehab wards.


  From measurement to try-on, a temporary leg could take three to five weeks to complete. The length, height, thickness, weight, and “stump bowl” didn’t have to be precise, but the old German carpenters in the Puppet Shop made certain that every arm and leg fit and felt as close to the real thing as possible.


  “You ready to go see your new leg?” I asked Ski.


  “A Marine eez always ready,” he smiled.


  Ski led the way as we rolled our wheelchairs into the Puppet Shop. It was swimming with a sweet aroma of freshly-cut pine, stirred by the melodic whir of drill press motors and wood lathes. It filled our ears and nostrils like musical perfume. Thick wood shavings lay about the floor and piled high around the machinery like curls cut from Goldilocks. Pine posts were stacked against the wall waiting for their transformation.


  Old German craftsmen were toiling about the ten or so machines. We thought we had entered Santa’s workshop—five little elves, hunched over their toy-making machinery, backs bowed from collective decades of leaning into their work, busy crafting one-of-a-kind gifts. They worked with a glad purpose—methodical, precise, and alert to any imperfection in sights or sounds.


  “Who you looking for?” asked one of the old men without looking up, his voice as humming as the motors.


  “Not dsure,” Ski replied.


  “Just give me your last name,” he said.


  “Dyavoshkee.”


  “That start with a D or a J?” he asked, his gray-green eyes locked on the piece of rotating wood. “Never mind, we got only one Polish name in here, anyway.”


  “Eet’s Roosian!” Ski warned him.


  “Be careful how you say that to me, young man. I may just make this leg a little short on the far end,” he said with a quick grin.


  “You mean theese eeze mine!” Ski shouted. He stared at the block of wood rotating in the machine.


  “Yes, young man, this is your leg,” he smiled, pointing at the square log.


  Ski’s eyes volleyed to the quick, rhythmic rolling of the lathe as the old elf guided the angled blade downward and pierced the spinning block of pine. Chips flew wildly into the air and onto the old craftsman’s shirtsleeves.


  “Don’t get too close. You may be wearing this before it’s ready,” he said, turning off the machine. “And you won’t look too good wearing it on your head,” he laughed.


  The two men looked into each other’s eyes, and a huge, toothless smile came across Ski’s face. He shook the old craftsman’s hand with all his excitement. The old man leaned down toward Ski as if he were examining a rough, uncut pine post.


  “This is to be my very last honor,” he almost whispered, his thick silver brows furrowed near Ski’s face.


  “Dwhat do you mean?” Ski asked.


  “I am getting too old to do this any longer,” he said sadly. “As soon as I am finished with this, I will be staying at home. My eyes aren’t as good as they used to be, I think. Ah, but it will be an honor for me to do this for you. And this will be my best masterpiece ever!”


  Ski turned toward the lathe and the raw block of wood pinned to the machine. The old German elf started the piece of lumber spinning and deftly guided the shiny steel back into the timber. We watched as the curls peeled away and fell to the floor like old skin.


  Ski visited the Puppet Shop and the old craftsman every day until his temporary masterpiece was finished. The leg fit so precisely and so comfortably, Ski told the puppeteer he wasn’t going to wear its plastic replacement.


  The two men hugged and the old German elf silenced his machine for the very last time.


  Ski’s Homecoming


  SKI AND I MADE A SPECIAL TRIP to his home in Warwick, New Jersey. His father picked us up early on a Saturday morning, and we spent the day watching TV, smoking cigarettes, and taking an occasional pain pill.


  His mother was a wonderful Russian Jewish woman who spoke maybe thirty words of English. But it was enough to know that her only child was her deepest pride and she hurt terribly for his wounds.


  We had a special Russian dinner of shrimp salad, steak, and garlic potatoes. It was the best meal I had eaten since going home for the two weeks’ leave almost a year ago. After dinner, we sat in the modest living room, drank a little vodka, and I listened to Ski and his parents “talk” in Russian. It sounded more like a fight was about to break out. His mother would turn to me, smile, and say, “Eet’s okay, hondey. Eet’s okay! Dwe talk fambeely!”


  Around eight o’clock, Ski and I changed into our uniforms, and I drove us in his dad’s car to a bar several blocks away. The black and white peace signs and the psychedelic posters plastered over the front door and windows should have been a warning. But, what the hell, between the two of us, we had been in plenty of bars with real warning signs posted on the front door.


  We must have looked like the Martians had landed. A black light over the inside doorway made my white uniform look like it was radioactive. The glow from my white jumper beamed like the headlight on a locomotive, lighting up every face within twenty feet.


  The crowd was as psychedelic as the flashing lights and fluorescent-painted walls, tables, and chairs. Most of the guys had their long hair pulled back with headbands and the girls looked like cut-out dolls from Hullabaloo. Jimi Hendrix was blasting from the jukebox, and on the far back wall, a strobe light was pulsing, frantically trying to compete with the glow coming off my clothes.


  Ski leaned his crutches against the bar, and we straddled the first two stools closest to the door.


  “Can we get a couple of beers?” I asked.


  “Need to see your ID,” the guy behind the bar said, leaning down until his shoulder-length hair touched the bar.


  We held out our military ID cards and he pulled at his mustache and squished his eyes as if he had sucked on a persimmon.


  “Can’t serve you,” he puckered as he pointed over his shoulder to the twenty-one-minimum age sign. “You ain’t old enough.”


  “Ain’t dthat some sheet,” Ski said. “They don’t look any older than me,” he said, pointing into the crowd.


  “Can’t serve you,” he said again, leaning closer.


  “Are you shittin’ me?” I blurted out.


  One of the long-hairs down the bar gave out a snort.


  “You might try the VFW,” the persimmon guy puckered again. “It’s just down…”


  “I know where eet is,” Ski butted in. “Let’s go, Shoff. Eet’s beginning to smell in here anyway.”


  We gave the three guys still staring at us a fuck-you look and headed for the VFW.


  We were welcomed at the VFW is if we were blood relatives. The World War II and Korean War veterans sparred over who was buying the next drink. “Welcome home, young man,” they would all say to Ski. An older World War II veteran cautiously approached our table. He raised his hand and pointed to the Purple Heart ribbon on the chest of Ski’s uniform. Tears blurred his vision as he leaned into Ski’s face and gave him a hug. “Welcome home, young man.”


  We stayed at the VFW until early morning, drinking everything that was put in front of us. We were never allowed to open our wallets; that would have been an insult. Ski was a hero to them, and I felt proud that he had asked me to his home and his hometown. I drank and listened, and admired my friend Ski from a short distance. I wanted so much to be like him.


  We slept late on Sunday and finished up a huge breakfast around noon. We helped his mother clean up the dishes before we packed our duffle bags for the return drive to Philly.


  Ski’s mother put her arms around her son, sobbing and crying out in Russian. The sight of her only child supported on crutches, one leg burdened with a half cast, the other a dangling stump with the pant leg she had just pinned up around his knee, shook her hard. She stammered into the living room and threw herself down on the couch, the tears flowing.


  Ski was so strong. He told his father in English that he would be home again soon and this time to stay. His father hugged him and turned to put his arms around me.


  “Dtheese eeze my boy! He eeze ceetizen!”


  Give Me a Hand


  OVER THE COURSE OF THE NEXT FEW WEEKS, Dr. Donnolly, Ms. Berry, and the prosthesis specialists had taken measurements for Ski, Moose, Bobby Mac, and Earl Ray’s new limbs. One by one, they were measured, fitted, and set up with their temporary arms and legs. Sgt. Bobby Joyce got a shiny new glass eye and a really cool life-like rubber hand.


  “Ain’t this some shit!” he howled. “Hey Shoff, look at this, man.”


  The artificial hand was made from a plaster cast of his thumb and stump. Bobby Mac’s real thumb slipped into the hollow thumb of the soft rubber hand, fitting over his thumb and stump like a one-finger glove.


  A “skin” portion went about a third of the way up his forearm and was secured with a zipper on the underside, pulling the hand tight around his arm. It was complete with fingernails, hair, and veins. Once he had the thing on and a shirtsleeve covering the arm and zipper portion, it was hard to tell it was fake.


  “I can’t fucking wait ’til Halloween!” he laughed. “Take my eyeball out, put this hand around my neck, and I’ll win best costume, hands fucking down!” And look at this!” he laughed as he stuck his thumb out. “I can hitchhike anytime I want.”


  “Let me see that thing,” I said.


  “Here you go,” he said as he reached up and took his glass eyeball out and tossed it at me.


  “Shit, man, you’ll break this thing,” I said as the wet ball of glass almost slipped from my hands. “I meant I want to see that hand.”


  “Why didn’t you say so?” he laughed. “Here, I’ll swap you.”


  It was one of the neatest things any one of us had ever seen. The fingers were pliable enough to form into shapes and still rigid enough that Bobby Mac could hold small objects.


  I curled the two inside and two outside fingers down toward the palm, leaving the middle finger sticking straight up.


  “Hey, Bobby,” I said, raising his new hand up and giving him the finger. “You’re the only guy I know that can say ‘go fuck yourself’ and mean it!”


  “Son of a bitch! If that ain’t some shit!” he cried. “Look at this!” he said to everyone.


  Doc Miller just shook his head. “Guess you won’t need much training with that thing, will you, Bobby Mac?”


  “Not as long as I’ve got Shoff around. Shit, I think we should get him one just to play with.”


  “Let me see that thing,” Ski said.


  “Oh, you want to hold my hand, huh, Ski? That’s awfully sweet of you,” Bobby Mac howled.


  “Keese my ass,” Ski said calmly. “Geeve it to me.”


  Ski looked it over, zipped it, unzipped it, folded the fingers, and like everyone else, tried to put it on. It was like the glass slipper.


  “Dyou better be careful where you put this thing. Somebody may not like it eef you don’t keep your hands to yourself.” Ski smiled at his own wit.


  “Shit, man, this works better than my left hand,” Bobby Mac laughed.


  Bobby Mac’s left hand had gradually gained muscle tone and strength with every passing week. The progress had been slowed by the surgery Dr. Donnolly had performed in an effort to save his left arm.


  Bobby Mac’s left forearm had been sewn to his stomach, just about three inches above the belly button. A large incision was made across the left side of his gut, and his forearm had been spliced into the skin. Over the course of a couple of months, new skin from his stomach had grown, forming a pouch that slung between Bobby Mac’s stomach and his arm. It sagged between his arm and stomach like a bowl of thick pig fat. Once the pouch had grown about six inches wide, Dr. Donnolly used his magic to cut an incision along the base of the pouch near the stomach. The sheet of skin left hanging from the outside of his forearm was sewn to the other side, giving Bobby Mac a new patch of skin on his forearm.


  Bobby Mac Joyce never joked about the pouch of skin stretching between his stomach and forearm. The threat and fear of an infection that could kill him within a week was enough to sober even Bobby’s totally don’t-give-a-shit demeanor.


  The afternoon he returned from the surgery with the sagging pouch of skin covering his left forearm, Bobby Mac could laugh about it. “Hey Doc, you got any Alka-Seltzer back there? I’m hurting pretty bad.”


  “Alka-Seltzer? What is it, Bobby?”


  Holding up his left arm, he howled. “I’ve got one hell of a stomachache!”


  Powder Your Face


  WE WERE ALL MOVING ABOUT the ward and the hospital with a combination of crutches and wheelchairs. We could opt to go down to the mess hall for meals or eat on the ward; most of the time, it was breakfast and lunch in the mess hall and evening chow on 2B.


  Earl Ray continued to receive monthly letters from Jennifer. He would place the unopened letters in his nightstand, briefly enjoying the familiar fragrance as it escaped from the bottom drawer.


  We had been weaned off the morphine, but Darvon and codeine were dispensed like M&M’s. We were responsible for picking up our own prescriptions from the pharmacy. It was in the basement on the way to the rehab wards, and the corpsmen there had an open prescription for each of us. Sixty pills at a time, filled once a week or maybe even a little more often if we thought we needed it. Of course we needed it.


  It was a must to stop by the pharmacy every Friday afternoon to pick up a fresh bottle—it was closed on weekends.


  No one paid much attention to the number of pills we were taking. Anything we could do for ourselves was a welcome relief for the corpsmen and nurses. It was just one more thing they didn’t have to think about.


  The pills became so much a part of our lives we couldn’t see how we could function without them. I was taking up to fifteen pills some days. Weekends were made for heavier use. We all knew the painkillers were soothing over a lot more than nagging aches and occasional jolts to nerve endings. It was obvious to some of us that we were hooked, but it was one way to deal with the constant incoming of broken bodies. Besides, it wasn’t ever enough to be dangerous, it was just enough to stay buzzed all day. Get up in the morning, climb into the wheelchair, grab two or three pills, and just swallow them dry on the way to the mess hall.


  One morning, I had nearly burned my lungs out with the stuff. It was seven o’clock, and we had about an hour before we would head to the mess hall. I had dropped three or four Darvon on the way from my bed to the bathroom. Before I could get the shaving cream on my face, I began coughing and choking. A couple of the pink and gray capsules had split open in my throat. A big white cloud of medicinal powder blew from my mouth and nostrils like dragon smoke. I panicked and sucked some of the white powder back into my lungs.


  “Shit, Shoff. You okay?” Ski cried out.


  “Water! Water,” I coughed.


  I gargled the pasty mucous in my throat, swallowed the cud of painkiller, and caught my breath just as Doc Miller came in.


  “You guys all right in here?” he asked, sticking his head around the green and white tile corner.


  “Yeah, dwe are okay,” Ski said.


  Doc gave us a sideways look. “Once you’re out on the rehab wards, you got only each other to watch out for,” he warned.


  It didn’t stop me. It didn’t stop any of us. It scared us, but it didn’t stop us. The pills were as much a part of the healing as physical therapy, and it would be months before anyone would live a whole day without the glow and fog of a narcotic. The rehab wards would only make it easier.


  The Twitch Is Gone


  DOC MILLER CAME THROUGH the double doors and walked the length of the ward with a nervous smile and a slower step. It wasn’t unusual for him to drop by on a Saturday, but it was unusual for him to walk past the first few beds and not stop for a quick hello.


  “How’s it going, Doc?” Moose asked. “Shouldn’t you be getting ready for a big night out?”


  “Hey, it’s just another Saturday. Besides, I’m taking two weeks’ leave starting tomorrow. Remember? Got an early flight.”


  “No one deserves eet more than you,” Ski said.


  “Maybe by the time you get back, we’ll be off 2B,” Bobby Mac smiled.


  “Oh, I’m pretty sure of that,” Doc said.


  Doc Miller sat on the edge of Ski’s bed and for the next hour talked a little about each guy’s time on the ward.


  “Ain’t none of us could have made it without you,” Roger said.


  “Thanks. I know I couldn’t have made it through some of the days if it hadn’t been for you guys, too. If I’m lucky, maybe I can look you guys up when I get back.”


  “What do you mean, when you get back?” Earl Ray asked. “How much time off did they give you?”


  Doc Miller stood up, shook everyone’s hand, and walked down the center aisle of Ward 2B. He disappeared through the brown double doors for the last time. Corpsman Third Class Randy Miller was off to join a combat unit in Vietnam.


  Earl Ray stared down the length of the ward as the double doors closed behind Doc Miller. A sterile blankness masked his steel-blue eyes as he took in the scene that had become so familiar.


  Bodies were lying in their mess of war—bloody leg stumps suspended in midair, arms pulling half bodies onto bedpans, wheelchairs drifting nowhere, IV bags dripping like liquid hour glasses. Ghosts in white uniforms weaving through the maze of metal bed frames. The sounds of pain and fear muffled through the air. The smell of iodine, alcohol, urine, and shit blended together like toxic smog.


  Earl Ray grinned at the hazy blob. “If they only knew what they were getting ready for,” he said to himself.


  It was at that moment, just like a warm rush of morphine, Earl Ray Higgins went numb to it all. The worry, the fear, the confusion—it was all so suddenly and pleasingly gone. His face flushed with the overwhelming relief from the amazing escape.


  Earl Ray smiled at Moose and Ski with elation and a gleam in his eyes of pronounced freedom.


  Earl Ray Higgins didn’t give a shit.


  And he never again blew air up from the corner of his mouth.


  Q Ward


  AS OUR BODIES healed and the weakened, atrophied muscles regained strength, each of us would eventually reach full ambulatory status. One by one, we would vacate Ward 2B and transfer out to the rehab wards, making room for the constant flow of wounded incoming.


  It was a giant step from Ward 2B to the rehabs. No doctors, nurses, or corpsmen anywhere. You were on your own, but you depended on each other for everything.


  Earl Ray and Big Al had set up their transitory home on a rehab ward designated as Q Ward. You could take your pick from any of the six rehab wards as long as a bunk was open, so naturally, as each of us moved out to the rehabs, we found our way to Q.


  I had been on L Ward for almost six weeks when Moose, the last of our small group from 2B, joined us in the military limbo of the rehab wards. I couldn’t wait to move over to Q to be with my friends.


  “You got two good arms, Shoff, so you got the top bunk,” Earl Ray told me. “The one next to the shithouse.” He directed me to my new home with the stump of his left arm. “I got the bottom bunk next to yours, and Big Al has the bottom bunk straight across from me. If you don’t like where we put you, then move back to the other ward.”


  “This is fine with me, Earl. And the shithouse doesn’t bother me, either.”


  “We didn’t put you there to piss you off,” he said. “We need you close to the shithouse in case one of us needs you to wipe his ass.”


  “Don’t count on it,” I told him.


  “I knew I couldn’t count on you, Shoff. Not even to wipe my ass.” He gave me a crooked smile, and for an instant I thought I saw the corner of his mouth twitch.


  “Okay, Earl. I’ll wipe your ass if you need me to. But don’t expect me to pull you out of the toilet if you fall in.”


  “Fuck you, Shoff,” he said. “Look around you, man. We’re all in the shithouse already.”


  “This ain’t so bad,” I shrugged. “It’s better than 2B.”


  “Says you. We got no morphine out here.”


  “Is the pain that bad, Earl?”


  “It’s always that bad,” he snarled. “Welcome to Q.”


  Q Ward was the farthest ward out from the main hospital and the front gate. It was one of the main reasons Earl Ray had chosen it—that and the fact that all the black guys had taken up bunks on M Ward. Even though Earl Ray swore he wasn’t prejudiced, it was another reason he moved to the relative seclusion of Q. The “Right on, brother, right on!” shit was more than he could take.


  It was becoming obvious that some of the black guys were more interested in what was happening in the civilian world, and it was becoming a whole lot more important to them than being a Marine. The black handshake, the fist in the air, and the chorus of “Right on, brother! Right on!” were things we didn’t understand. For Earl Ray, Ski, Moose, Big Al, Roger, and almost all of the others, you were a Marine first—Semper Fi. With me, it was one more sign of being left out—not because I was white, but because I wasn’t black. I knew if Bill Johnson had to make the choice, he would haven chosen Q.


  I tossed my small duffle bag up on the top bunk as Moose wheeled toward me from the other side of the ward. Directly across from my bunk on the south wall, a pair of metal double doors gaped open to the warm April afternoon. A flat threshold butted the doorway to a concrete patio, and a short ramp ran down to a narrow parking lot. On the other side of the parking lot, a wide grassy area sloped up to an eight-foot-high chain-link fence with barbed wire along the top. The fence ran parallel to a public sidewalk and South Broad Street.


  “Welcome to Q, Shoff!” Moose bellowed. “You got that bunk because we don’t want someone we don’t know sleeping too close to us. Besides, you can stand watch over this end of the ward from up there.”


  “No one gets past that you don’t want to get past,” I said. My face beamed with pride knowing they trusted me with such an honor.


  “Big Al’s straight across the ward, next to my bunk, just inside the doors,” Moose pointed. “Ski has the bunk above him, and Bobby Mac and Roger have the bunk next to Big Al.”


  “Just one big happy fucking family!” Bobby Mac laughed. “Maybe we can finally have that by-God family reunion.”


  “I bunk right here, Shoff,” Earl Ray said as he rolled his wheelchair into the wide space separating my bunk and his. “This locker is yours,” he commanded, thumping the double green doors with his good hand. “The other locker is for the bottom bunk under you. We don’t want anyone in that bunk, for now.” Earl climbed from his chair onto the gray wool blanket of the lower bunk about five feet from mine. “May as well make yourself at home, Shoff. We’re going to be in this shithole for a while.”


  The locker was four times too big for the meager bundle of possessions any one of us would have. The uniform on the rehabs was still the blue and white-striped pajamas, and we stuffed the drawers with as many fresh sets as we could gather. Seldom, if ever, did anyone wear a military uniform, so most of the hangers in the upper closet swung empty. The hanger pipe was one more thing not thought out too clearly; it was too high for most guys to reach. Below the hanger closet was an open shelf about waist-high. It was just the right size for Earl Ray to keep the photograph of Jennifer Ann Cooley. He would look at her photograph often, but never mention her name.


  Very little effort was ever made to make the rehab wards “military.” No inspections, no brass, no hospital staff. The only regulation requirement was roll call on Monday mornings. If you needed any medical assistance, you went through sick bay. Q Ward would be the last stop before an honorable discharge and release to a place called home, wherever that might be.


  A military code of respect for one another and respect for others’ space and personal belongings dictated our conduct. The rules had been engrained in our psyche beginning with the rigors of boot camp, the discipline demanded of living in the confined spaces of barracks, and for everyone but me and Roger, surviving in combat together.


  No official duties were assigned except for one’s commitment to getting physically fit and physically fitted for artificial limbs.


  Physical therapy came as an order from Dr. Donnolly. It was one of the rare times he would mention rank and the possibility of punishment if his orders weren’t followed.


  Physical therapy and occupational therapy schedules were followed like clockwork, but like everything else, some guys made greater efforts and faster progress than others. For those who might look like slackers, it was really a way to delay the inevitable.


  PT and OT were places to learn how to put a pair of pants on over new legs, how to Ace wrap a stump, how to button a shirt with one hand and one hook, how to shave, how to hold a fork and spoon, get out of a wheelchair and sit on a toilet, take a shower with no legs under you, brush your teeth and comb your hair, make your bed and fold your clothes, how to put a shoe on a plastic foot, strap an artificial arm or leg harness to your shoulders, and how to walk again.


  The rehab wards gave guys time and personal space to re-learn everything that used to be routine. Frustration could be heard by the crashing of a wooden leg being slammed to the floor or a hooked forearm being smashed against a locker door.


  Every evening, the artificial legs and arms were removed and the stump areas were wrapped with elastic bandages to keep the swelling down. A swollen stump meant you couldn’t get a leg or an arm back on in the morning for PT or for getting the hell out of that wheelchair for a while.


  Legs were usually stored standing upright, “on foot,” at the side of the bed, and the arms were hung over the bottom rail at the foot of the bunk.


  Getting up in the morning to shit, shower, and shave could take some guys more than two hours. The shower area was one big open space with ten showerheads, all at a height of about five and half feet. If ten guys were taking a shower at the same time, well, you just took a shower with nine other guys.


  Wheelchairs were parked in the open space just inside the bathroom. Those with one or both legs missing would sit in one of the plastic chairs under a showerhead. We helped anyone needing or wanting a lift from his wheelchair into the plastic chair and back into his wheelchair again.


  Eight sinks with small mirrors above each one lined a cream-colored tile wall. Guys would roll from the shower up to the sink and shave, comb their hair, and brush their teeth.


  Big Al got tired of us having to lift him into and out of the plastic chairs, so we stole a wheelchair from the supply room near the mess hall. He would transfer from his own chair and roll the permanently borrowed chair directly under the showerhead. When he finished, he would climb back into his own chair and leave the other chair next to the toilet wall. It rusted a little around the spokes, but some WD-40 from the maintenance supply closet kept it rolling. We permanently borrowed five more wheelchairs and kept them ready by the toilet wall for the other guys who wanted to take a shower without relying on someone to lift him into the plastic chairs.


  “I’m taking a piss today,” Earl Ray said.


  “You take a piss every day,” Moose replied.


  “This time I’m standing up. I’m tired of sitting down to piss like a girl.”


  “Go for it, man,” Bobby Mac laughed.


  “I need you guys nearby…just in case.”


  Earl spent the next half-hour putting his three limbs on, and we followed him to the open entryway toward the waiting urinal.


  A full-length mirror fastened to the wall near the entryway glared back the passing reflections like flashes on a camera. Eye contact with the mirror was avoided by everyone, even though the shrinks insisted it was “good therapy.”


  Earl Ray showed them what he thought of their therapy. As he wheeled into the head to take that piss—standing up—he glanced over at the mirror. He took a deep breath and slowly turned to face the reflecting glass. He squinted and then opened his eyes wide as he looked straight into the mirror. Looking back was the person he had never seen. He saw himself for the first time, sitting in his skivvies, his body as much plastic as it was flesh.


  He spit at the mirror—not at his reflection, but at the mirror.


  His determination to stand up and piss in a urinal was not dampened by what he had just seen in the mirror. Earl Ray rolled his chair up to the first urinal and with near flawless execution, he grabbed the support rail with his right hand, lifted himself from the chair, leaned his weight onto his plastic left arm, got his balance on his new legs, pulled his dick out, and took a good, long piss standing up.


  “Told you, Shoff,” he said as his body dropped itself into the wheelchair.


  “I never doubted it, Earl.”


  He didn’t look back into the mirror as he rolled passed it on his way back onto Q. He didn’t even stop by his bunk to put clothes on. He left the ward wearing only his underwear and plastic limbs and rolled down to physical therapy. He returned a few minutes later with a five-pound dumbbell weight in his lap.


  Earl Ray rolled straight over to the mirror where he beat it into a thousand pieces with the cast iron disc.


  “Dumb fucking shrinks.”


  Say a Little Prayer


  WEEKENDS ON Q WARD were left to do nothing. If you were lucky, your parents or girlfriend lived close enough to get you off the ward for a couple of days. Sometimes a buddy would invite someone else to tag along. You could leave on Friday afternoon and not return until muster on Monday morning.


  Getting off the ward and getting out into the real world was encouraged, and being back “on base” for roll call Monday mornings wasn’t even mandatory. If you were a no-show, you were listed as AWOL, but nothing ever happened—even if you didn’t show up until Wednesday afternoon. It was military limbo, but most guys followed the rules.


  We still had open prescriptions, and we never failed to pick up our weekly supply of painkillers. Some guys had broken free of the Darvon hook, but they would continue to pick up their sixty pills in a bottle and sell them to anyone for five bucks or a carton of cigarettes.


  Ski, Roger, and I spent a lot of time sitting on the concrete patio while the other guys were at PT. Our own physical therapy certainly was not at the level of Earl Ray’s, Moose’s, and Bobby Mac’s. Ski’s left leg had healed completely, and his right leg had healed quicker than most guys. He was walking on the wooden masterpiece as natural as his muscular left leg.


  Roger continued to go to the PX and deliver goodies to the new arrivals on 2B. Ski continued to make an occasional trip with Roger, but I never went back after my second trip. Ward 2B seemed like a foreign place, and I couldn’t shake the intense guilt waiting for me on the other side of the brown double doors.


  On one of his trips to 2B, Roger got word of a Marine on 4A who had died and had no real family. His body was to be held in the morgue until someone could prove he was a relative or authorities from his hometown could arrange for his burial.


  “We’ll go to the morgue and hold a service for him,” Moose said.


  “What’s his name?” Big Al asked.


  “Don’t know,” Roger responded. “All I know is they can’t find his family.”


  “Shit, he could be a relative,” Bobby Mac laughed. “Maybe my old man could claim him.”


  “I know the guys who run the morgue,” Moose said. “We’ll go tonight.”


  It was around ten o’clock when Moose led us from Q Ward down the dim corridor to the area of the morgue. Big Al leaned forward and grasped the handles of Earl Ray’s wheelchair as I grasped the handles of Big Al’s chair and pushed the two along. Roger was standing in front of us, holding onto the handles of Ski’s chair, with Moose and his chair rolling in front of Ski.


  Moose had called the corpsman from the wall phone on Q and made the arrangements for our entry. The lock to the shiny, metallic door had been left open. We pulled cautiously against the heavy barrier as the cold air rushed out onto our faces. It looked and felt like a walk-in freezer, like the one at the old restaurant in Missouri.


  We followed Moose and the small beam from his flashlight into the cold pitch-black room. The two-inch band of frost around the edges of the six metal drawers sparkled like white ribbons wrapped around gift boxes. The blue-white cold smoked from our nostrils, and an icy chill covered the bare metal arms and wheels of the four chairs.


  “He’s in here,” Moose motioned to the fifth drawer down the wall.


  “Did you get a name?” Earl Ray asked.


  “Yeah,” Moose whispered as he pulled the handle on the drawer. “I got a name.”


  A screeching of metal against ice, like the nightmare cries of 2B, shrilled from the black square hole of the horizontal chamber as the sliding tray and its sleeping passenger slowly glided into the waiting beam of light.


  “God dammit,” Earl Ray sagged.


  The left side of Mike Bower’s face cast a bluish moonlight glow from Moose’s flashlight. The mangled right side of his face had been packed with cotton, and his right arm had been amputated just below the shoulder.


  “God dammit,” Earl Ray said as he reached over and touched Mike Bower on the left cheek.


  Moose told us all we would say a prayer, any prayer, or we weren’t getting out. “I don’t care what you say, just as long as you say something.”


  We took turns stumbling through whatever words we could get out. Earl Ray waited until the rest of us had finished. He rolled as close as he could get to the Navy corpsman and leaned into the waxen face of Mike Bower.


  “We’ll meet again, my friend. Someday soon.”


  Pappy the Sailor Man


  “HOW’S IT GOING?” I asked the stranger in the funny uniform who had just appeared on Q Ward through the side doors. He stared at the sight of Q as if he had stumbled into Hell.


  “Doing okay,” he half-whispered. His sailor-like uniform was tailored to his small but strong frame. I wasn’t sure of the branch of service. His kid-like face contradicted the more than four years in the military denoted by the red stripe on the sleeve of his blue jumper. A funny Donald Duck-like cap shifted restlessly from his right hand to his left. A white plaster cast covered his left thumb and forearm.


  “Uh,” he said with a nervous grin. “I’m supposed to bunk here for a couple of weeks. They sent me out here and told me to find an empty bunk. Is this the right place?” He looked from side to side as if he were hoping someone would say no.


  “Well, fuck yeah!” Bobby Mac jumped in. “Anybody that’s got a four-year stripe on his arm is welcome on Q! You look like you just seen a fucking ghost!” he howled. “C’mon on in. Grab any bunk as long as it ain’t mine.”


  “Thanks,” he said. “Is anywhere okay?”


  “You got two full legs and both arms, you take a top bunk,” Moose said as he coasted his wheelchair over to the stranger.


  “That’s not a problem,” he said, looking at anything but Moose’s left arm stump and three-quarter leg.


  “What’s your first name?” Moose asked, pointing with his stump to the “Richards” stenciled in white letters on the black name tag.


  “Sonny,” he replied.


  “Well, Sonny Richards, what kind of uniform is that you’re wearing?” Moose asked.


  Earl Ray had locked his wheelchair in place about three feet from the intruder.


  “It’s Coast Guard,” he said, looking back at the side doors as if he were planning an escape.


  “You’re fucking Coast Guard?” Earl Ray shot. “Jesus Christ, we got us one more non-combat motherfucker. You’re in a world of shit. Just ask Shoff.”


  “Uh, I don’t have to bunk here, guys, if it’s going to be a problem.”


  “Bullshit!” Bobby Mac howled. “We don’t really give a shit what you do. You’re in here now, and that’s that.”


  “Don’t mind Earl,” Ski said. “He’ll be okay weeth it.”


  “You sure it’s okay? I can bunk somewhere else,” he said, trying desperately not to look at anyone’s stumps.


  “You’ve come to the right place, my friend,” Bobby Mac assured him. “Let me give you a hand with that duffle bag.”


  “Sure, uh, thanks,” he stammered.


  With that, Bobby Mac took off his plastic hand and tossed it to Sonny Richards. The poor guy just stood there holding Bobby’s hand as if it were a ten-legged spider.


  “Ain’t that some shit!” Bobby Mac howled. “We just fixed you up with a good hand!”


  “Here, give me that thing,” Moose said as he grabbed it and tossed it back to Bobby Mac. “What brings you here, anyway?”


  “Busted my hand at a training exercise here in Philly. I’ve got two or three weeks of physical therapy to get out of the way.”


  “If they’re telling you two to three weeks, you may as well plan on two months,” Big Al said, squatting in his wheelchair next to Moose. Sonny Richards stared at the floor.


  “Why the hell did you come through the side doors?” Earl Ray demanded.


  “Well,” Sonny Richards said, turning away toward the doors. “That’s where I parked my car.”


  “You fucking what!” we all sang in unison.


  “Yeah, I drove. My car’s sitting right outside.”


  We all scrambled over to the side doors as if a meteor had fallen from the sky.


  “Ain’t that some shit!” Bobby Mac shouted.


  There it was: an old four-door Buick sedan, its faded dark blue paint chipping away from the fenders. It was beautiful; a full-length luxury limousine if we ever saw one.


  “Son of a bitch,” Moose said. “Our prayers have been answered. Come on in. We’ve got just the bunk for you, my friend.”


  Sonny Richards sat on the bottom mattress three bunks down from the side doors and emptied the contents of his duffle bag.


  “How long you been in the Coast Guard?” Moose asked.


  “Just over seven years.”


  “Shit, man, you don’t look old enough to be out of high school,” Bobby Mac said.


  “Yeah, I’ll be twenty-eight my next birthday.”


  “No shit! You’re an old bastard!” Bobby Mac hooted. “By God, we’ll just call you Pappy! Pappy the sailor man!”


  Pappy settled in and was eager to do anything he could for the guys on Q. He had an easy smile, like Big Al’s, and a quirky, naïve innocence for a guy who was almost thirty. He didn’t say much and seldom offered conversation unless he was directly asked a question. He stayed as private as anyone could on Q, pretty much kept to himself, and other than breakfast in the mess hall and his early morning physical therapy, we never saw him on the ward during the day. He would get in that old Buick sedan and disappear until evening chow. Occasionally, he would hang around on the ward, but only if we asked him to join a card game or just sit and bullshit awhile. He offered to drive anybody, anywhere, anytime. Pappy, with his old faded blue Buick four-door sedan, became our chauffeur, our taxi, and our official bootlegger for the next several weeks.


  Pappy had two important missions. On Sundays, we would take up a collection, and Pappy and a couple of other guys would make a beer run over to New Jersey. Pappy had found a bar that would sell him beer in half-gallon, wide-mouth plastic jugs, packaged in cardboard boxes—four jugs to a box. It was usually a little warm by the time he got it back to the patio off Q Ward, but it made for some great late Sunday afternoon distractions.


  Pappy’s first—and most important—mission was to carry Earl Ray and the rest of our small group of rabble-rousers away to temporary freedom from the stifling isolation and repetitive monotony of life on Q.


  The Hole in the Fence


  THE PHILADELPHIA NAVAL Hospital main gate was guarded twenty-four hours a day by Marine military police and Navy shore patrol, and access was strictly controlled. Military staff and civilian employees required both vehicle and personal identification that was presented at the gate. Visitors were required to sign in and obtain temporary passes.


  The Shore Patrol and MPs gave their combat-wounded comrades unrestricted “don’t stop, don’t look” passage in and out. Once the guards recognized one of the passengers as a patient, a sharp salute, most often accompanied with a smile, waved the car and all occupants through.


  To get to the front gate from Q Ward was a real hike. By wheelchair, it could take almost fifteen minutes. On crutches with new legs, it could take more than half an hour, and it would leave a guy nearly exhausted. No one wanted to show up at a bar or a girlfriend’s place already tired and with a shirt soaked with sweat.


  The entire perimeter of the hospital, like all military facilities, was completely surrounded by cyclone fencing with barbed wire spiraled along its top like a blade-ridden slinky. Only one entrance allowed for patients, civilians, or privately owned vehicles entering or leaving the grounds.


  The only way to avoid the strenuous and exhausting maze of getting to the front gate, and the razor wire on top of the fence, was to go through it. Moose commandeered a pair of wire cutters, and under the cover of darkness one night, three of us slipped out the side doors of Q Ward and headed across the grassy area. We squeezed behind one of the large oak trees growing against the fence and cut a hole about four feet high and two feet wide. Leaving the fence links intact at the left side of the hole, we could use it like a door, securing it back in place with a couple of pieces of wire.


  We were almost certain, even with the cover of the oak tree and the stopgap wire hinges, that the hole in the fence had been discovered. We saw a couple of MPs walking the perimeter one day, and one of them had motioned in the direction of the tree and the hole. They both smiled and just walked on.


  The hole in the fence became more than a shortcut. For those of us who couldn’t get home, or didn’t want to, it was an escape hatch and a launch point for the temporary freedom waiting in the nearby streets of South Philly.


  “C’mon Big Al, let’s go out and get a few beers,” I said.


  Big Al cringed in his rocking horse and looked at me as if I had lost my mind.


  “Yeah, me and you—and this anchor on my ass,” he said.


  “You don’t need that rocking horse, you got me,” I smiled.


  “What do you mean?” he asked as he shifted with his crutches, rocking slightly backward.


  “Just what I said.”


  Big Al smiled like a kid on a new bicycle as I stood upright, his arms around my neck, his half body dangling just above my waist, and we headed toward the hole in the fence.


  I sat on the ground, Big Al slid from my shoulders, and he squirmed through the hole. Once on the other side, and with the wire door secured, I got down on my knees and Big Al grabbed the back of my shirt, pulled himself up around my neck, and we were off.


  We went north and turned left at the first street corner. Two short blocks later, we were standing in front of the Rainbow Bar and Grille, just across the street from the back end of the hospital grounds.


  “Hell of a name for a bar, ain’t it?” I said.


  “Doesn’t matter to me if they name it Hell,” Big Al laughed. “Just get me inside!”


  We went as far as the third booth and Big Al slid from my shoulders onto the soft, green, plastic-covered seat. I limped to the bar and ordered us each a pitcher of beer.


  The smoky-brown walls were layered with neon beer signs; a large faded mirror hung on the wall over the two middle booths. A small stage with a brass pole in the center was tucked in the back corner. Red, yellow, blue, and green spotlights flashed onto the thick gold shag carpet on the dance platform. A jukebox set silent next to the empty stage.


  “Let me get those for you,” a guy on a bar stool motioned.


  “Thanks,” I said.


  “Yeah, thanks,” Big Al smiled.


  The girl on the stool at the far end of the bar took a sip from her drink, got up, and put a quarter in the jukebox.


  “Yummy, Yummy, Yummy, I Got Love in My Tummy” filled the speakers mounted on either side of the flashing lights. The girl stepped onto the stage, removed a loose miniskirt and shawl, and began dancing in her platform shoes, hot pants, and tube top.


  The song faded out, and we applauded along with the five or six other patrons. The woman came over to our table and edged in next to Big Al.


  She was pretty. Late twenties, blonde hair, nice breasts, great legs, and a sweet, sultry scent floated from her ivory skin.


  She touched Big Al’s hand and flicked at his plastic hospital ID band with a long pink fingernail. She glanced down at the worn band on my left wrist.


  “Nice to have you guys here,” she said.


  Big Al squirmed a little, not taking his eyes off of her.


  “Al,” he said with a firm handshake. “Everyone calls me Big Al.”


  “Eva,” she said. “Not many guys from over there come in here.”


  “This is Shoff,” he said, pointing at me.


  “Nice to know you,” she replied, not letting go of Big Al’s hand. “Did you two walk all the way here? I mean…did you come all the way from the front?” Her eyes had fallen to Big Al’s torso and she blushed. “That’s a long way to…”


  “It’s okay,” Big Al said. “We took a shortcut. Actually, we made us a shortcut,” he beamed.


  “It’s really not that far,” I said. “We’re glad we found this place.”


  “You two enjoy yourselves,” she said, getting up. “Come in anytime, my bar is open to you whenever you want.” She went back to her perch at the end of the bar and rejoined her waiting glass.


  Big Al waved Eva over to our booth and gave her a dollar for the jukebox. She swayed for the next fifteen minutes as if it were our private dance. We finished a third pitcher of beer from an anonymous donor and decided it was time to start back.


  “Thanks, Eva, and thanks to everyone for the beer!” Big Al shouted from his crouched position in the booth. “Hey, Shoff, I have to piss,” he whispered, looking at me as if he’d never taken a piss before.


  “Well, let’s go take a look at the head and see what we can do,” I said.


  I sat on the edge of the booth and everyone glanced sideways as Big Al locked his arms around my neck and shoulders. We staggered along the bar and disappeared into the one-stall, one-urinal men’s room. It was cramped and musty and reeked of bleach and old piss.


  “Smells a little like home, doesn’t it?” Big Al laughed.


  “Yeah, I’m getting homesick by the minute,” I laughed back.


  Big Al slid off my back and grabbed the toilet lid with both hands. I unpinned the top of his diaper trousers, hung them on the door hook, and pulled off his underwear.


  Al pissed a pitcher of beer and we got his clothes back on. He sat on the edge of the toilet while I took a piss in the urinal. I got on my knees on the sticky floor, Big Al climbed on, I washed my hands, and we reappeared through the dark blue door.


  As we strolled past the bar, we shook a couple of hands and headed out the front door of the Rainbow Bar and Grille.


  “Let me give you guys a lift,” someone said from a bar stool.


  “No thanks,” Big Al said. “I’ve got mine.”


  The alcohol sloshed in our brains as the dull neon rainbow of the bar light flashed overhead and onto the street, as if to point the direction home.


  I stepped off the curb, lost my balance, and stumbled across to the sidewalk on the other side. I tripped over the curb, and Big Al and I were tossed against the cyclone fence. We lay in a heap, laughing.


  A police cruiser had just turned the corner and pulled quickly up to the curb. Two cops got out and were standing over us, one with his nightstick out.


  “What the hell?” the taller one said.


  They knew in a second who we were, or at least what we were.


  “You guys okay?” the shorter one asked.


  “Yeah,” I said. “How ’bout you, Big Al?”


  “I’m doing great!” he laughed.


  “Big Al, huh?” the tall one said with a smile. “You guys been in the Rainbow?”


  “Yep. Been there three pitchers’ worth,” I said.


  “That’s three pitchers each,” Big Al bragged.


  “You guys old enough to drink?” the taller cop asked.


  “Jesus, man, you ain’t going to bust us for having a beer?” Big Al slurred.


  “Are you shittin’ me?” I blurted.


  “Hold on, now,” he laughed. “Just kidding.”


  The cop noticed Eva watching through the glass door of the Rainbow and gave her a smile. She smiled back with relief and disappeared into the darkness of the bar.


  “Let’s see,” the shorter one said as he slid Big Al’s wristband around and lowered his flashlight. “You wearing one of these too?” he asked, searching my arm with the beam.


  “Yeah,” I said.


  “How did you guys get over here, anyway?” the tall one asked.


  “We walked!” Big Al said proudly.


  “Why don’t you guys get in the squad car? We’ll get you back before you hurt yourselves,” he chuckled.


  The cruiser stopped at the front gate, and the MP stooped down and peered into the open driver’s-side window. “What’s up, officer?”


  “We got two of your buddies here. Just giving them a lift,” the driver cop said. “How do we get to Q Ward?”


  They dropped us off at the side of Q, and the cops saluted as they pulled away. Big Al and I, his arms clinging to my neck, stumbled up the two concrete steps onto the patio and through the double doors back into our home.


  The next morning, we took our regular dose of pain pills and gathered in the circle of wheelchairs with our buddies.


  “Where did you guys go last night?” Moose asked.


  “We found a place just around the corner,” Big Al said. “The Rainbow Bar and Grille. Nice lady over there…real nice.”


  “That’s a hell of a name for a bar,” Earl Ray grumbled.


  “Like I told Shoff, they could call it Hell for all I care. It’s real close, they got cold beer, and Eva is my kind of woman.”


  “Any woman is your kind of woman,” Bobby Mac crowed.


  “Not the kind of woman you’re thinking of,” Big Al said. “She gives a shit.”


  “Ain’t no woman gives a shit,” Earl Ray said.


  “Why don’t you find out for yourself?” Big Al smiled.


  “Yeah, right. Like I’m going to walk in there and some broad you met at a bar is going to give a shit about me.”


  “Well, you ain’t exactly going to walk in there,” Big Al grinned. “And she ain’t some broad. If you got out once in a while, you’d see they ain’t all broads.” Big Al churned his wheelchair side to side.


  “Why did she take a liking to your ass? It ain’t like you got one,” Earl Ray grinned.


  “She’s just that way. Ain’t that right, Shoff?”


  “First woman I’ve ever known that gives a shit. She’s real, Earl. She owns the place. Came right over to us and sat down by Big Al.”


  “She’s a good dancer, too,” Big Al shot in.


  “Her name is Eva and she dances, too?” Roger smirked.


  “That’s right, smartass. And she bought us each a pitcher of beer.”


  “So where is this Rainbow?” Earl Ray asked.


  “About three blocks down from the hole. Shoff and I made it in less than ten minutes. It took us longer to get back—and that was in a cop car.”


  “Dyou guys were brought back in a cop car?” Ski stammered.


  “Right up to the side doors there,” Big Al said with his big grin.


  “Ain’t that some shit. Our boys here got a ride home with the by-God fucking law! Sounds just like my old man.” Bobby Mac barked.


  Big Al and I took turns telling parts of the story from last night, and Earl Ray listened with a bit of curiosity and a load of skepticism.


  “Okay. We’re all going over to the Rainbow Bar and Grille this Friday,” Moose commanded. “That a deal?”


  “Why wait for Friday?” Big Al exclaimed. “What the hell do we care what day we go? I say we go tonight.”


  It didn’t take much to get Bobby Mac, Roger, and Ski to agree. We finally convinced Earl Ray to go, but with one condition: if he didn’t like it, we would all leave.


  Pappy came by around three o’clock for his Sunday beer run to New Jersey.


  “Hell yes, I’ll take you over there. What time you coming back?”


  “We’re not sure,” Moose said.


  “I could stop by on my way back from Jersey.”


  “We may need to have you hang out for a few minutes. That okay with you?”


  “I go where you go,” Pappy said.


  Ski put on his right half leg; Moose put on his left half leg and decided against the arm. Earl Ray felt more comfortable with a pair of crutches, his right half leg, the full left leg, and decided against the pincer arm. He left it hanging over the foot of his bunk. Bobby Mac couldn’t wait to show off his rubber hand.


  Moose, Earl Ray, and Ski climbed into Pappy’s four-door Buick with Moose hanging out the back window, his three-quarter left arm holding tight to the door, the shamrock tattoo furled across his bulging bicep.


  “If we beat you there, you’re buying all night!” he bellowed.


  “We’ll have one gone before you get through the gates!” Bobby Mac bragged.


  Bobby Mac and the Big Al-and-Shoff team went through the doors of the Rainbow Bar and Grille just as Pappy and his crew were turning the corner off South Broad. We hurried in and Big Al slid off my neck into the first booth, facing toward the back of the bar and Eva.


  “Can we get four pitchers down here real quick?” he shouted.


  “No time to even say hello? What’s the hurry?”


  “We got three more coming in behind us. We beat ’em here, so they’re buying. Sorry, hello!” Big Al was smiling like an Olympic gold winner.


  The other three clambered through the doorway as Eva delivered the pitchers full of beer and set them on the table. Roger squeezed in next to Big Al, Moose slid into the bench across from them, and a patron brought over a chair for Earl Ray. Bobby Mac and Ski perched at the end of the bar on the maroon plastic-covered stools.


  “What took you so long?” Big Al said, grinning through the amber of the lifted pitcher.


  “Yeah,” I said. “We got tired of waiting, but you still owe for the beers. Where’s Pappy?”


  “He’s waiting in the car for a few minutes,” Moose said. “If we don’t like it here, he’ll take us back.”


  “And why wouldn’t you like it here?” Eva said as she put her hand on Earl’s shoulder. Earl winced and craned his neck to look down at her hand. Eva didn’t move it. “Did these two tell you what a witch I am?” she asked, pointing to Big Al and me. “The name’s Eva. And you are?” she asked, taking Earl Ray’s hand from the table.


  “Earl Ray,” he said, uneasy.


  “Well, Earl Ray, you have a handsome face and wonderful blue eyes.”


  “And your names?” she asked, turning to each guy as he pronounced his name as if it were roll call. Her soft brown eyes turned back to Earl Ray, and as she walked away, she blew a kiss to Big Al.


  “I told you she gives a shit,” he said.


  “We’ve been here two minutes,” Earl snapped.


  “That’s all you need,” Big Al said.


  “What do you think, Earl?” Moose asked. “You want to stay awhile?”


  Earl Ray looked up and down the bar. It was early, and the only people here besides the guy who had brought the chair over were two older men, leaning forward from their bar stools, staring at half-empty bottles of beer.


  Earl shrugged his shoulders. “Got nothing else to do.”


  Moose motioned to me to go out and let Pappy know we were staying and to have him come by on his way back from Jersey.


  Pappy drove off and I returned to the booth, poured me a glass from a full pitcher, and joined Ski and Bobby Mac at the bar.


  “Anybody need anything?” I asked without much meaning.


  “Yeah,” Earl Ray said. “I want to see if that broad dances as good as Big Al says she does.”


  “She ain’t a broad, Earl,” Big Al warned.


  “Okay, okay,” Moose interrupted. “Shoff, go see if she can settle this, will you?”


  “What’s up, Shoff?” Eva asked.


  “Earl Ray swears you can’t dance.”


  “Is that so? Seems Earl Ray needs a little personal attention. Does he have any particular song in mind? Or should I pick it?”


  “I think he would be glad if you did the honors.”


  Eva disappeared through a small doorway behind the bar.


  “Must have scared the little lady,” Big Al chided.


  “I knew she didn’t give a shit,” Earl Ray said.


  I limped back down the length of the bar and took a stool next to Bobby Mac. He filled my glass from the pitcher the two guys at the bar had ordered for him and Ski.


  “I think I could spend a lot of time here,” I said.


  “You got that right,” Bobby Mac agreed. “Shit, it may be just a little too close. Look there, Shoff,” he said, pointing with his rubber hand.


  Eva appeared out of the darkness of the dance platform, her bare shoulders pulsating a pale green and blue and yellow from the overhead spotlights. A low, tight lime green and blue bikini hugged her white hips; her breasts were barely covered by a solid lime green top with spaghetti straps.


  “Hey, Bobby, could you keep an eye on my beer for me?” I asked. “I gotta see this.”


  “Well, shit yeah. You couldn’t have asked anyone better,” he chuckled as he took his glass eyeball out and dropped it in my beer. It sank to the bottom, staring out at me.


  “You are one crazy son of a bitch,” I said with affection.


  “Beaucoup dinky dau!” he laughed.


  I motioned to the bartender for a clean glass and drained the beer from the eyeball. Bobby Mac retrieved his glass eye, popped it in the socket, and howled, “Man, this fucking beer is going straight to my head!”


  “You are fucking beaucoup dinky dau,” I laughed.


  The jukebox crackled, and Eva slid away from the stage and followed the music as it pushed off the floor in front of her.


  “Hold On Just a Little Bit Tighter” by Alive ’n Kickin’ resonated from the speakers. Eva mouthed the lyrics as she and the song made their way toward Earl Ray.


  She slid past Ski, Bobby Mac, and me like a fleshy ghost, her eyes fixed on Earl Ray. She wasn’t really dancing. Her movements were so graceful she looked as if she was made of smoke. It was beautiful, tender, and stirring. She never took her eyes from Earl’s uneasy steel-blue stare.


  Baby, you touched my soul now.


  Eva cupped Earl’s face with both hands, gently rubbed them through his hair, and tickled a long fingernail down the length of his right arm. Earl Ray sat rigid. Goosebumps pranced from his neck and down both arms.


  Hold on just a little bit tighter now, baby.


  Eva straddled Earl’s legs, slid down onto his lap, put her hands behind his head, and gently pulled him toward her. She leaned into Earl Ray’s face and put her mouth over his. It was a gentle, short, open-mouth kiss. Earl blushed, his flesh shivering from the fingernail lightly knifing the skin down his left half arm.


  She caressed Earl’s neck and cheeks in her long fingers and gently stroked his face as if to read his mind. She closed her eyes, put her lips over his, and her breath floated into Earl’s open mouth.


  “You are the bravest man I have ever met.”


  She slid off Earl’s lap, squeezing her legs tight, hugging Earl’s plastic limbs between her warm thighs. Eva smiled at Earl, kissed his cheek, and walked back to the silent jukebox.


  Baby, you touch my soul now.


  Eva looked deep into Earl’s eyes, kissed his lips softly, and walked back to the silent jukebox.


  Big Al was smiling from ear to ear. “I told you so.”


  Pappy returned around eight o’clock with two boxes of the one-gallon plastic jugs of beer in the trunk of his old Buick.


  We made our way back to Q and sat on the concrete pad and drank from paper cups with several other guys from the ward. We didn’t tell them about the Rainbow or Eva. Earl Ray didn’t want anyone else to know about it. Too many people could ruin a good thing.


  “How much longer you got here?” Earl Ray asked Pappy.


  “Not sure. I suppose a week or two.”


  “You want to sell that old Buick?”


  “I can’t, Earl. Once I’m released from the hospital, I have to get back to Florida. That car is all I have.”


  “Ain’t nothing in Florida,” Earl Ray shrugged.


  “Just my last five months of enlistment. I think I’m getting out.”


  “Where you going after that?” Earl Ray asked.


  “Not sure. Maybe back here. I kind of like it here.”


  “Five months is a long fucking time,” Earl shrugged again.


  We visited Eva and the Rainbow as often as we could. It was the only place we ever saw Earl Ray smiling. And it was the only reason Earl would ever venture off the Ward. Eva would sit alone with Earl Ray in the booth at the back of the bar, the one next to the dance platform. They shared conversation, beers, cigarettes, and once in awhile, a short, open-mouth kiss. On a couple of occasions, Eva wasn’t there and Earl Ray demanded to go back to Q.


  Pappy got released back to full duty, and he and that beautiful, beat-up, old blue Buick pulled away from Q Ward and headed to Florida. The empty parking spot outside reminded me of the vacant bed slots on 2B—empty, lonely, and fearful. Pappy and his old Buick would be missed. Earl Ray would miss them the most.


  Rosie’s Place


  “IT’S TOO QUIET here, Shoff,” Big Al said. “Saturdays suck. Shit, Q sucks.”


  “I hear you, Al. Ski’s been going home every weekend now,” I replied. “He asks me to go, but I don’t want to be a pain in the ass to his folks.”


  “Must be nice to go home every weekend,” Big Al said.


  “That’ll come soon enough,” Moose shrugged. “Why ain’t you out somewhere, Shoff? Not like you have to hang around here all day.”


  “I don’t mind. I got no place to go, anyway.”


  “Wish we could get you out of here, Earl. Get you to the Rainbow,” Big Al said.


  “We need a car, man,” I said.


  “Why don’t you two just get off your asses and go to the Rainbow,” Earl Ray said. “I’m getting tired of your whining.”


  “Ain’t the same without you there, Earl,” Big Al said.


  “Then go some-fucking-place else.”


  We took him up on his advice. About an hour later, Big Al and I slipped through the hole in the fence and went looking for a place other than the Rainbow Bar and Grille.


  We walked about fifteen blocks north on Broad Street, and my legs were beginning to weaken. I slid Big Al down on a bus bench for a breather.


  “Light me up a Kool, will you, Shoff?”


  “You got it.”


  I took out a pack of Kools tucked in my left sock and lit each of us a cigarette.


  “Here you go, my friend.”


  We sat on the metal and wooden bench in the warm afternoon air enjoying the smokes and waving an occasional city bus to pass on by.


  “You two going to sit here all night?” a lusty voice asked from behind us. We both turned toward the voice as the woman pulled a wrought-iron gate inward, gracefully stepped around, and came toward us.


  “Not me,” Big Al said. “It’s hurting my ass.”


  She leaned her hip against the bus bench, pulled out a cigarette from a silver case, and sat down next to Big Al.


  “The name’s Rosie; nice to meet you two.”


  “I’m Big Al, this here’s Shoff.”


  “Well, Big Al and Shoff, what brings you to my bus stop? I’ve been watching you for almost half an hour.”


  “Just resting a while,” Big Al smiled. “This walking takes a lot out of me.”


  “I’m sure it does,” she said as she gently touched Big Al near his hips where his legs used to be.


  Rosie was a beautiful thirty-year-old with gray-green eyes that had a look much older than her pretty face and slim body. One side of her shoulder-length red hair kept falling forward, so she was constantly tucking it behind her ear. Her hair wasn’t red-red. It was more of an orange-brown red, like the Ozark maple leaves in November. The kind that blanket the ground and invite you to bury yourself in their colors and pretend you’re in a place far away.


  Her teeth would have been perfect except for the slightly yellow tint from a pack-a-day routine of Pall Malls. Three hairline creases splintered her lower lip, giving her mouth a slightly rutted but sensual roughness. Her smooth easy motion and straight-in-your-eyes look was that of a woman who was sure of herself.


  Rosie inhaled deeply from a Pall Mall and crossed her legs. The loose-fitting skirt, with only the two top buttons fastened in the front, spread upward in a fleshy V-shape, exposing her youth-tight thighs. Big Al and I couldn’t take our eyes off of them.


  “Why don’t you two come in and have a beer? I’ll introduce you to my friends.”


  We entered the front door into a plush lavender and white living room. A huge easy chair with large purple flower prints and the matching wrap-around couch bulged from the far corner. The walls were checkered with large black-and-white pictures, four of Bob Dylan and three of Marilyn Monroe. A wall-size, gold-framed mirror over the long end of the couch nearly reflected the entire room. Pure-white, translucent curtains with smaller matching prints of the purple flowers draped the side window by the stairway. A thick, wooden built-in bookcase was wedged in the corner, floor to ceiling, between the front door and the side window. The shelves were stuffed with books of all kinds.


  Rosie disappeared through a thicket of dangling purple and white beads that draped the doorway just to the right of the front door. Blood, Sweat and Tears was descending almost indiscernible from the hollow at the top of the stairs.


  I slid Big Al down on the couch and stood staring at the giant bookcase, craning to hear the music. A strange feeling came over me—the same feeling I had the first time I rolled into the solarium. I felt like I didn’t belong here. It wasn’t like it was hallowed ground, but this kind of place wasn’t meant for me. I wasn’t good enough. But for whatever reason, through whatever flash of fate, I was standing in the purple and white living room of some whore named Rosie.


  “You thinking what I’m thinking?” I whispered to Big Al.


  “Yeah, Rosie runs a whorehouse,” he said with a really big smile. “Somebody pinch me.”


  “Of all the bus benches we could have picked. Damn good thing my legs were getting tired when they did.”


  “Shit, it was my idea to give you a rest,” Big Al chuckled.


  “I don’t think we have enough money for this place.”


  “That’s for damn sure,” Big Al said, patting his crotch.


  Rosie slid sideways back through the beads with two bottles of beer and three glasses of wine on a tray.


  “Wow, you really like your wine,” Big Al laughed. “And only one beer for us?”


  “Hope you like Budweiser,” she said.


  “The King of Beers,” Al proclaimed.


  We both swigged from the bottles. Big Al looked like he was going to disappear into the oversized cushions of the lavender-flowered couch. I grabbed his hand and he pulled himself up.


  “Would you be more comfortable sitting here?” Rosie asked, patting her hand on the seat cushion of the chair.


  “I’m okay,” Big Al smiled. “I’m just not used to nice pillows. The ones we have on Q are like bricks.”


  “What’s Q?”


  “Oh, sorry. It’s the ward we live on at the Navy hospital, Q Ward.”


  “Well, here’s to Q Ward,” Rosie said, raising her glass. “And, I prefer to call this a Garden of Eden. Don’t let Tammie or Sheryl hear you call it a whorehouse,” Rosie smiled at us over the rim of her wine glass.


  “Sorry, we didn’t mean anything by it,” Big Al blushed a little. “But you do…you are…I mean.”


  “Yes, we do, and yes, we are. But we are very much ladies. And we don’t walk the streets or hustle the bars.”


  “Then how do you…you know?” I asked.


  “We refer to them as clients, and they know how to find us,” Rosie said with conviction. “But this time, we found you. Now, how do we get you upstairs, Big Al?” Rosie asked, setting down her glass.


  “That’s my job,” I said.


  Big Al was around my neck before I could set my beer down.


  “Do you believe this shit?” he tried to whisper as we followed Rosie and her two glasses of wine toward the music.


  What goes up…must come down. Spinning wheel…got to go round.


  Rosie waited in the hall at the open door as I carried Big Al into the bedroom. He was squeezing my neck a little tighter than usual. Rosie stepped in and went behind us, placing one of the glasses of wine on a small table.


  Tammie was gorgeous—long, gleaming brown hair, soft blue eyes, and full lips, shimmering with lavender lipstick. Her pink naked body was half-covered under a white satin sheet that lay in folds across her hips.


  Big Al slipped off my shoulders with a clumsy thud onto the bed, and we both gave out a nervous chuckle. Tammie reached down and took Big Al by both hands and pulled him up to share her pillow.


  I stepped out into the hall where Rosie was waiting. She pulled the heavy wooden door closed until only a small crack of light showed through.


  Drop all your troubles by the riverside.


  “What about you, uh, Shoff? Would you like to meet Sheryl?”


  “I think I’ll just wait for Al downstairs. You know we don’t have a lot of mon…”


  “Please, don’t,” she said. “You and your friend are our guests. We invited you here. We are doing this because we want to.”


  “I’ll just wait for Big Al,” I said.


  I stood at the top of the stairway as Rosie glided down the long hall and dropped off the remaining glass of wine. A third doorway across the hall was closed tight; a small wood carving with the name Rosie hung over a tiny privacy keyhole.


  You got no money…you got no home.


  We made our way down to the living room, and Rosie came back through the beaded curtain doorway with a cold Budweiser and a fresh glass of wine.


  “Sheryl is more than disappointed. Are you trying to be noble?”


  “No,” I stammered. “I don’t think I even know how to be. I just want this to be something special for Big Al.”


  “What would Al say about you saying no?”


  “He’s going to think I’m nuts. He’ll recommend me for the psych ward.”


  “You can still change your mind.”


  “Maybe next time. I mean, if…”


  “Of course, there will be a next time. You and Al are welcome anytime. Well, almost any time,” she grinned. “We’ll have to set up some rules. Let me think about it.”


  She picked up her wine glass and sat next to me on the big lavender flower-covered couch.


  “I really don’t like calling you Shoff. Do you have a first name?”


  “Jeremy.”


  “Well, Jeremy, what brought you two to my front gate?”


  I wanted to tell her it was the purest of all luck, absolute fate, and the stars were aligned this way only once in a zillion years.


  “Well, the Rainbow isn’t the same without Earl Ray, so we were looking for a new place.”


  “The Rainbow?”


  “Yeah, the Rainbow. It’s a bar close to the hospital.”


  “And Earl Ray?”


  “A friend of mine and Big Al’s. A good friend.”


  “He must be if you don’t want to go to the Rainbow without him.”


  An hour passed; we talked about Earl Ray and the hospital, and Rosie had another wine. I had two more Budweisers, and Rosie said she felt like she already knew Earl Ray.


  “Maybe you can bring him by sometime.”


  “That would be great…if we could get him to come.”


  “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem!” Big Al said, grinning from ear to ear. Tammie and Big Al were standing at the bottom of the stairs, Big Al’s arms snug around her neck.


  “Well, ain’t that some shit,” I laughed, trying my best to sound like Bobby Mac. “Looks like I lost my job.”


  “I only work inside,” her sultry voice teased.


  Big Al sat with cheeks blazing from the hour-long enchantment with Tammie.


  “You should see your cheeks, Al,” Rosie smiled. “Now you know why it’s called Rosie’s Place.”


  We drank another beer before getting up to head back. Sheryl came down to say hello and goodbye—man, was I really nuts for turning down this offer.


  Rosie kissed us each on the cheek and reminded us of her rules.


  “Remember, we are ladies here. This is our secret; you tell anyone other than Earl Ray, and it’s off. No more than once a week—after all, it is a business. Call the number I gave you two days before you want to come down. Friday and Sunday afternoons are best. Sit on the bus bench until one of us comes out. Oh, and don’t forget to talk to Earl Ray.”


  We sat on the bench smoking a cigarette and waited for a southbound bus.


  “I think I’m in love, Shoff.”


  “I don’t blame you, Big Al.”


  “No, I mean it. I think I’m in love. I could feel it. She held me like a baby. I mean, she didn’t just screw me, she made love to me. I don’t think I’ve ever had a woman do that before.”


  “Be careful, Al, that’s what she does for a living. Tammie may not even be her real name.”


  “I don’t give a shit,” he said calmly. “I’ve never felt like that with a woman before.”


  “Maybe it’s the kind of women you’ve been with before.”


  “She’s different, man. I know she’s supposed to make you feel good. But I’ll bet other guys don’t feel like this about her. Shit, they all probably got wives at home.”


  “Let’s talk about it back on Q,” I said as a bus rumbled up.


  Everyone stared at us as Big Al slid from my neck and into the seat closest to the back doors. It was a quick ten minutes, and we couldn’t wait to get off. As we stepped down into the stairwell and the doors swooshed open, Big Al clutched my shirt with one hand, raised his other hand, and gave them the finger.


  The bus exhaled loudly as we stepped away from its blowing fumes, and we walked toward the hole in the fence.


  “Let’s sit here a while,” Big Al said.


  “Okay. We’ve got all night.”


  We leaned against the chain-link fence, lit a cigarette, and sat quietly in the dark.


  “I don’t want to go back inside,” Big Al said, lighting up another Kool.


  “We got to go in sometime. People are going to wonder about us after a while,” I said, trying to be funny.


  “No, Shoff, I really don’t want to go back inside there.”


  “Okay with me, Al. Whatever you want. We can sit here the rest of our lives if you want to.”


  “I wish she hadn’t been so nice to me. Ain’t no way I’m going to meet another woman that can make me feel like she did.”


  “I think there’s women out there, Al. It just takes what it took tonight to find them.”


  “Yeah, what’s that?”


  “Pure fucking luck.”


  “Maybe you’re right. Maybe it is pure fucking luck.”


  Big Al flicked his half-smoked cigarette down toward my feet; I stood up and casually twisted the fire out of it with the sole of my shoe.


  “C’mon, Shoff, get me inside. I gotta piss.”


  The Ambush


  ALCOHOL HAD BECOME the drug of choice for most of us on Q Ward. Pain pills had been reduced from 250-milligram doses to 100 milligrams, or from Darvon to Tylenol with codeine in low doses. The number of pills allowed per week was cut in half, too. You didn’t get buzzed every day. You simply took more pills at one time but less often.


  Except for Sunday afternoons, drinking on Q was rare. The difficulty of getting a cab outside the hole and the low pay kept most of us on the ward until Friday and Saturday nights.


  A Marine who had been on L Ward transferred onto Q, and Moose agreed to let him take a bunk in the far back corner of the ward. Lance Corporal Steven Ramsey never said much, but we got to know each other through small talk and the occasional sharing of a joint on the back steps.


  He wasn’t like the other Marines on Q. He was shy, a little aloof, and he didn’t share the deep-rooted allegiance of being a Marine. He wasn’t a loner, but he would take off through the hole every chance he could. He spent a lot of evenings away from the hospital—and he drank a lot.


  He came from an affluent family in northern Philadelphia, and his parents sent him money every week. He was sure it was their way of not having to visit or, worse yet, their way of keeping him from coming home on weekends.


  He had already embarrassed the family twice—first by turning down a scholarship to Temple, then by joining the Marines. His older brother had done what was expected—a degree in political science and now law school.


  Steven Ramsey knew even before he started his first semester he wasn’t ready for college. He wasn’t sure he would ever be ready. He just couldn’t get past the boredom and the fact that he was forced to do it. He dropped out three weeks into his second semester, and he and his dad had another one of their talks. They were never really their talks; they were always lectures from the old man.


  Maybe a stint in the Marine Corps was the thing to do. It would show the bastard that chasing money wasn’t the only way to live a life and earn respect.


  Steven Ramsey lost his right leg below the knee and could have left the hospital and the Marine Corps four or five weeks ago. He pushed the limits of what his half leg and stump could take. The abuse of wearing his plastic leg for hours on end and walking without support from crutches or a cane kept the stump weakened and raw. It wouldn’t heal, and his intentional neglect kept it that way. Warnings from the PT officer hadn’t fazed him.


  Where the hell was he to go from here?


  One Monday, he staggered onto Q Ward just a little after midnight from an evening of heavy drinking. He was so wasted he had groped his way in the dark for a bunk on two other wards before finding Q. He was slurring words no one could make out. As he stumbled down the ward, he got louder and louder. Several guys woke up and hollered at the voice in the dark.


  “Hey man, we’re trying to sleep here!”


  “What’s wrong with you?”


  “C’mon, man, hold it down!”


  It only emboldened Steven Ramsey, and he began shouting at the top of his lungs. I got up in the dark and helped him to his bunk, where he passed out and slept until almost noon.


  The next night the same thing happened—drunken, loud, boisterous, slurry nothingness coming from the shy, quiet, unassuming Marine.


  This time, the objections were more forceful.


  “Shut the fuck up!”


  “Are you stupid or something?”


  “I’m gonna shut you up if you can’t do it yourself!”


  Steven Ramsey continued down the ward, yelling at the top of his lungs. Ski and I groped through the darkened space and once again got him into bed.


  The third night, it happened again.


  Steven Ramsey was halfway down the ward, yelling and slurring obscenities like a madman. Five or six guys had been waiting, and they were going to teach this guy a lesson.


  Chairs went screeching across the floor. The table crashed into the foot of my bunk. The sounds of plastic feet thudding on the floor and hollow, echoing pops as canes and fists and the ends of crutches came down on Steven Ramsey from the concealment of the darkened ward.


  “Take this, motherfucker!”


  “This’ll shut you the fuck up!”


  “You won’t do this again, dumbass!”


  It was over in a matter of seconds. Someone hit the light switch next to the side doors and the overhead fluorescent bulbs flickered on. Everyone had scattered like cockroaches and rushed to the cover of their own bunks.


  Steven Ramsey lay on the floor in a bloody mess.


  His nose was broken, his lips were cut wide open, and a gash about an inch and a half long went lengthways across his left eyebrow. We couldn’t tell, but it looked as though his right arm had been broken. His knuckles and forearms were bloody from his attempts to stop the blows to his head and chest. His right pant leg was empty. Someone had pulled the artificial half leg from Steve Ramsey’s stump and threw it against the side door about eight feet away.


  “God dammit!” I screamed. “He didn’t deserve this! He’s one of you! Look what the fuck you’ve done! C’mon! Take a good look, God dammit! Look at him!”


  Ski slid his leg on and limped as quickly as he could into the shower room with a pillowcase in hand. He came out with it dripping wet and began pressing it against Steven’s battered face. Moose and Earl Ray were reaching down from their sitting positions in their wheelchairs, trying to comfort the Marine as much as possible.


  Bobby Mac, Ski, and I lifted Steven Ramsey off the floor and dropped his limp body into a wheelchair. Bobby Mac went over to the side doors, picked up Ramsey’s leg, and threw it on his bunk.


  “You motherfuckers didn’t have to beat him so bad!” Bobby Mac yelled down the ward. “God dammit, ain’t this some shit!”


  Steven Ramsey thrashed his drunken and bleeding head, spitting blood and slurring disconnected syllables and vowels as we wheeled him passed his attackers. “Take a good fucking look!” I shouted one last time. “He’s one of you!”


  Steven Ramsey was passed out when Ski and I got him to emergency sick bay.


  “How did this happen?” the ER doctor demanded.


  “We don’t dknow, sir,” Ski answered him, giving me a quick glance. “He came onto the ward like theese.”


  “He’s taken a pretty damn good beating. How the hell did he get past the guardhouse like this? Where had he been?”


  “We don’t know that either, sir,” I said. “He usually goes out on his own.”


  “Where’s his wristband, his dog tags?” the doctor asked.


  “His name is Steven Ramsey,” I said. “He always leaves those in his locker when he goes out.”


  The doctor rummaged through Steven’s pants pockets and yanked out a wallet.


  “Well, at least he carries his Marine Corps ID,” he scoffed. “There must be at least three months’ worth of pay in here. Whatever it was, they didn’t want his money.”


  The doctor and corpsman stitched up Steven’s left eyebrow, his upper lip and his right cheek, a cut on the right side of his head, and a couple of knuckles on his right hand. They iced down the swollen, bulging forearm. It wasn’t broken. The bruises on his back and thighs were tell-tale signs that a stick, or a club, or maybe even a cane, had been used in the beating.


  “You two go back to your ward. We’re going to keep him right here. I don’t want either of you going anywhere tomorrow,” the doctor commanded. “Stay where I can find you.”


  “Yes sir,” we both said.


  We don’t know what he told the doctor, but the next afternoon was the last time we saw Steven Ramsey. Two MPs escorted him back to Q Ward in a wheelchair to bag up his belongings and retrieve his leg.


  “I’m going back up to the psych ward…6B,” he said quietly. “They’re putting me under twenty-four-hour watch. I don’t blame them. I’ve got to get my shit together.”


  “Eef anybody can do it, dyou can,” Ski said.


  “Not like I’m fucking nuts, you know.”


  “We’re all a little nuts,” I said.


  The MPs gently held Steven Ramsey at each elbow, eased him down into the wheelchair, and with his artificial leg standing upright in his lap, they headed toward the front doorway of Q.


  “Hey, take care, man,” one Marine stepped out to tell him. “No hard feelings.”


  Lance Corporal Steven Ramsey reached out his bandaged right hand and took hold of the hook at the end of the Marine’s plastic arm.


  “Glad you didn’t use this thing,” he smiled.


  Back to Rosie’s


  I MADE SURE no one was within earshot the first time I dialed Rosie’s number.


  “This is Rosie.”


  “Hi Rosie, it’s Shoff.”


  “Hi Jeremy.” Her low, sure voice felt seductive. I pictured her full lower lip and its little creases against the mouthpiece. “How have you been?” she asked. “I thought I would have heard from you sooner than this. Have you and Al forgotten about me?”


  “Not hardly, Rosie. We’ve talked about you, Tammie, and Sheryl every day. Just me and Big Al, that is. Well, and Earl Ray.”


  “And what does Earl Ray think?”


  “Just like Earl. At first, he said it was bullshit. The more we talk with him, the more he’s convinced Big Al had a religious experience.”


  “That’s too funny.”


  “Not for Big Al. He thinks he’s in love with Tammie. He thinks if he stays away, he can forget about her.”


  “And what do you think, Jeremy?”


  “What do I think? Well, I think, in his mind, he is in love with Tammie.”


  “And does that bother you?”


  “What would bother me is if Big Al gets screwed…I mean, screwed over.”


  “Trust me. Tammie knows what she’s doing. She wants to see Al again.”


  “Hold on a second. I want you to tell him what you just told me.”


  “Rosie? Big Al. How’s it hangin’?”


  “Just fine, Al. Listen, why don’t you and Jeremy come over this Sunday around three? Tammie wants to see you.”


  “Shoff, I told you so!” He spun his wheelchair in circles, lifting the front wheels two feet off the floor.


  I pulled the swinging receiver away from the wall. “Rosie?”


  “Is Sunday around three okay?”


  “Look for us on the bench.”


  Sunday couldn’t come soon enough. It took every bit of discipline for Big Al not to say anything, but he knew if he did, it was over. Saturday, Big Al got a haircut and doubled the time he spent pressing his shirts.


  “Should I get on my horse, Shoff?”


  “I don’t think so, man. Tammie won’t recognize you,” I laughed. “She wants to take over for me once we’re inside, remember? Ain’t no way she can lift you with that tree trunk on your ass. Besides, you got me to get you there.”


  “What shirt should I wear?”


  “Shit, Al, you ain’t going to have it on that long. Wear the blue one.”


  “Nah, I think maybe the green one. It makes my eyes sparkle,” he grinned.


  “Tammie makes your eyes sparkle.”


  “You got that right!”


  Around two o’clock Sunday afternoon, we went through the hole, and forty-five minutes later, we were sitting in Rosie’s lavender and white living room.


  Tammie cradled Big Al around the front of her neck and in her arms, and they disappeared up the stairway. Rosie followed close behind with a beer and a glass of wine.


  She was back down in less than a minute.


  “Jeremy, come with me,” she said as she put her hands around my waist.


  The cool plastic beads in the doorway slid over my arms and shoulders as Rosie tugged at me from the other side and pulled me into her waiting arms. We kissed for a full minute, my heart pounding from the unexpected, the anticipation, and the loss of control.


  She pulled me further into the room and led me through a door on the other side.


  It was Rosie’s personal and private bedroom. And this was Rosie’s free time. It was Rosie’s time for her own pleasures, and today, I was the lucky one.


  More than an hour and a half later, Rosie slipped out from under the sheets, and still nude, she left her bedroom. She returned with a glass of wine and a beer. The amber flow felt like glacier water in my parched mouth. Rosie took a small container from the nightstand and swabbed each of our lips with a cool ointment.


  “I’m going to take a shower. Want to join me?” she asked, her mouth pulling at my bottom lip.


  “A shower sounds great.” How could I refuse?


  Thirty minutes later she stepped from the shower and left me under the steaming spray of water. When I came out, she was lying in bed.


  “That was nice,” she said. “We’ll have to do this again sometime.”


  She handed me her pink robe from the nightstand and stood with the backside of her naked body pressed gently against my groin; her wet red hair smelled like the shower against my face. A brilliant-colored memory of piles of red-brown Ozark leaves in November seared my brain, and for one moment, I thought I was home. Rosie slid her arms through the long sleeves, and I lifted the robe onto her shoulders.


  Big Al, Tammie, and Sheryl were in the living room when Rosie and I returned. Tammie was in the chair, Big Al on the floor in front of her, his head nestled between her knees. Sheryl was sitting cross-legged on the floor, leaning against the bookcase. Rosie formed into the cushion of the big lavender couch, her legs over my lap, and sipped her wine.


  “I’ve heard a lot about your friend Earl Ray,” Sheryl said. “When do you think I can meet him?”


  Big Al glanced at me as if I had the answer.


  “We’re not sure Earl Ray wants to,” I said. “Sometimes he thinks he’s a pain in the ass to everybody…including himself.”


  “Shit, we’d take him anywhere he wants. We’d do anything for him,” Big Al added. “He just doesn’t see it that way. Besides, I think it’s mostly Jennifer.”


  “Who’s Jennifer?” Tammie asked.


  “From what Jeremy has told me, she’s his whole life. Or used to be,” Rosie said.


  “I don’t think Earl Ray is over Jennifer. Even now,” Big Al said.


  “What do you mean, now?” Sheryl asked.


  We told the story of the Hullabaloo dancer lookalike in the miniskirt and go-go boots, the silky long hair, the gash to her head, and the phone call from Jennifer’s mother from Parsons, Florida. And the once-a-month letters from Jennifer that Earl Ray tossed into his locker drawer unopened.


  “Besides,” I said, “Pappy left with his Buick, and Earl Ray doesn’t have a way to get around.”


  “I know that must make sense to you, Jeremy,” Rosie chided. “But who’s Pappy, and what happened to him?”


  “Pappy’s Buick was the only way to get Earl Ray over to the Rainbow,” Big Al told her. “Pappy got sent back to full duty, and Earl Ray hasn’t left Q Ward ever since.”


  “Tell you what. If you can get Earl Ray to say yes to me, I’ll come pick him up,” Sheryl promised.


  Sheryl would pick us up at the side doors of Q around two the following Sunday. She would be driving a 1970 two-door Dodge Challenger, bright yellow.


  It took us longer to get Earl Ray’s pants pulled up over his legs than it did for Earl to get both legs on and strapped in place. He decided against the pincer arm. It was more of a pain in the ass than it was helpful. Besides, it was easier to get the white crewneck on without having that damn thing in the way.


  “You gonna be able to get in the front seat, Earl?” Big Al asked.


  “Don’t worry about me,” Earl Ray told him. “I’m still not sure I’m going.”


  “You gotta go now, Earl. Sheryl’s right out there waiting. Just get off of Q for awhile,” Big Al coaxed. “Shit, man, Rosie’s Place is like a palace compared to this. They got a color TV and cold beer, too.”


  “You going to yap all day or help me out to the car?” Earl snapped.


  Big Al slid off my neck and into the backseat behind the driver’s side. I went around the car to give Earl Ray a hand getting from his wheelchair into the front seat.


  “Push the seat all the way back, will you, Jeremy?” Sheryl asked.


  Earl Ray sat sidesaddle with his legs through the open car door, the shiny black plastic shoes at the end of his artificial legs resting on the pavement. Sheryl went to the driver’s side, leaned across the console and slid her arms under Earl’s left leg. By the time Big Al had scooted from behind the driver’s seat to his position behind the passenger side, we had Earl sitting comfortably in Sheryl’s car. I pushed Earl’s chair onto the patio and locked it in place and hopped in the backseat on the driver’s side. Sheryl placed Earl’s crutches between the bucket seats, got in, revved up the throbbing engine, and off we went.


  “Welcome, Earl Ray,” Rosie said, smiling. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”


  “If you heard it from these two, I wouldn’t bet on it,” Earl replied.


  “We didn’t tell her anything Bobby Mac wouldn’t have told her,” I said.


  “Great. I feel better already,” Earl chided.


  Tammie got up from the couch, stooped over Big Al, and teased at his hair with both hands. “Time is wasting, don’t you think, Al?”


  “We’ll see you guys in a couple of hours,” Big Al said from his perch around Tammie’s neck. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” He was smiling ear to ear.


  “What about you, Earl?” Sheryl said. “I’d like to get to know you. Why don’t you and I go to Rosie’s room? It’s right through there.”


  “I don’t know,” Earl said.


  “We can talk. I won’t do anything you don’t want to do.”


  Earl Ray leaned his entire weight against my shoulder as we made our way through the strings of purple and white beads. Earl’s left foot jabbed into the throw rug on the other side, and we stumbled forward, wobbling in a half circle like drunken dancers.


  “Get my crutches!” Earl yelled.


  Rosie splashed through the beaded doorway with both crutches held out in front of her as if they were on fire.


  “Get one under his right arm,” I said as I placed Earl’s left half arm around my neck.


  “I’m okay. Just wasn’t watching where I was going,” Earl said. “Shoff, I can do this myself,” he told me as he shrugged me off his shoulder.


  Rosie placed the other crutch under Earl’s half arm. Earl leaned his muscular shoulder downward, pressing his armpit hard onto the wooden support. He moved across the hardwood floor toward Rosie’s bedroom door with stiff, robot-like jerks.


  CLICK. THUMP. SNAP.


  CLICK. THUMP. SNAP.


  The plastic knee joint of his left leg locked and unlocked as his feet stamped down hard with every lunge forward.


  CLICK. THUMP. SNAP.


  CLICK. THUMP. SNAP.


  Sheryl held onto Earl’s white tee shirt as if it were a hanky. She guided Earl over to the bed and helped him turn around.


  CLICK. THUMP. SNAP.


  “Told you, Shoff.”


  “I never doubted it, Earl.”


  “Just sit on the edge of the bed for now, Earl,” Sheryl said softly.


  Sheryl climbed on the bed and wrapped her arms around Earl’s waist. I held his left half arm for balance, and Earl sat down on the edge of Rosie’s bed. He pushed against the hardwood floor with his shiny plastic shoes and scooted backwards.


  “There now, that wasn’t so bad,” Sheryl said. “Would you like another beer?”


  Rosie had already been to the kitchen and back. She set a cold beer and a glass of wine on the nightstand and took my hand as she closed the bedroom door tight.


  I took a sip of beer, and Rosie stretched out on the big white and lavender couch, her head in my lap.


  The CLICK, THUMP, SNAP echoed in my thoughts like an endless mechanical throbbing.


  I looked down at the woman who had first seen Big Al on a bus bench from her front window. She saw nothing that afternoon but a young man with a big smile. She had seen in Big Al and Earl Ray everything that everyone else couldn’t. She looked past what others had stared at and what others turned away from. And Rosie welcomed them into her home. Rosie was not a whore or a prostitute; she was a friend. “Whore” and “prostitute” are too ugly and too vulgar for this beautiful woman who really gives a shit.


  Rosie fingered my hair and looked at me with sad eyes. It was the first time I felt like I was in the arms of a real woman. She felt more like a longtime lover than just a miracle acquaintance, and I felt her sadness. And with it, a sudden and profound sorrow sprung from deep inside me, and I couldn’t hold back the rush of feelings I felt for Earl Ray.


  “He’s never asked for a fucking thing, you know. Not one goddamn thing. He’s more of a man than I’ll ever be. And don’t dare pity him. He’ll kill you if you do. Don’t let him see you give a shit, either. No, don’t do that. That means he has to give a shit back. That’s the way he is. There’s only so much loyalty for him to give. But, when he does give it to you, it matters. It means something. Ask Ski and Moose and Big Al. Ask any Marine. Ask Jennifer. I’ll never earn it. I’ve tried. I don’t deserve it. He tried to kill me once. He could have, too, but I believe he really didn’t want to. He’s accepted me, but he’ll never trust me. He pushes back on every fucking thing. He pisses me off, but I think he knows I love him like a brother. He deserves more than any of us can ever give him, but he’ll never take anything from anyone he doesn’t trust. Don’t ever owe anybody anything. That’s Earl…and he’s never once asked for a goddamn thing.”


  Rosie reached up, collected my tears on the back of her hand, and stared at me for a brief moment, her gray-green eyes searching. “C’mon, Jeremy, let’s go upstairs.”


  Rosie’s room at the top of the stairs felt cramped and empty. Missing was the sweet hint of Tabu in the air, the cool whiteness of her bed sheets, the comfort of her soft, pink bathrobe against my face. Missing from this room was the essence of the woman lying next to me. But missing most was the warm, temporary feeling of home that I felt in Rosie’s bedroom downstairs.


  Sheryl’s muffled screams came up the stairs like a distant siren.


  “Help me! Someone help!”


  “Holy shit!” Al cried out from Tammie’s room. “He’s having a flashback! He might be killing her!”


  “Oh my God!” Rosie screamed.


  “Someone help!” Sheryl’s screams pierced through the closed door of Rosie’s room like ghostly daggers.


  “Hurry! Oh God!” She was so hysterical it almost sounded like laughter.


  “My God, Al, what do we do?” Tammie screamed.


  Big Al nearly fell from my neck as we slid off the bottom stair and my bare feet slipped on the living room carpet.


  “Get me in there, Shoff! Quick!” Big Al yelled. His half body was swinging side to side on my back, his bare ass mooning the room with every leap. “Hurry, Shoff!”


  We blasted through the door as Sheryl made one last cry for help. It wasn’t the shrill panic scream like the ones before. This time it was a low, sure plea coming from under Earl Ray’s body. It was a voice as calm and comforting as the warm feeling of Rosie’s room.


  “Help us,” Sheryl said.


  Earl Ray’s naked plastic and flesh body lay on top of Sheryl, pressing her into the mattress like a human waffle maker. Sheryl’s legs were spread eagle around Earl, her knees pressed tight against either side of Earl’s buttocks.


  She was holding Earl’s head in both hands, her eyes fixed on Earl’s. “Hold still, Earl. Just hold still.”


  Earl Ray’s plastic left leg fitted him high at the top, close to his dick, and Sheryl’s pubic hairs had become pinched between the top edge of the leg and Earl’s thigh. The grip was so tight it was pulling Sheryl’s pubic hairs out by the roots and tearing at her vagina.


  “Oh wow. Help us out of this,” Sheryl giggled. “Just hold really still, okay Earl?”


  Big Al and I loosened the harness straps from around Earl Ray’s shoulder, gently wiggled the leg loose, and released Sheryl and her pubic hairs from the grip of near-mutilation.


  Earl pulled the plastic leg tight over his thigh stump and slid his leg under the sheet. “Get me back to Q,” he said.


  “It’s okay, Earl,” Sheryl said as she brushed his hair. “What if we take them off? I’ll be okay, I think.”


  “Just get me out of here and get me back to Q.”


  “Maybe we can sit in the living room for awhile,” Rosie suggested, looking to me for an answer.


  “What do you think, Al?” I asked.


  Big Al looked at his friend lying half under the white sheets and looked down at his own naked torso. For the first time since I had seen him swirl his wheelchair through the brown double doors onto 2B, Big Al wasn’t smiling.


  “Let’s just get back to Q for now.”


  Duty Calls


  THE DOCTORS HAD recommended me for “light duty,” and I waited anxiously over the next two weeks to hear from personnel. Of all the temporary duty assignments they could have given me, of all the places they could have sent me, I was appointed Recreational Coordinator for the Special Services department for the rehab wards. That meant I would be staying on Q Ward with my buddies until my final medical review. It also meant I was in charge of the game room: ping-pong, pool table, chess and checkers, the TV, shuffle board, and a whole closet full of other boring crap. But most importantly, and to my thorough enjoyment, it was my “duty” to round up about twenty to twenty-five guys every week for weekend party engagements.


  Area VFW, Knights of Columbus, American Legion, and other organizations were anxious to host and give tribute to the combat-wounded Marines and sailors. The calendar was booked solid every Saturday and Sunday for the next two months. These events were “Welcome Home” dinners, clam bakes and picnics at which lots of food and beer was consumed, good and bad music was thoroughly enjoyed, and the incessant monotony of the rehabs was forgotten for a few hours. They were free-flowing, drunken escapes from all things past and future. No attachments, no apologies. The only thing that mattered was here and now. Have fun; you earned it. This is for you.


  I couldn’t believe it. The party-at-the-drop-of-a-hat-celebrate-today-to-hell-with-tomorrow-Thai-stick-smoking-pill-popping-on-the-edge-of-give-a-shit-where’s-the-next-beer Jeremy Shoff was appointed the official liaison and chaperone for the rehab wards. It was probably one of the worst personnel decisions the U.S. Navy had ever made, but it was the absolute best decision for the guys on the rehab wards.


  How it came about that I was awarded this most prestigious position I can’t remember, and I never thought about it much. I did, however, do an outstanding job at it.


  Every Monday morning, I would contact the hosting organizations, confirm the dates and times for the upcoming weekend, and begin filling in the attendance roster. A core group of about ten were permanently on the list. If I failed to include someone, it would have cost me my life. On Tuesdays and Wednesdays, I would make the rounds to the other rehab wards to complete the roster. We were never allowed more than twenty-five, and that included me.


  Even as the word got out that these were spectacular events, it wasn’t always easy to enlist another ten or so to join in. The first three or four guys beyond our core group always seemed to come easy. They were ready. They shared a give-a-shit optimism that the main group all seemed to have. Life will go on whether or not I do.


  Others feared leaving the shelter of the hospital for the first time, especially when it meant “going public.” No amount of coaxing could convince them it was okay. The hospital could wrap you comfortably in its cocoon of septic smells, constant warmth of drugs, and a feeling that home could never be anywhere else but here. For some, leaving this harbor of comfort and security would prove to be harder than combat.


  There were those who had already experienced the pain and hurt from the staring and pointing. Usually it was on the visit going home for the first time since leaving for Vietnam. It was a pain far greater than the wounds from the land mine or the shrapnel. This pain pierced the heart and would last the rest of his life. You couldn’t skin graft this and wrap it in gauze and put it through enough physical therapy to toughen it up. Life would do that. But the memory of the first stabbing stare at his half legs dangling over the wheelchair or the plastic arm and hook under his shirtsleeve would never go away or ease with time. These were the guys who would eventually give a shrug of “so what” and sign on.


  After a few weekends of non-stop partying, we had a permanent roster. It would change a little each week depending on surgeries, attitudes, home leaves, and discharges. For our ever-ready gang of seven, an established group of regulars, and the weekly new acquaintances, the next few months would be extraordinary.


  The Clam Bake


  THE SPECIAL SERVICES department was housed in a makeshift concrete block room about the size of a four-car garage. The two-desk office shared the space with a ping-pong table, a small billiards table, a “lounge” area with a color TV, a Coke machine, and a table with chairs for board games—which we properly referred to as the “bored” games.


  The office and game room areas were squeezed between L Ward and M Ward, and my desk was jammed into the corner where I sat facing the wall. The assortment of business supplies—clipboards, three-ring binders, Rolodex, pens and pencils, stapler, phone book, and file folders—was everything I needed to keep the fun and entertainment flowing. We reverently referred to it as the Party Desk.


  As the newest member to the very small staff of three, it was my great fortune to be reporting to one of the most respected enlisted men in the Navy: eleven-year Navy veteran, Chief Petty Officer Douglas P. Randall.


  He stood six feet four inches tall and weighed around 260 pounds. He answered only to the name Tiny. His thick, prematurely silver hair fell forward, partially covering a long, bulging scar across the left side of his forehead. A few tiny bits of shrapnel dotted the left cheek and temple of his otherwise jolly, Captain Kangaroo-like face. He was constantly squeezing his thick mustache between his thumb and forefinger. It, too, was silver.


  Tiny was one of the very-early-wounded Navy corpsmen in Vietnam. He had been wearing that scar and shrapnel for more than four years now. Severe headaches, paired with an occasional black-out, could have gotten him a medical discharge. He didn’t want it. He had convinced the medical review board at three separate hearings that he was fit to do the job. He was more than fit. He understood the physical and psychological needs of the wounded better than anyone. He was the only combat-wounded Navy corpsman that any of us had ever heard of who was still on active duty. The Bronze and Silver Star he was awarded for saving five wounded Marines on that day more than four years ago weighed high on the board’s decision.


  His blue eyes, riding above high, rosy cheeks, were a softening contrast to the permanent lacerated frown on his forehead. His eyes reflected a deep compassion for those suffering, the many he had nursed back, and those he felt he had personally failed who had died under his care. Tiny had a comforting, everything-is-okay look—the look you see in Santa Claus in the storybooks.


  Tiny was not one to hover over those who were working for him. He gave me lots of room to do my job.


  I went at my inaugural assignment with the gusto and blindness of a sixteen-year-old on the day he passes his driving test. After all, a local brewery was the main sponsor, the clam bake was being held on the hospital grounds, and it was being sanctioned by the brass themselves. It would be a great way to encourage guys to get out of the building for longer than it takes to smoke a cigarette. It was also an opportunity for the higher-ups to show they really gave a shit.


  My groundbreaking venture into the party and entertainment business was the First Annual Philadelphia Naval Hospital Clam Bake and Concert. It was indeed the first-ever, and as it turned out, probably the last.


  I picked up the phone and dialed the number at the top of the sponsor page.


  “Hello,” the young female voice said.


  “Yes. Hello? This is Seaman Shoff with Special Services, Philly Naval hospital. Can I speak with Diane DeMarco please?”


  “Oh, we’ve been expecting your call, Mr. Shoff.”


  “Uh, it’s not Mister. Just call me Jeremy.”


  “Okay, Jeremy. Please hold, I’ll get Diane for you.”


  “Hello, this is Diane.”


  “Yes ma’am, this is Seaman Shoff at the Philly Naval hospital. I was calling about the clam bake for next Sunday.”


  “Hello, Mr. Shoff,” the more mature-sounding voice said. “I’m so glad you called. We’re getting close, and we have a hundred details on this end to work out. We have about forty volunteers ready. How are things there?”


  “I think we have close to a hundred and fifty guys on the sheet, maybe another twenty more to add,” I said with a whole lot of pride. I had limped around the hospital for the past two weeks getting the word out and filling the pages on my clipboard.


  “Wow, that’s great. Just so you know, we’re placing the order today for the chicken, corn, clams, and, of course, the beer.”


  “Our guys can’t wait. Oh, I forgot to mention how much we appreciate what the Schmitt Brewery is doing. And we can’t believe the Bobby Vinton impersonator is actually going to perform here.”


  “We’re excited, too, and just thrilled that we’re able to do this. Let’s touch base again on Wednesday or Thursday.”


  I spent the rest of the week confirming delivery schedules and drawing up a layout for the band’s flatbed, the beer truck, and the food stations. Tiny helped me work out the details with the table and chair company. “I think we’ll need at least thirty six-foot-long tables and four chairs for each table,” Tiny told me as he penciled out the rectangles on the layout sheet. “That will leave lots of legroom for those guys wearing their plastic limbs and plenty of elbow room for the guys in wheelchairs.”


  Paper plates and plastic spoons and forks were ordered, in addition to a mix of sodas and tubs of ice. Saturday afternoon meant a final round through the wards to sign on any latecomers and post reminder bulletins on all the elevator and ward doors.


  My guardian angel was surely watching over me, as the weather that Sunday was even better than perfect. A late morning sun sprayed down on the tables wrapped with white plastic. Not a cloud in the sky, the summer-like temperatures were coupled with near-zero humidity.


  A long, flatbed trailer was parked about twenty yards from the first row of tables; amplifiers, drums, and microphones were set between monster-size speaker bookends. A refrigerated truck with those magical words, Schmitt Brewery, sat purring and waiting to release its nectar. Ears of corn crackled in butter, half-chickens baked over fiery charcoal, and giant clams steamed in boilers. The aromas pulled everyone to the outdoor festival.


  The party-starved streamed out of the doorways in wheelchairs, on crutches, or leaning on canes. Those with both legs or with one good leg and one artificial leg hobbled to their paper plate settings. Wheelchairs were forced across the grassy landscape and nudged up tight against a table edge. A few guys were rolled out to the rim of the asphalt and grass, lying flat on their backs on gurneys. The First Annual Philadelphia Naval Hospital Clam Bake and Concert was underway.


  A warm-up band blasted “Born to be Wild” into the calm afternoon air. Shovelfuls of hot clams, mounds of half-chickens, and baskets of buttery corn cobs, still wrapped in leafy fire-dried sheaths, laden the tables. And the never-ending flow of pitchers of Schmitt’s Golden Lager filled the bellies and the brains of the nearly two hundred pleasure-starved partygoers. It was great to be alive.


  Animated chatter and unbridled laughter flowed from every table as the all-female volunteer brigade delivered pitchers of beer like buckets down a fire line.


  The band and the Bobby Vinton impersonator received a standing ovation (of sorts) with the opening song, “Roses Are Red.” They followed with “Blue Velvet” and a little later, “Blue on Blue” and “Sealed with a Kiss.” The band was great, and if you closed your eyes, you couldn’t tell the guy wasn’t Bobby Vinton himself.


  I can’t be sure of the exact moment when things went to Hell in a hand basket, but it happened almost instantly. The songs of lovers past, reminders of love forsaken, and heartaches now burning fresh began to simmer the deep and profound loneliness no one ever talked about.


  The band finished with “Mr. Lonely” and a dedication to their special audience with “Coming Home Soldier.” Somewhere in the middle of the second chorus, a swirl of emotions swept through the festivities like a funeral pyre. My guardian angel had taken a sudden exit.


  The fire bucket lines of beer, intended for laughter and temporary escape, only served to pour flammable liquids on the smoldering emotions.


  The scuffles and fights broke out like spontaneous combustion. Friends were hitting friends, strangers hitting strangers. Shit started flying everywhere: corn cobs, chicken bones, clam shells, paper plates—everything except the beer.


  It was a free-for-all—and it was beginning to be a whole lot of fun.


  Tables were overturned, wheelchairs and their owners tipped over from the pushing and pulling of minor skirmishes. Plastic and wooden body parts were strewn on tables and chairs and the grass. People were under the tables, and others covered with the white sheets of plastic. Everyone kept right on drinking through it all.


  And just as quickly as it had started, it stopped. Guys started laughing, shaking hands, some embraced. It was one of the coolest things I’ve ever seen.


  The band felt horrible. The Bobby Vinton sound-alike was talking over the microphone about being sorry, but none of us could hear him any longer. He finally stepped from the flatbed trailer, and he and his band disappeared into the building.


  Tiny was standing near the sponsor’s table with Diane DeMarco, his arms flailing, yanking at his silver mustache. After apologizing over and over, he made his way to our table. We had just refilled our plastic glasses with fresh beer.


  “Real nice, Shoff. Real nice,” he said as he looked around at the corn cobs and chicken parts scattered everywhere. He shook his head and a Santa Claus twinkle beamed in his eyes. “What are you going to do for an encore?”


  Face to Face


  “WHERE WE HEADED today, Shoff?” Earl Ray said as he handed me the Thai stick.


  “Mt. Pleasant, New Jersey,” I said. I took a short hit on the magical herb, and the creamy white smoke drifted away from the patio into the morning air. “It’s the Knights of Columbus. The guy there says they have a great party ready.”


  “Mt. Pleasant, huh? Sounds like a place I’ve been to already,” Earl Ray grinned as he reached back for the sparkling twisted herb.


  “Can’t wait to get there,” Roger said as he put the gift from ’Nam to his lips.


  “Eet’s not even eleven o’clock,” Ski said. “The bus doesn’t leef until four.”


  “It’s Saturday, ain’t it?” Earl Ray said. “We can start the party any time we damn well please. You got another stick, Big Al?”


  “Yeah, but let’s keep it for later.”


  “Later is always right now,” Earl shrugged.


  “Don’t worry, my friend. I’ll have it for the bus ride back.”


  The bus pulled up at three o’clock, right on schedule, and we filed out of Q Ward into the warm June afternoon. It felt like one of those perfect days for getting just a little extra high.


  It was a lively group with more new guys signed on today than any other time. We had several guys close to being discharged and they took the opportunity to make it a getting-out-and-going-home party.


  We clambered onto the bus and Ski, Moose, Roger, and Bobby Mac seemed especially ready to go. Earl Ray had taken his familiar place in the seat just in front of the side doors near the back of the bus. The buzz from the late morning Thai stick had worn off, and we didn’t want to wait until we got to Mt. Pleasant to start the fun. A bottle of Jack was passed around and Bobby Mac, Earl Ray, and I downed a couple of Darvon with the warmth of the whiskey.


  “You guys keep that bottle down below the windows for me, will you?” the corporal asked from the driver’s seat, looking us over in the rearview mirror.


  “What are they going to do? Send us to ’Nam?” Moose laughed as he raised the bottle high in the air.


  “Hell, no. They’ll send me,” the corporal half-chuckled.


  “’Nam ain’t so bad,” Big Al told him.


  “Says you,” the corporal said, turning around. “I hear war is hell.”


  “War is hell, but actual combat’s a real motherfucker!” Bobby Mac howled.


  “Yeah, it’s a real motherfucker,” Earl Ray said.


  “A real moderfucker,” Ski added.


  “Just keep the bottle down low for me, will you guys? It’ll keep us all out of trouble.”


  “Fair enough,” Moose said. “We’ll keep it down to keep you out of ’Nam.”


  “Just doing our part,” Roger said as he slid down in his seat below the window and took a slug.


  Two new guys, Lance Corporal Jeffrey “Jersey” Jefferson and Corporal Dexter Bagley, shared the seat just in front of me. They had signed up for the trip early in the week ready to go, but now they seemed a little nervous.


  “Where did you get the name Jersey?” I asked. “You from New Jersey?”


  “Nope,” he said with a low, cautious voice. “Got it in ’Nam.”


  “He was in ’Nam only six weeks before he got hit,” Corporal Bagley said. “Those six weeks he clung to his buddy tighter than a jersey. That’s how he got that name.”


  “That’s right, I clung to him like a jersey,” Jersey said. “Didn’t do me shit, neither, did it?”


  “Got you the fuck out of there, didn’t it?”


  “Didn’t do me shit. Would have been better off clinging to a gook.”


  “What happened to your buddy?” I asked.


  “He’s sittin’ right here,” Jersey said as he leaned his arm on Corporal Bagley’s shoulder.


  “Yeah, and I got you the fuck out, didn’t I?” Bagley said.


  “I guess you got me the fuck out. But don’t do me no more favors.”


  “You ungrateful fuck.” The words zipped from Bagley’s mouth as he turned and leaned into the window.


  Twenty-two-year-old Corporal Dexter Bagley was two months into his second tour when a helicopter set down in the jungle with eighteen-year-old Lance Corporal Jefferson and five other new guys on board. Bagley’s unit, nearly two hundred miles from nowhere, had been under constant fire for six days and nights. The casualties were mounting by the hour, and the replacements, even if they hadn’t so much as fired a weapon in-country, were breathing, walking bodies with two hands, two legs, and a good trigger finger.


  Lance Corporal Jefferson had scrambled from the chopper like a jumped rabbit and slammed into Corporal Bagley. Both of them went sprawling into the tall, swirling grass. Bagley staggered to his feet and pulled Jefferson up by his flak jacket, screaming in his face.


  “What the fuck’s the matter with you!” Bagley hollered over the hurricane winds of the chopper blades. Lance Corporal Jefferson just jerked his head toward the jungle, up toward the sky, down at Corporal Bagley, and back toward the jungle. His entire body was trembling from the continuous gunfire and sporadic mortar explosions just a few hundred yards away. He stared at the chopper as it floated upward and disappeared into the night sky. The look of fear and abandonment in his eyes was like that of a dog thrown from a car.


  The panic leaching from Jefferson’s pores churned Corporal Bagley’s stomach. He couldn’t remember fear like that since he had taken his own first step into Vietnam more than fifteen months before. Corporal Bagley’s eyes locked with Jefferson’s panic-stricken stare and he put his hands around the kid’s throat and pushed him to the ground. “You stick by me! You got that?” Bagley screamed as he straddled over Jefferson.


  Corporal Bagley knew he had to keep Jefferson close until the jungle, the gunfire, and the explosions became as routine as the body counts. He didn’t want Jefferson getting somebody fucked up or killed; the gooks had been doing a good enough job of it.


  “I said, you got that?” he screamed, shaking him. “God dammit! You don’t go nowhere without me! You stick to me like flies on shit! You got that!”


  Six weeks later, the toe of Lance Corporal “Jersey” Jefferson’s right boot nearly scraped Corporal Dexter Bagley’s right boot heel. A land mine depressed under Corporal Bagley’s weight, released as he stepped off, and it popped up between the two Marines. The explosion blew off the lower half of both their legs.


  Waiting for us at the Mt. Pleasant, New Jersey, city limit line was a four-car, four-motorcycle police escort. Our motorcade turned into the double-wide horseshoe drive of the Knights of Columbus a little after four. A local high school band began playing the Marine Corps hymn, and I stepped off the bus to get the formalities out of the way.


  I handed a copy of the roster to our host and asked him if he would assist me with the head count and roll call at the end of the evening. Of course, he would be more than happy to. “You get inside and enjoy yourself with everybody else. We’ll take care of everything.” It was music to my ears.


  And take care of everything they did. It was a wedding reception environment: a five-piece band played polkas and dance music; red, white, and blue banners, flags, and pennants streamed from the walls and ceiling; and a welcoming crowd of about one hundred waited on us every minute of the evening.


  A smorgasbord of steaks, ham, fried chicken, roast beef, raw oysters, shrimp cocktail, Polish sausage, and just about every imaginable kind of pasta steamed along an entire wall. Homemade pies, cakes, and cookies draped a twenty-foot table. But the most important items on the menu were the bottles of beer soaking in tubs of ice and the top-shelf whiskey, gin, vodka, and tequila stacked double on every table.


  We didn’t once get up from our seats, except for the occasional trip to the bathroom. Our hosts brought plates of food and made sure a cold beer was at hand at all times. Drinks were mixed at the tables and packs of cigarettes handed out with a souvenir Knights of Columbus lighter.


  With the food tables cleared and the band at full volume, the tequila shots started flowing like pills from the hospital pharmacy. Ten, eleven, twelve shots, and who knows how many more, of the salty and lemon wedge throat-burners were downed in the name of manliness. The prized worm at the bottom of each bottle was sought after like a gold medal.


  Dexter Bagley and Jersey Jefferson swilled the salty lime shots on top of an hour’s worth of rum-and-Cokes. The girls who had joined our table sipped away on vodka and orange juice. It wasn’t enough to get them drunk, but it was enough to get their mouths ahead of their brains.


  “So what are you going to do when you get out?” one of the girls asked Jersey.


  “When I get out of where?” Jersey laughed. Strips of white spit were sticking at each corner of his mouth. “I may never leave here.”


  “I mean, you know, when you go home?” she said.


  “We ain’t going to talk about that right now,” Corporal Bagley told her.


  “But haven’t you thought about it?” another girl blurted.


  “Fuck yeah, we’ve thought about it. What do you take us for?” Bagley spat.


  “I didn’t mean anything by it. I just think it’s going to be hard, that’s all.”


  “Yeah, we didn’t mean anything bad. We know it must be going to be hard to…”


  “You don’t know shit,” Dexter butted in. “Just shut up about it.”


  “She’s right, man,” Jersey said as he looked down at the stumps of his lower legs. “What am I gonna do, man?”


  “You’re gonna have another drink and shut up about it, that’s what.”


  “But she’s right, man,” Jersey slurred. “What am I gonna do? I got no legs.” Jersey groped at his pant legs pinned just below his knees; his words came out like that of a small child. “What the fuck is a man gonna do with no legs?”


  “Don’t you go giving me that shit!” Corporal Bagley shouted. “You get a hold of yourself, or I’m gonna bust your ass.”


  “But look at me, Dexter…if I had stayed back…if I had just stopped…had that smoke…if you…”


  “If you don’t shut the fuck up, I’m gonna bust your ass right here!” Bagley yelled.


  The girls pushed back from the table and scampered away like scared mice. Our host, sensible and sober, came over to the table and gave me a polite nod to call it a night.


  Halfway into to the return trip, Jersey sat up from his slumped position in front of me.


  “What the fuck am I gonna do, man?” he wailed. Tears were bubbling down his cheeks. “Look at me. What am I gonna do?”


  “Shut up, Jersey. Quit the crying, motherfucker!” Bagley yelled.


  “What am I gonna do, man?” he cried. “My fucking legs are gone.”


  “I warned you Jersey, god dammit!”


  Corporal Bagley swung as hard as he could and slammed his fist into Jersey’s right temple, knocking him off the seat and into the aisle. Bagley pounced down onto Jersey’s back and the two grappled on the floor like a squirming pretzel. Jersey broke loose and scooted down the aisle on his hands and knees toward the front of the bus. Corporal Bagley was right behind.


  “Kill the crybaby motherfucker!” Earl Ray hollered. “He thinks he’s got it bad? Let me at him!”


  “C’mon, man. Give eet a break, Earl!” Ski yelled.


  “I’ll give him a break. I’ll break his fucking head!” Earl yelled back.


  “Just let eet go,” Ski pleaded.


  “C’mon, Earl,” Big Al said. “Let it go.”


  “We don’t need a baby-ass motherfucker crying about his legs!” Earl yelled.


  Earl Ray slid onto the floor and pulled himself on his belly toward Bagley and Jersey. “I’ll shut your ass up!” he yelled at the floor near his face. Corporal Bagley and Jersey were tangled in a ball in the front stairwell, pressed against the doors.


  As Earl Ray made his way past Moose’s seat, Moose reached down and grabbed the back of his shirt, holding him tight and keeping him from reaching the wailing Jersey Jefferson.


  “C’mon Earl, let it go, man,” Moose grunted as he pulled Earl’s heavy body toward him.


  Earl Ray turned toward Moose and grabbed the waistband of Moose’s pants and pulled himself up. “Don’t ever touch me again!” Earl Ray yelled at the face in the darkened bus. “You got that?”


  “It’s me, Earl! It’s…” Before Moose could let his friend know it was him, Earl Ray kicked with his three-quarter leg at anything he could hit in the darkness. “Let go, motherfucker!” Earl yelled. “I’ll kill you for that!”


  Moose grabbed Earl under his left half arm, lifted him across the back of the seat, and pushed him against the window. “C’mon, Earl, it’s me!”


  The long night of drinking had blinded any sense and awareness, and Earl Ray came up with his right fist. He caught Moose with a glancing blow that slid off Moose’s shoulder and struck him across the neck. Moose got to his feet and tried to push Earl Ray down against the seat cushion, but Earl Ray, fueled by anger and alcohol, was too strong.


  Earl grabbed a handful of Moose’s shirt and pulled him down onto the seat. Before Moose could pull back, Earl Ray caught him with a solid, rocking punch across the right side of his head. Moose staggered backwards and fell into the seat across the aisle. “God dammit, Earl, it’s me!”


  Moose lunged back across the aisle and took a straight punch toward Earl’s head. Earl grabbed the back of the seat and tried to pull away from the oncoming blow. Moose’s powerful right hand landed square in the middle of Earl’s chest.


  The breath came out of Earl like a popped bubble. He slid down to the floor between the two seats, gasping for air, his half left leg pointing upward, shaking out of control. Moose grabbed Earl under both armpits and pulled him up from the floor onto the seat cushion. Earl Ray wasn’t breathing.


  Ski jumped from his seat two rows back and fell to his knees in the aisle. “Breathe, Earl!” he screamed, shaking him. “C’mon, damn eet!”


  Earl Ray’s chest wasn’t moving.


  Ski leaned over Earl, put his face against Earl Ray’s, and took a deep breath. He put his mouth over Earl’s and with one full heave emptied his lungs of the alcohol-tainted air.


  “C’mon, damn eet!” Ski yelled at Earl. “Breathe!”


  Earl didn’t respond.


  Ski pulled Earl’s mouth open with both hands, put his mouth over Earl Ray’s again, and frantically blew five or six deep breaths into Earl. Earl jerked a couple of times, coughed and spit, and rolled off the seat onto the floor, sucking air into his body like a fish out of water.


  Ski slid down behind Earl Ray and gently placed Earl’s head on the floor. Earl’s breathing slowed, and Ski helped him up to a sitting position.


  “See what you motherfuckers made us do!” Moose screamed. “This is our friend! Goddamn you! I’ll shut you the fuck up myself!”


  “Let eet go, Moose,” Ski said. “Eet’s over.”


  Moose started toward the front of the bus, but Corporal Bagley and Jersey Jefferson were no longer in the stairwell. During the scuffle, the corporal driving the bus had stopped along a city curb, and the two fell from the open doors, wrestling in a tangled brawl on the sidewalk. Several people had stopped and were gaping at the sight of the two squirming on the concrete. Corporal Bagley had his three-quarter legs in a death grip around Jersey’s waist, his fists flying like a windmill.


  Bobby Mac and I squeezed out through the side door and were trying to get close enough to separate the two.


  “C’mon, Dexter,” I yelled. “Let go of him! Let go!”


  “On guard, motherfuckers!” Bobby Mac laughed. He tightened the zipper on his plastic hand with his teeth and began slapping the pair across the face. “I’ll slap you both shitless!” he howled.


  “You’re crazy!” Bagley yelled as he loosened his leg lock on Jersey.


  “You just finding that out?” he laughed. “Beaucoup fucking dinky dau!” He popped his eye out and tossed it to Jersey. “I’m gonna keep an eye out for you, motherfucker!” he howled.


  Jersey caught the wet eyeball and dropped it on the sidewalk. The white marble, with its black-brown lens, rolled two revolutions and stared up at Jersey like an evil headless Cyclops. Jersey rolled over two or three times trying to escape its haunting stare.


  “You think that’s scary? “Bobby Mac said. “Wait until you see my brains through this hole in my face!” He charged toward Jersey pulling his eyelid away and exposing the empty hole of his eye socket.


  “Get that the fuck away from me!” Jersey screamed as he covered his eyes.


  “You through with the bullshit?” Bobby Mac hollered. “You gonna get on the bus and shut the fuck up?’


  “Just get that the fuck away from me!” Jersey said, pointing at the hole in Bobby Mac’s face.


  Sgt. Bobby Mac Joyce picked the Cyclops eye off the sidewalk and put it in his mouth. He rolled it around a few times, cleaned it off and got it good and wet, and popped it back in his head.


  “You sit by me,” Bobby Mac told Jersey as we made our way down the aisle of the bus. “Bagley, you sit right here in front of us.”


  “First off, you ain’t gonna blame Corporal Bagley for what happened,” Bobby Mac told Jersey. He didn’t sound like the laugh-at-anything Bobby Mac we knew. His voice was hard, and his words came stamped out like metal parts. “If it wasn’t for Bagley, you’d be a dead motherfucker. Understand what I’m saying? You think we all don’t know what happened in ’Nam? We’re Marines, we know everything about everybody. He saved your ass from yourself. So you suck it up, and get on with shit. You got that?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Then, you apologize to Bagley. I don’t give a shit when you do it, you just do it. You’re gonna need him more than you think. When you get out and get home, he’s gonna be all you got. And finally, stay the fuck away from Earl Ray,” Bobby Mac warned him. “What you did, he won’t ever forget. Just stay off Q Ward, and no one will fuck with you. You come on Q, and your ass belongs to Earl Ray.”


  Sgt. Bobby Mac Joyce joined us in the back, squeezed past Big Al, and sat next to the open window. Big Al brought out the promised Thai stick, and Moose lit it with his shiny silver Zippo U.S. Marine Corps logo lighter. The ember glowed orange on our faces as we took turns inhaling its soothing mental massage.


  The bus rambled through the streets of Philadelphia toward our home on Q, where we would live another week for another getaway.


  The Drowning


  OCEAN CITY, NEW JERSEY, was a two-and-a-half-hour journey out of Philly. Monday morning, I made arrangements with the transportation pool to have a bus and driver ready to roll by 0800 on Sunday. Our maximum number for this trip was twelve, which included the driver, so the smaller twenty-passenger model would do fine.


  The United States Navy and Marine Corps Retired Officers’ Club of Ocean City, New Jersey, was our gracious host. Six truly honorable gentlemen, each owners of magnificent, thirty-foot-plus-long fishing boats stocked with rods, tackle, the best fish-finding equipment available, sandwiches, sodas, bait, and beer.


  No clipboard was necessary for these excursions. Along with four or five new guys each week, Earl Ray, Big Al, Moose, Ski, Roger, and Bobby Mac were rubber-stamped onto the roster for the five consecutive Sunday deep-sea fishing trips.


  We would take only three boats out at a time—four men to a boat plus the captain and one other retired officer. Our hosts would rotate the boat assignments and skipper their own boats while the other officer fetched sandwiches, baited hooks, released fish, and waited on the guys hand and foot. I got to fish, only because Moose threatened to throw me over if I didn’t. It was a great moment for me. I felt proud that I had earned their friendship and trust.


  On those floating vessels of enjoyment, we would laugh, joke, share good stories, and let the ocean consume our thoughts. It would be the isolation and emptiness, with the boats surrounded by nothing but water and the boyish sounds of friendship, that I would ultimately miss the most.


  “Out to sea” was five hours on the Atlantic Ocean fishing for “blues.” Once back on shore, it was poolside at one of the retired officers’ homes, relaxing with a drink and snacks, bragging about the biggest catch. The ride back to Philly would be two and a half hours of sleep, a much-needed recuperation from nearly six hours of sun, ocean swells, and beer.


  Only eight of us made trip number four in late July to Ocean City. Most of the others who had made the trip at least once had gotten seasick and didn’t want any more to do with it. It was also midsummer, and a lot of guys were spending weekends at home.


  The fishing was terrible, and the waves were swelling to eight feet. The skipper decided to call it off a couple of hours early, and we started for shore. The retired Navy captain got on the radio and contacted his home base.


  “Sheila, it’s Jack. We’re coming in early. Could you and the girls get things set up for us?”


  “We’d love to. Anything wrong?”


  “Just an empty ocean, and it’s about to throw us all overboard.”


  “How far out are you?”


  “We should be there in just over an hour.”


  The only thing we heard was “you and the girls.” That was a new one. No girls had ever been on the boats or at the pool. Our eyes and ears perked up.


  “Uh, did you say girls?” Big Al grinned.


  “We just thought the pool might look a little better. You don’t mind, do you?”


  Big Al asked the skipper to slow the boat and radio the other captain and our sister crew.


  “Here, you contact him,” he said as he idled the engine down and stretched the stiff spiral cord to Big Al. “And put your life jacket back on, young man.”


  Big Al couldn’t reach the outstretched mike, so he unbuckled the harness holding him in his seat. He pulled himself onto the back of the deck bench to get a little closer to the radio mike. At that moment, a large wave crashed the side of the boat, and Big Al disappeared over the side—with no life jacket.


  “Holy shit!” the captain yelled.


  “Get him, Shoff!” Moose yelled.


  I grabbed a life jacket and dove over the rocking ledge, pounding my knee against the hard surface. I jumped straight off the side where Big Al had just vanished moments before. The waves were beating against the side of the boat, and by the time I got clear, I couldn’t find Big Al.


  “Over here! Over here!” the captain screamed, pointing toward the back of the boat and quickly turning the key to shut down the gunning motor.


  I put my face in the water and pounded my way in Big Al’s direction, the life jacket dragging against the water like an anchor. Big Al seemed to be going farther and farther from the boat.


  “Get the gaff hook!” the other captain yelled.


  The other boat had pulled up, keeping enough distance so the waves couldn’t smash the two boats into one another.


  I could hear Big Al yelling for me to hurry.


  “C’mon, Shoff! My arms won’t last! Hurry, Shoff, I’m not going to make it! Don’t let me die in this fucking ocean!”


  He disappeared again behind the swelling waves. An eight-foot swale took me high into the air, and Big Al was gone.


  “Where are you, Al? God dammit! Where are you!”


  It seemed like the ocean had swallowed all sound. A silence hammered my ears.


  I swam toward the voice screaming on the other side of the giant wave. Then, I heard someone laughing. Laughing, for God’s sake.


  It was Big Al. He was four or five feet behind me—laughing.


  “Look, Shoff, no legs. I float!”


  “You son of a bitch!” I screamed. “You son of a bitch!”


  The captain, his retiree buddy, Moose, and Ski were falling over each other, laughing their asses off.


  “We got you, man!” Moose howled. “We got you!”


  The guys in the other boat were just as proud.


  “You should have seen your face, Shoff!” Earl Ray hollered.


  I paddled over to Big Al and shoved his head underwater.


  We were pulled back on board and the captain cranked up the motor; we buckled down and put our faces to the wind. The hour-long trip back to the dock was spent downing beers as I was saluted for my “bravery.” I raised a can in a salute to Big Al for being alive.


  “I’d kick your ass if you had one,” I told him. He just smiled his Big Al smile.


  The girls at the pool party were daughters and friends of daughters and nieces and neighbors. Almost all of them had been raised through the rigors of military life. Those that were old enough to drink did, and those who weren’t did everything they could to make sure we were never without a beer or snacks.


  Earl Ray joined Moose at one of the patio tables. Roger and Bobby Mac had joined Big Al and me on the shady side of the pool. Ski sat on the edge with his stump leg in the water.


  One of the younger girls, about seventeen or eighteen, was handing Ski a beer when he suddenly pulled his stump leg out of the water with both hands, screaming “Sharks! Sharks!” The girl just stood there trembling, and the beer ended up in the pool.


  Big Al had taken residence in a full-length lounge chair and was making smartass remarks about having so much space.


  “Look at me, Shoff. I got the best chair in the house. You got the concrete.”


  “Okay, Al. You deserve it.”


  “No, Shoff. I mean, look at me, man. This lounge chair could be yours, but I got it first. Oh, man, this feels so good!” he smirked. “I can stretch out and relax. You got nothing but that towel.”


  “Okay, Al.” I said. “I’ve had enough of your shit!” I stood up, threw his towel in the air, grabbed him by his pinned-up swim trunks, and flung him into the deep end of the pool.


  Instantly, two of the girls dove in after him. One girl sitting on the other side of the pool gasped and nearly fainted, and another one slapped me upside the head.


  Big Al bobbed up and down, grinning from ear to ear, a girl under each arm.


  Atlantic City


  IT WAS A FRIDAY, late August, 1970. The scuttlebutt around the mess hall at breakfast was Miss America. Not that any one of us thought much about the whole thing other than the swimsuits, but this weekend’s trip was to Atlantic City—to see the pageant live. It was a two-and-a-half-day trip, and our close-knit group, along with a dozen others, was leaving at noon.


  Tiny strolled into the mess hall, grabbed only a cup of coffee, and sat down at the table next to ours.


  “So, who’s gonna win?” he asked. We all gave him blank stares. “Miss America, you bums!”


  “Oh!” three of us crooned in unison.


  “I don’t even know who’s in the contest,” Moose snorted.


  “For God’s sake,” Tiny spat back. “Just name a state!”


  “Shit, Moose, you ever heard of Miss America before today?” Roger had just shoved a forkful of scrambled eggs into his mouth, and half of them came sputtering out like confetti.


  “Jesus, Roger, keep your mouth shut ’til you swallow that shit! Weren’t you ever taught to keep your mouth shut when you eat? You fuckin’ ill-mannered whelp. If I want a second helping, I’ll take it off your tray,” Big Al said, tossing a few pieces back at Roger. “God all Friday.”


  Roger couldn’t control his burst of laughter. The rest of the eggs and the huge gulp of milk he had just taken spewed out like a horizontal geyser, spraying everyone within the line of fire.


  Moose was the first to spin around the table and grab a handful of Roger’s robe, just at the shoulder. Roger spun his chair backwards and put his arms up to protect his face.


  “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” He was still laughing. “I didn’t mean it, for God’s sake.”


  Before Moose could tighten his grip, Tiny was between them, taking Moose’s fading punch to his thigh.


  “Okay, okay. Let’s not ruin a good weekend before it gets started,” he cautioned.


  The two took their places back at the table, and breakfast was finished without any further unwanted sharing of food. We made our way back up the sloping ramp toward Q Ward with a little more optimism and laughter than usual. This was going to be a very special weekend. We could feel it.


  I had my clipboard with the list of the truly lucky and made my way around the ward to check off each one as he readied for the trip. We were each given a small Navy-issue duffle bag for the weekend’s belongings and a fresh toilet kit provided by the Red Cross. I helped everyone stuff the bags with everything necessary for a weekend escape: one uniform, a couple sets of civvies, underwear, socks, dress shoes, stump wraps, painkillers, a shaving kit, and cigarettes. We checked off the other necessities: a few joints and a couple bottles of Jack Daniels, crutches, canes, wheelchairs, and don’t forget your legs or arms or both. We were packed, ready, and waiting for the bus by ten o’clock.


  The bus pulled up behind Q Ward just after 11:00 a.m. A Marine driver, his khaki brown uniform with its olive green chevron pressed razor sharp, stepped down from the side door of the bus. As he rounded the front of the familiar battleship-gray hulk, a scowl appeared immediately and his eyes blinked with madness. He approached our waiting group with a distant anger growing on his face. It was Corporal Brown.


  Corporal Brown had been our bus driver several weeks ago to the V.F.W. in Lancaster, PA. For him, it was the trip from hell. The fifty-mile return trek from Lancaster back to Philly began around midnight, and most of it traversed a small, S-curved blacktop road. Corporal Brown was anxious to get back, taking the curves as fast as the bus could handle them.


  And as usual, and as was necessary, all of us had consumed way too much beer, too much liquor, and too much food. The bus became, literally, a toilet.


  Some guys tried to stand on the seat and piss out the windows, wobbling like starched boards on their plastic legs. Some tried to puke and piss out the windows, grasping the half-open metal frame with a hook and holding onto his dick with his good hand. The rest of us were too drunk to even think about a window.


  Even with all of the windows down, the bus reeked of urine, rotten alcohol, half-digested pizza and clams, and stomach acids. Corporal Brown had opened the sliding window next to his driver’s seat, sick to his stomach from the putrid smell. He kept the bus going as fast as he could, blowing the stench out through the open windows and away from the front of the bus. There was no room on the shoulders to pull the forty-foot-long outhouse off to the side.


  The bus sped past the guardhouse onto the hospital grounds, leaned sideways along the route to the back of the hospital, and screeched to a stop at the side doors to Q. We staggered and laughed and puked our way back into the comfort of the ward as Corporal Brown’s threats came in jerks and spats. He was leaning against the side of the bus, doubled over, throwing up his “mothafuckers!” along with his evening’s food.


  This morning was the first time we had seen Corporal Brown since that night when he had threatened to kill us all. He took one look at us and his nostrils flared like a blowfish.


  “Okay, listen up mothafuckers!” the stocky black corporal from Louisiana hollered. “There ain’t gonna be no mothafuckin’ pukin’ or no mothafuckin’ pissin’ on my mothafuckin’ bus! You piss-ant mothafuckers gonna behave your asses, or I’m gonna bust yo’ fuckin’ heads!


  We couldn’t control the laughter. It started by the time he got out the third “mothafucker.” It only enraged him more, and the louder he yelled, the harder we laughed.


  “You got that straight? You bunch of piss-ant mothafuckers. Goddamn, I can’t believe I got you bunch of pukin’-and-pissin’-out-the-window mothafuckers again! It took me three mothafuckin’ hours to clean this mothafuckin’ bus the last time I had you mothafuckers to baby-sit! Ain’t gonna mothafuckin’ happen this time! No mothafuckin’ way. I just won’t let you mothafuckin’ piss-ants on my mothafuckin’ bus! No way. Not this time. Mothafucker!” He took a deep breath and fumed at the sight of us. “Now start gettin’ on befo’ I run over all you mothafuckers.”


  The bus pulled out just before noon. A few guys sitting on the concrete steps of the side door to Q Ward were watching as we pulled away, wondering silently if the next time they might say yes and put their names on the clipboard.


  The warm August air flowed through the open windows as if to dry laundry hanging on a clothesline. We headed north on South Broad Street toward Walt Whitman Bridge, and the gray hulk, with its vehicle identification stenciled in bold black letters across the bottom right-hand side, became a too-easy target for anyone with a gripe for the military.


  We were seven blocks from the hospital, sitting at a red light, when five guys about our ages, with shoulder-length hair, began yelling, “Baby-killers!” Two of them lunged over to the curb and began spitting in the windows.


  Big mistake.


  Moose was on his feet before the spit landed on Ski’s shirtsleeve. “Fuck you, long-hair motherfuckers! Stay right there and I’ll baby-kill your fuckin’ ass!” He headed toward the front, where Corporal Brown had already jumped through the open door.


  “Yeah, you chicken-shit sons-a-bitches!” Roger screamed with his head wedged through the window.


  We all charged to their side of the bus screaming out a lot of pride and frustration.


  One guy nearly had his face in the window where Earl Ray was kneeling on the seat cushion with his half leg. “Fuck you, man,” the long-hair yelled at Earl. “You baby-killing bastards!”


  Another big mistake.


  “How ’bout this, motherfucker?” Earl Ray gave a swinging roundhouse with his hook, striking the guy across the forehead and swiping downward with the full intention of gouging his eyeball out.


  “What the fuck!” he screamed.


  The shock of Earl’s hook flying in his face jolted him backwards, and he stumbled over the sidewalk, landing hard on his back. Corporal Brown had lunged through the front doorway, his fist on its third powerful punch to the other guy’s head. He dropped the guy to the ground and ran over to the guy Earl had just jabbed with his hook. His forehead was bleeding profusely. Corporal Brown picked him up with one hand and hit him three or four times about the head and face. He stood up facing toward the other three, who were frozen in bewilderment and fear. They weren’t sure who or what was on this bus.


  “Okay, mothafuckers. Who’s next?” Corporal Brown shouted at the three.


  “Get off him!” one of them screamed.


  Moose and I had squeezed down the aisle and were outside the bus pounding the shit out of the asshole Corporal Brown had left lying and bleeding on the ground next to the doorway.


  “Okay, you guys! Get off him!” Tiny yelled as he stepped out of the bus. As Tiny pulled the guy away, Moose beat on him until he was out of reach. Tiny kicked the guy in the ass, and he landed face-first in the grass next to his buddy, who was lying at Corporal Brown’s feet.


  Corporal Brown turned to the other guys. “Now, you mothafuckers get the fuck out of here!”


  “We didn’t know, man. I mean…we thought…” They started toward their friends to help them up.


  “You take another step, and I’ll put your asses on that bus!” Corporal Brown shouted as he reached to open the side door. “That what you want?”


  “C’mon, spider gooks!” Bobby Mac howled. “Get on the bus. We’ll give you a fuckin’ ride you won’t forget!”


  “Open dthe door!” Ski yelled. “Don’t dcall me a baby-keeler, modorfowkers!”


  The shouts of “Fuck you, long-hairs!”, “C’mon motherfuckers!”, “You want more shit?”, and “Get closer, you chicken shits!” flew from the open windows like shrapnel.


  “I’ll fuck you up!” Bobby Mac yelled. “I’ll kill you, you baby-shit motherfuckers! You don’t know who you’re fucking with!”


  Corporal Brown lunged toward the three. “I said, get the fuck out of here!”


  They staggered backwards away from Corporal Brown. One of them raised his arms in the air, his lips trembling like wings on a hummingbird. He just kept repeating, “We’re sssssorry, man. We didn’t mmmmean no harm. We’re sssssorry, man. We didn’t mmmmean no harm.”


  “Fuck you, mothafuckas!” Corporal Brown yelled as he stepped onto the bus behind Tiny, Moose, and me. “Fuck you, mothafuckas!” he shouted once again as he closed the door and stepped hard on the gas pedal.


  It was an unfinished victory, but a victory just the same. We continued with the “fuck you!” out the windows until the bus was three blocks away.


  “This is going to be an exceptional trip,” Tiny said as we turned onto Walt Whitman Bridge, the gleam in his eyes as bright as the day.


  We pulled into the circular drive of the Brigantine Motor Hotel just around three o’clock. We had a couple of hours to unpack and settle in before the bus would head into Atlantic City for a quick trip to the boardwalk.


  The evening was uneventful. Aside from the occasional stares, the unexpected thank-yous, and the ever-present beer, we enjoyed a simple summer’s evening on the boardwalk. We stopped at the Pier long enough to catch Kenny Rogers and the First Edition performing “I Just Walked In to See What Condition My Condition Was In.”


  Late Saturday morning, we clambered onto the bus for the fifteen-minute ride back into Atlantic City. Fifty Miss America beauty pageant contestants were waiting to meet the boys from the Philadelphia Naval Hospital.


  It was probably a good idea on paper, a good public relations highlight: beautiful, young, all-American girls, those chosen as the “most beautiful” in each of their respective states, mingle and chat with a small group of Vietnam veterans, even a few wounded Vietnam veterans. Imagine the photos and the headlines.


  It was like a kindergarten class meeting up for play day with Goliath. The delicate flowers, so well-heeled with their social preparedness, had not one clue how to act in this situation. Their privileged and pampered upbringings, in their nurtured eggshell existence, hadn’t included real-life people with real-life experiences. Some were so awkward or so pompous (it was hard to tell which) they merely spun on their toes and turned away, as if practicing an evening gown pirouette for tonight’s show. A few did manage to stumble out an “Uh, hello there” or “What happened to you?” A couple of them were so socially inept that their staring became uncomfortable even to other contestants. The events handler was sharp enough to head off any embarrassing public relations gaffe and mercifully, for the girls, brought the boardwalk play time to an abrupt halt.


  We strolled and rolled and limped along the boardwalk for the rest of the afternoon, dropping in one of the bars for a cold beer and a shot. A few of us stepped around back and passed a joint. The afternoon went lazily by, and we clambered back on board the bus once again to head to the hotel.


  “Be ready and out front no later than 1700,” Tiny told us.


  We were back on the bus around five-thirty to head over to the pageant pre-show and grab a bite to eat at the host hotel.


  Most of the guys were excited about seeing the show live, and none of us really knew what to expect. Our seats were centered just left of the runway, about twenty rows back. We occupied the first ten seats in each of the two rows. Tiny, Corporal Brown, and I wheeled Earl Ray, Big Al, and a couple of the other guys down the carpeted aisle and got them situated in their seats. We took the wheelchairs back up the ramp and stored them out of sight. The rest of the guys found their way into the two rows and placed their crutches and canes down at their feet.


  Earl Ray pulled out a bottle of Jack Daniels, took a swig, and started passing it around, when Tiny got sight of it.


  “What the hell are you guys doing?” He tried to muffle his voice some, but the good folks for three rows forward and back began to chuckle.


  “For God’s sake, give me that. Where…no, how did you get it in here? What the hell am I saying? You guys could get a whore onto Q Ward if you wanted!” We laughed at that one.


  “Oh, for God’s sake! Tell me you haven’t? Son of a bitch.” He just lowered his chin to his chest and squeezed down the row in front of us toward the bottle of Jack. Roger raised it to salute our past accomplishment.


  Tiny took the bottle and tucked it under his arm. It was okay. Between the two dozen of us, we had finished the first bottle on the bus, the one we had started back in the hotel lobby. We were feeling pretty good, and the laughter was coming easy. We were being pretty loud, too, but we didn’t much care; the place was still half-empty.


  Suddenly the lights went down and this booming voice came over the sound system. It bellowed over the darkened ballroom like the voice of God. It was so loud and abrupt that a few guys tried to head to the floor for cover. Spotlights burst overhead, flashing and crisscrossing back and forth like frantic search lights.


  “Ain’t this some shit,” Bobby Mac hooted. “It was only a bottle of Jack, for Christ’s sake!”


  The spotlights stopped overhead and focused directly on our two rows. The overhead lights came on again and relit the room of evening gowns and tuxedos.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” the voice boomed down. “It is my great pleasure and honor to welcome our special guests this evening. Please join me in giving a big round of applause for the group of Vietnam Veterans from the U.S. Naval Hospital in Philadelphia! We are thankful for their service and their individual sacrifices. Welcome, and thank you!”


  The room erupted in a standing ovation.


  The pride of being recognized, of being a veteran, a Marine, came over the guys with a sudden flush; smiles and tight-lipped grins sliced across stoic faces. That automatic tight-jaw profile stiffened every posture, and for once in a long while, the doubt, the fear, and the anger were gone.


  For me, the thought of anyone thinking I had been to Vietnam was an insult to the guys in these two rows, and I just wanted to get as far away from those damn spotlights as I could. If I stood up to leave, it would only look foolish, like I was trying to bring attention to myself. So, I sat there smiling at my Marine Corps combat-wounded friends, clapping as loudly as I could, wishing I had done what they had done, wishing I had never listened to the girl in the photograph, wishing I had that damn bottle of Jack. Tiny was standing in the aisle, that Santa Claus look on his face, clapping like a big circus bear. The bright red scar across his forehead gleamed in the light like a crooked smile.


  The pageant itself was a blur. Tiny returned the bottle of Jack Daniels, and the scuffling and gossiping between the commercial time-outs was more interesting than the show itself. Miss America was eventually crowned that night, and I don’t think any one of us could name the state she came from. Not that we were drunk. There wasn’t enough Jack to get five people drunk, let alone twenty. The uneasiness and bad taste from meeting the girls earlier in the day made this whole event seem out of place and phony.


  Tiny shepherded our group back onto the bus, and we sat mostly silent for the return ride to the hotel. Once in the lobby, talk began about finding a good bar and letting loose. Our small group of six landed in the hotel lobby bar and the others called it a night. Except for an older couple and a lone bar hugger, we were the only patrons. One look around and we knew this place wasn’t going to do it. We didn’t even take the drink offered to us by the guy nursing his gin gimlet.


  “Where’s a place some guys could have a good time?” I asked.


  The bartender looked us over and made a suggestion. “There’s a small place in Atlantic City, Reg Morgan’s. Not sure what you’re looking for, but it’s a nice little bar.”


  “Sounds good enough,” Moose said. “Let’s go.”


  “I’ll call you guys a cab,” the bartender offered.


  The cabs were out front in less than five minutes, and within another fifteen minutes, we had reached our destination somewhere in the darkened side streets of Atlantic City. The cab drivers refused to let us pay. We thanked them and started toward the front door of the bar called Reg Morgan’s.


  “What the fuck kind of name is Reg Morgan?” Earl Ray said with a grin.


  “They can call it Hell for all I care,” Big Al said from atop my back. “Just get me inside.”


  Big Al and I went in first to prop the door for the other guys, and they started in single file. Ski had made his way in, and Roger was negotiating Earl Ray and his wheelchair through the narrow opening.


  Two men suddenly appeared out of the dimly lit bar and its swirling smoke. They moved as if they were in a hurry—not to leave, but to get somewhere.


  The man in front was about five feet eight with black wavy hair and a handsome, slightly rugged face. He wore an expensive-looking green sport coat over a light blue crew neck T-shirt and dark slacks. His dark black shoes had a spotless shine.


  “Hey, ain’t you guys the veterans that were at the beauty pageant?” He looked over everyone with a quick roll, pointing his finger toward somewhere. “The ones in the spotlights.”


  “Yeah, that’s us,” Moose said with a little caution.


  “You guys are the ones been to Vietnam. You’re over in Philly, right?”


  “Yeah, that’s us.” Moose had stepped a little closer inside.


  “Well, you’re in luck,” the handsome man said. He turned to the other man who was standing about two feet behind him. “Frank, help me get ’em set up. Come on you guys, follow me.”


  Frank was about six-two or -three with broad shoulders, slim-waisted and very fit, and looked to be about thirty years old. He was wearing a light gray sport coat, a black crewneck shirt, and dark slacks. He didn’t have the suave, smooth mannerisms of the first guy, but was more rigid and alert, like a secret service agent.


  The bar in Reg Morgan’s ran the entire length of the left wall. The right side housed a few small booths with couples crowded together. About two-thirds of the way down on the left was a stage with a three-piece jazz group cramped in its tight space. A beautiful black woman was caressing the microphone as if it was a part of her, and her low, lusty voice had the place mesmerized. Every bar stool and booth was occupied and not one person turned to look at us or our two escorts.


  At the very back and to the right was a horseshoe-shaped bar that was empty and dark. We followed the two men back to the horseshoe, giving each other quick glances as if preparing a defense and escape plan.


  The lights over the horseshoe bar came on, and Frank was standing on the other side lifting every gin, vodka, scotch, and whiskey bottle from the back shelves and placing them on the bar top. Bottles of Coke, Sprite, and ginger ale, along with ice, lemon and lime slices, and olives were placed next to the liquor.


  “The name’s Dave Marzetti,” the guy in the green sport coat finally offered. “You guys help yourselves. Tonight the bar’s all yours. And you ain’t going to pay a dime.”


  We all wondered if we hadn’t fallen into a Candid Camera trap. But, hey, who’s to look a gift horse in the mouth?


  I slid Big Al from my shoulders onto the bar at the point of the horseshoe and Moose, Roger, Earl Ray, Bobby Mac, Ski, and I took our places at the half-round counter with gusto and delight.


  “What’ll you have?” Frank asked.


  “Scotch and soda.” Ski was the first to order.


  Frank asked Ski what kind of scotch and started to make the drink. He set the bottle and glass down with a thump. “What the hell. You guys just mix your own. You don’t need me to do this.” As he leaned over from behind the bar, his sport coat flapped open, and a shoulder holster with a small handgun came into plain view.


  Our second round of drinks wasn’t half finished when the man named Dave Marzetti came over and put his arms around Ski and me. “You guys got everything you need? Anything you want, you got it.” It was not a bragging, bravado tone; it was an “I’m here to give you anything you want, this is your night, and just ask” sincere offer from someone who truly gave a shit.


  Ski looked at me as if Santa had just come down the chimney.


  In a half joking response and looking straight at me, Ski winked. “Well, dwe could always use a little pussy.”


  Dave Marzetti just smiled and walked toward the long bar and ordered a drink.


  Our laughing and chatter were covered over with another slug of drink, and we continued eating the sandwiches overloaded with ham and cheese that Frank and a waitress brought out of the kitchen. The beautiful black woman and her band were taking a break, and we could talk across the bar without having to lean over and yell at each other.


  “So, you think Frank is a cop?” Roger asked.


  “Are you dumb, or what?” Moose jibed. “He’s Dave’s bodyguard, man.”


  “No shit?” Big Al whispered.


  “You country fucks don’t know what makes the world go ’round, do you?” Moose said.


  “Okay, smartass city fuck, why does Dave need a bodyguard?” Roger asked.


  “Because he does things other people don’t like, that’s why,” Bobby Mac laughed.


  “What kinda things?” Big Al asked.


  “What’s it fuckin’ matter?” Earl Ray jumped in from his wheeled position near Big Al. “He’s doin’ right by us, ain’t he?”


  “Guess so,” Big Al said, looking around the bar.


  “We gotta remember to thank that bartender back at the hotel,” I said.


  “Yeah, who would have believed this?” Roger said.


  “No shdit!” said Ski. “We’ve heet the jackpot, baby!”


  The jackpot was just about to get a little more enticing.


  It was less than thirty minutes when Dave Marzetti came busting through the front door to Reg Morgan’s, whistling loudly through his fingers in his mouth and motioning us toward the doorway.


  “Come on!” he shouted. “We’re going for a ride! And I mean a ride!”


  Frank came from around the bar like a leopard ready to pounce. He stood next to Dave and made a nervous look up and down the bar.


  “C’mon. It’s okay,” Dave said.


  We all looked at each other, and without a word between us we knew it was time to do what our generous host was asking of us.


  Waiting outside were three Yellow cabs, each driver standing next to the open back door of his taxi. Dave and Frank climbed into a large blue car that was parked in front of the line of cabs.


  We loaded up and started our little caravan down the darkened streets of Atlantic City. Five blocks later, we were parked in the back of the Holiday Inn next to the loading dock.


  We stood next to Dave and Frank on the dock waiting for the service elevators when Frank nudged Dave on the shoulder. “Dave, I think the cabbies want pay.”


  The cab drivers had shuffled their way up onto the dock and were standing several feet from us, seeming to know to keep their distance. They were all three looking down in nervous silence and fear of doing the wrong thing at the wrong time. Not that Dave or Frank would have harmed them—at least we didn’t sense that they would—but they had just ferried a group of Dave’s guests, and well, maybe he expected the ride to be covered.


  Dave started toward the three nervous men. “Oh shit,” Dave said as he reached in the pocket of his sport coat.


  “Oh shit, is right!” I thought. “He’s going to shoot them, for God’s sake!”


  His hand came out with a wad of bills—twenties, fifties, and hundreds. He walked over and gave each driver a twenty dollar bill for the five-block fare. They shambled back down the loading dock ramp and got quietly into their cabs.


  Our two hosts stood at either side of the heavy doors as we all scuttled onto the large freight elevator, and we rode in silence for the few floors up.


  The room was spectacular: a suite with a king-size bed, sliding glass doors out to the pool, and a sitting area just inside the front door. The wet bar had been freshly stocked with all the best liquors, two buckets of ice were on the huge coffee table, and an assortment of nuts, cheeses, and fruit filled a silver tray setting on the bed.


  The bartender behind the small counter of the wet bar mixed drinks for everyone, and Frank nodded for him to leave. We all found a place to sit, not believing what had happened over the past couple of hours.


  “Nice job!” Frank said to Dave.


  “Shit, this is nothing,” Dave said with a proud smile. “Let’s go in the other room.”


  The adjoining room was smaller than our party room, but it was big enough to hold two king-size beds and nothing more—nothing more except two gorgeous women lying with nothing on but their underpants.


  “What’s this?” Dave said to the blonde, pointing to her panties. “Take ’em off, for Christ’s sake!” he chuckled.


  We couldn’t believe that fate had brought us together with this man and his generosity. We didn’t give a damn what he did for a living; for all we cared, he was a saint.


  We made our way back to the party room with a clumsy silence and an unusual fidgeting. It’s not like this was the first time we’d seen a whore, but these ladies could have beaten out any one of the Miss America pageant toddlers. They were like women from a James Bond movie. I thought of Rosie, her pink bathrobe and Tabu-laced room.


  “What the fuck are you waiting for?” Dave said as he motioned toward the open door and the two hookers.


  “That’s all I needed!” Moose said. He made his way over to the brunette in the far bed with Ski right behind him, headed for the blonde.


  Roger got up and closed the door to our room.


  “Oh shit, you know how we need our privacy!” Bobby Mac laughed. “Open up that door. I want to watch. Been so long I think I forgot how!”


  Earl Ray kicked over a large round hassock and rolled it toward the door. “Just like the choppers in ’Nam, this is the jump seat,” he said. “Even for you, Shoff.”


  And the party was officially in full progress.


  Ski and Moose came back to the party room at about the same time.


  “Next?” Dave encouraged, which we really didn’t need.


  “Go ahead, Shoff,” Earl Ray said.


  “You go, Earl. I’ll get my turn.”


  “No, you go, Shoff,” Earl Ray said without looking up “I don’t think I can do it.”


  “Sure you can, Earl,” Bobby Mac laughed. “Just lay down and let her do the rest.”


  “It’s not that,” Earl shrugged. He stared past the bed and through the double glass doors out to the pool. “It’s Jennifer,” he said to nobody. He slowly maneuvered his wheelchair through the glass doors out to the pool and sipped on a Jack and Coke.


  I carried Big Al in and slipped him into the first bed with the blonde and joined the brunette in the other bed.


  For the rest of the night, each guy took a turn jumping from the hassock into one of the beds, rotating in and out of the rooms. Earl Ray returned from poolside and spent the time talking and drinking with our gracious hosts.


  “You better hope none of you bastards have the clap,” Earl Ray laughed.


  “Too late now!” Big Al joked. “I still got the fungus from ’Nam!”


  “If you still got that shit from ’Nam, your dick would’ve fallen off by now!” Bobby Mac jabbed.


  “Yeah, well, go ask the blonde about my dick,” Big Al smiled.


  “My deek better not fall off. I dwill keek what’s left of your ass!” Ski laughed.


  Dave and Frank spent most of the night on the phone placing large bets on what we could determine as horse races. They used a color and bird combination code like “blue cardinal” or “yellow robin.” After a couple of the calls, we didn’t really pay much attention to what they were doing. They were just taking care of business and politely leaving us to our drinking and the ladies.


  After a heated call, Frank slammed down the phone.


  “So how bad did we do?” Dave asked.


  “Dropped twenty-five hundred,” Frank said casually.


  “Fuckin’ pocket change,” Dave said.


  By now it was almost six-thirty on Sunday morning, and the hookers thought it was time to call it quits.


  “Dave, we need to pay them,” Frank said.


  “Yeah, yeah,” Dave said coolly.


  Dave and Frank went into the hookers’ room, and Dave once again reached in his sport coat pocket pulling out the wad of bills. He gave the blonde what we thought was three hundred dollars and the brunette only two hundred. She didn’t take kindly to the insult.


  “You need to pay me as much as you paid her!” she shouted.


  “What the fuck did you say to me?” Dave said in a cool, smooth voice. He took a quick step toward the brunette and she backed into the space between the beds. “You know who you’ve had the privilege to fuck tonight?” This time his voice was harsh and loud.


  “C’mon, Dave, take it easy. We’ve all had a long night and a lot to drink,” Frank said, trying to calm Dave down a little.


  “I did as much as she did! You give me my money or I’m telling my man!” she screamed back.


  “You’re going to do what?” Dave said, starting toward her again.


  “You heard me! He’s gonna beat your ass and get my money!” she screamed louder.


  “Aw fuck,” Frank winced.


  We couldn’t believe what this hooker was doing. Just take the money and get the fuck out, we all want to go home.


  “Do you know who the fuck you’re talking to? You little slut!” Dave shot back.


  Frank tried once again to calm him down, but it was too late. He looked at us and shrugged, stepping aside from Dave.


  In an instant, Dave’s fist came up and hit the hooker square across the nose, blood splattering everywhere. The brunette flew backwards across the bed, hitting the wall and slumping down in the narrow space between the wall and the bed.


  “Give that to your fucking man! Tell him Dave Marzetti sent you, and I’m waiting for him!”


  He tossed a hundred-dollar bill onto the bed and told them both to get the fuck out of his sight.


  “Sorry guys, sometimes you have to let people know who’s boss,” Dave told us after we were all back in the party room. “How would you guys like a little breakfast? I know where there’s a great buffet.”


  We all told him how much we appreciated everything he had done for us and that we really needed to get back to the hotel; we didn’t want to miss the bus back to Philly.


  “Okay, but I’m getting your cabs back to your hotel. Where are you staying?”


  While waiting for the cabs on the back dock of the Holiday Inn, Dave Marzetti gave us each a business card and told us if we were ever back in Atlantic City to call him. And if we were ever back in Atlantic City and didn’t call him, he would know it.


  The bus ride back to Philly and Q Ward was quiet and uneventful. No drinking, no dope smoking. No pissing out the windows, no puking on the seats. We were real gentlemen. For what Corporal Brown had done to those long-hairs on Friday, we would have washed and waxed his bus for the next six months.


  We clambered back onto Q Ward and scattered out to our bunks and lockers. The rest of the afternoon was spent on the patio, drinking New Jersey beer and reliving the past two and a half days.


  “You, you, you, you, and you!” Tiny had come up behind us towering in the doorway and pointing at each of us. “All of you but Earl Ray have a date with me one week from tomorrow, 0800, down in sick bay. You’re getting squeezed for VD.”


  Before we could say anything, he turned and disappeared back into the ward.


  “What’s he mean, squeezed?” I asked.


  “It ain’t really squeezed, it’s more like poked,” Bobby Mac chuckled.


  “The fickle finger of fate,” Roger laughed.


  “Dright up dthe old pooper!” Ski howled.


  “No big deal!” Moose said. “Just bend over and enjoy it.”


  The week passed as usual, and we all nervously kept a close inspection every time we took a piss. The jokes and jabs reached a crescendo by Sunday evening, and the hooker stories from New Jersey to Vietnam had grown even more and more astonishing.


  Monday morning, Tiny was on Q Ward at 0745, and we convoyed down to sick bay. One by one, we were introduced to the fickle finger of fate; specimens were taken and put under the microscope. With great relief, we all left with the good news that we were clean.


  Back on Q Ward, we were given the news that Doc Miller had been killed in Vietnam.


  Feeling Lucky


  EARL RAY HIGGINS sat quietly in the restricted and familiar comfort of his wheelchair. Q Ward lay empty and silent behind him. An early autumn breeze was easing through the wide-open side doors, carrying with it the drone of the Saturday night traffic.


  Earl had decided to pass on evening chow, and by the time we returned, he had showered, shaved, put on his legs and arm, and was in full Marine dress uniform. His ribbon rack was on the wool blanket of his bunk, leaning against the small stack of letters from Jennifer. He had taken the Purple Heart medal out of the box and was holding it in his right hand. Sitting side by side on his bunk was a nearly half-empty bottle of Jack Daniels and a bottle of painkillers, announcing his plans for the evening.


  “What’s up, Earl?” Moose asked.


  “The sky.”


  “You know what I mean. C’mon, what’s going on?”


  “Just let it happen. Don’t call for help until you know it’s too late. Keep your promise.”


  Earl put the pill bottle in his left breast pocket, wedged the bottle of Jack Daniels between his right thigh and the side of the wheelchair, and placed Jen’s letters between his thighs. He spun around the end of his bunk and rolled down to the double doors onto the concrete patio. We followed in silence, glancing for reassurance from each other of our promise to Earl.


  Big Al pulled his chair alongside Earl Ray. Moose, Roger, Ski, Bobby Mac, and I sat down on the cool concrete steps. We were still looking for the nod of reassurance. No one spoke.


  Earl sat solemn in his chair, the purple and white striped ribbon of his Purple Heart medal held between the pincers of the hook protruding from his jacket sleeve, the heart-shaped medallion resting on the crease of his pant leg. Jennifer Ann Cooley’s letters were squeezed between his legs, their messages sealed in silence, the envelopes never opened, and the pleading messages never read. Their familiar fragrance mottled the cool air and wrenched a memory of Ward 2B, a beautiful girl lying on the floor next to Earl’s bed and orthopedic shackles.


  “I’m feeling really lucky today,” Earl said as he pulled the pill bottle from his pocket.


  “How many did you take?” Moose asked.


  “Not enough,” Earl said.


  “How many?” Moose asked again.


  “Four…maybe five. I’m not sure. It ain’t enough.” He tumbled the pills around in the bottle and fingered the cap.


  “Then let’s call it quits for now. What do you say, my friend?”


  “Just let it happen this time,” Earl said, looking at us as though we had given him permission. “You guys promised.”


  “Don’t let this be the last thing you do with your life, Earl,” Moose said.


  “It’s not, Moose. The last thing I did with my life was step on a land mine.”


  Our promise to Earl was a death sentence. Our commitment “to just let it happen” was giving him permission to die. He had taken our promise as validation to take his own life. We approved it—that made it okay. We looked at each other with a fearful confidence, the silence sealing our loyalty to Earl’s wishes.


  “I’ve changed my mind,” I blurted out.


  “You can’t,” Earl snapped. “You made a promise. All of you.”


  “Let me have a drink of the Jack. Okay, Earl?”


  Earl Ray didn’t say anything as he handed the bottle to Moose. The few pills he had taken were beginning to fulfill their promise as the tension in his face slackened and a mild bliss rinsed over his consciousness. Earl was high, but it would take a lot more of the painkillers to take his life.


  “Why don’t you give me the pills, Earl?” Moose asked.


  “Can’t do it, Moose,” Earl said. “Even if I don’t do it now, I’ll need these when the time comes. But like I said, I’m feeling really lucky.”


  Earl Ray Higgins sat erect, watching the slow-moving traffic pass under the street lights and kaleidoscope through the diamond shapes of the chain-link fence. A city bus rumbled south toward the shipyard at the end of Broad Street. Behind the bus, a Yellow cab slowed near the curb, a young woman sitting motionless in the backseat. The bus and the cab disappeared beyond our sight, and the space in the street filled and emptied again and again with cars of people going wherever it was they were going.


  Earl raised the bundle of envelopes to his face and inhaled their precious fragrance. The Purple Heart slid from his pincer hook and clanged onto the bottom of the concrete steps.


  The most recognizable honor of sacrifice on Earth—so majestic in its magnificence and so pure in its simplicity—was lying at my feet. My heart pounded as I sat unable to move, captivated by its power and meaning. With a timid and hesitant purpose, I bent downward toward the precious medal and touched it with my fingertips, fearful it might break. I pulled it into my hands and cupped it gently, as if I were holding Earl Ray’s very heart.


  The phone on the wall inside the front doors of Q Ward had been ringing relentlessly. A student corpsman passing by lifted the receiver and silenced the clanging blasts. He made his way down the ward, and standing inside the open double doors, he summoned our small group.


  “Some girl on the phone wants to talk to an Earl Ray. Says her name is Jennifer. She’s calling from the front gate.”


  We clambered through the doors and chased behind Earl toward the waiting phone.


  “Is this some kind of fucking joke!” Earl yelled into the phone.


  “Earl?” the soft voice stammered. “Is that you?”


  The receiver fell from Earl’s grasp as he swiped at a bead of sweat dripping down his temple. Moose grabbed the swinging phone and placed it on Earl’s lap. Earl caressed the black plastic mouthpiece as if he were holding Jennifer in his hand. He squinted three or four times, and a slight wisp of air puffed up from the corner of his mouth.


  “Earl?” That single word came through the phone like a chorus of angels’ voices.


  “Jen…is it really you?”


  “Yes, Earl. It’s me.”


  “Jen…Jen,” Earl stammered.


  “I can’t do it, Earl,” she cried over the phone. “I can’t go on without you.”


  “Jen…what are…what are you doing here?”


  “Earl,” Jennifer’s voice softened. “Earl, I’ve come to take you home.”


  It was a Monday morning two weeks after Jennifer Ann Cooley called from the front gate when Moose and I lifted the permanently borrowed, shiny new wheelchair into the trunk of Jennifer’s car. I walked slowly toward the front of the car to say goodbye. Earl Ray Higgins reached through the open passenger-side window and shook my hand.


  “You’re okay for a non-combat…for an honorary Marine.”


  “Thanks, Earl,” I said as I squeezed his hand a little tighter.


  “Promise me one thing, Shoff.”


  “Anything you want, Earl.”


  “Don’t ever get that tattoo.”


  “You got it.”


  Time to Go


  THE NAVY BRASS at the hospital made good on their promise to give the admiral my ass on a platter. The Medical Review Board, headed by one of the biggest egomaniacs in the military, had found me “fit for full duty”—and not one doctor on the Board had bothered to even take my pulse.


  I wasn’t bitching. It was fitting for me to return to full duty with my friends setting out in life with so many challenges. Even with the wobble in my walk and the two-foot steel rod in my left femur, I was more than happy to finish my enlistment.


  Dr. Donnolly told the Board that I needed additional physical therapy and that “he waddles like a pregnant duck.” Evidently, his absence from the Saturday night cocktail parties left him with little influence over his colleagues. They were, after all, covering their own asses against any retaliation the admiral might dish out from his perch in Norfolk.


  The military had a standing policy that allowed enlisted personnel to rebut any decision made by the Medical Review Board. I was given my one opportunity to rebut their decision and filed the proper paperwork. Two hours later, I was summoned to the executive officers’ floor, and an enlisted female Navy clerk presented me with the rebuttal to my rebuttal. I just walked away smiling.


  Within three days, I was given orders for my next duty assignment, a process that typically would take two to three weeks. I was headed on a tour to Vietnam aboard a Navy aircraft carrier—fly to Oakland, California, pick up a Navy military flight to San Diego, and board the U.S.S. Ranger for a nine-month deployment to Vietnam. They couldn’t have given me any better orders unless they had sent me directly to Da Nang or Saigon.


  I danced my way to Q Ward with my orders in hand to find anyone who might be around and give them the good news. Moose, Roger, Big Al, and Ski were heavy into a game of Spades.


  “Hey man, how’s it goin’?” Moose asked.


  “Couldn’t be better!” I said.


  “What are you so happy about?” Moose asked as he poked at me with his cane.


  “Got my review board decision,” I smiled.


  “You are geeting dthe fuck out?” Ski shouted.


  “Oh man, that’s great!” Roger said.


  “No man, I ain’t gettin’ out. They got me fit for full duty. Got orders for a carrier.”


  “No fuckin’ way!” Moose shouted. “They can’t do that.”


  “They’ve done it,” I told him. “No big deal, either. I owe you guys at least a trip over there.”


  “You don’t owe us shit,” Big Al snapped. “You mean the boat you’re goin’ on is headed to ’Nam?”


  “Now, ain’t that some shit!” Bobby Mac cried out. “Say hello to that fucking spider for me!”


  “I’ll have one of those hot-shot pilots drop a bomb on it,” I smiled.


  “Shit,” Bobby Mac laughed. “He’ll just throw it back at ’em!”


  “You guys know it don’t mean shit to be on a boat near ’Nam,” I said. “It’s no different than a cruise to the West Indies.”


  “Well, I’ll be a son of a bitch,” Moose groaned. “They got you, didn’t they?”


  “That’s what it’s all about,” I said. “They made sure that smartass remark I made to the admiral stayed in my records. And the congressman’s phone call didn’t help much, either.”


  “What congressman?” Roger asked. “What phone call?”


  “It wasn’t much. I happened to mention to my mom what the admiral had done and she wrote some congressman a letter. I got called down by the legal dudes to explain why I was trying to ruin the reputation of the hospital and the good doctors here. Something about a possible congressional inquiry, too. I signed a couple of forms and never heard shit after that.”


  “Holy shit! Your ass is grass, even on that boat!” Roger said.


  “They can fuck with me all they want. Don’t mean shit,” I shrugged.


  “Ain’t no way you’re gonna go,” Moose commanded. “We’ll talk to Dr. Donnolly.”


  “He’s already talked to the board,” I said. “They don’t give a shit what he says. I don’t think they’ll even put his report in my file.”


  “Fuck, man, dthey got us all by dthe balls if they want,” Ski said.


  “Shit, you just finding that out?” Bobby Mac laughed. “Be glad you got balls.”


  “This calls for a party!” Moose bellowed.


  “Got that right! And not just any old party,” Roger said. “We’re gonna do it big and do it right.”


  “Let’s just hit the Rainbow,” I said.


  “Sounds okay to me,” Roger agreed.


  “Yeah, me too,” Big Al shot in.


  “I’m din!” Ski said.


  “When you gotta report?” Moose asked.


  “I got one week left here.”


  “Well, ain’t that some shit,” Bobby Mac said. “Then we gotta do it Saturday!”


  Around four o’clock on Saturday, everyone was busy getting ready for the big night out. Ski was sitting on the edge of his bunk wrapping his stump a little tighter than usual. It was going to be a long night, and he might even do a little dancing. The extra wrap would help keep the pain and the swelling down. Big Al was a standout in his crisp khaki uniform, the corporal stripes creased dead center of the chevron.


  “What the fuck, Big Al?” I said as I gave him a salute. “You’re looking good, my man!”


  “Thanks, Shoff. Just thought we should do this in style. And I expect you not to wrinkle my duds.”


  “Wouldn’t think of it. At least not until after the third pitcher. Then you’re on your own.”


  “Hey, Big Al, how’s it hangin’?” Bobby Mac shot in as he pulled the zipper up to tighten the rubber hand.


  “You know me. My ass is draggin’!” Big Al laughed.


  “Now that’s funny!” Bobby Mac howled.


  “I got one better,” Ski said. “I’m gonna get so drunk I won’t have a leg to stand on.”


  “I’m way ahead of you, man,” Big Al bragged.


  “Shit,” Moose shot back. “I’m so damn thirsty I’d give an arm and a leg for a beer right now.”


  “Bulldsheet!” Ski stammered. “Let’s just get going and I dwill show you who’s got dthe hollow leg.”


  We filed out the side doors and made our way to the hole in the fence, Big Al riding high on my back. The walk to the Rainbow was filled with energetic talk about beer, girls, and life on the South Broad Street side of the hole.


  “Hey guys, what’s the occasion?” Eva called from behind the bar.


  “Uncle Sam took a dump on Shoff, and we’re here to wash him off!” Bobby Mac howled back. “We’re gonna need a lot of beer to get rid of the stink.”


  “Well, don’t get any of it on my bar.” She was drawing the third pitcher as we slid into the last booth just next to the dance platform, the one where she and Earl Ray used to sit.


  “Okay, what did Uncle Sam do that he hasn’t already done?” Eva asked as she set down two pitchers from each hand.


  “They think they’re sending Shoff to ’Nam—on a slow boat, no less,” Moose said.


  “That true, Shoff?” Eva asked.


  “That’s what they tell me.”


  “He peesed off the big brass over a dyear ago and they didn’t forget it,” Ski grinned.


  “Must have been serious if they held a grudge this long,” Eva said, sliding in beside Ski.


  “They don’t forget shit,” Moose said. “The higher-ups are protecting their own asses.”


  “What did you do?” Eva asked.


  “He told them to go to hell!” Big Al shot in over his glass of beer.


  Bobby Mac gave her the details, and as he finished the story, everyone held their glasses up in a frothy salute.


  “Okay, let’s get down to having a damn good time!” Roger said, taking a big gulp from a full pitcher.


  The Saturday night crowd was larger than usual, and it added to the energy already sparking from our table. Eva danced as if it was her last night, and she came over occasionally to give us a smile. Neighborhood couples drank and laughed in their booth spaces, and those at the bar argued over who would buy our next round.


  Eva finished her dance to “Yummy, Yummy, Yummy, I Got Love in My Tummy” and shuffled over to our table with her rum-and-Coke.


  “Say, you guys got quiet all of a sudden,” Eva winked. “Was my dancing that bad?”


  “We were just saluting one of the best corpsman in the Navy,” Moose said.


  “No, to the best corpsman in the Navy,” Big Al said as he raised his glass.


  “Yeah, here’s to Doc Miller,” Bobby Mac said as he copied Big Al’s salute.


  “Well, why didn’t you bring him with you? Where is he?”


  The mood collapsed like a hole blown through a hot air balloon. We all waited for someone to speak.


  “He’s gone,” Moose said.


  “You mean he was transferred?” she asked with a little hesitation.


  “No,” Moose said firmly. “He’s gone. Vietnam.”


  “Oh…I’m sorry. When is he coming back? Do you know?”


  “He ain’t coming back,” Moose said as he put a pitcher up to his face.


  A pall curdled over our small party. Eva put her arm around Ski’s neck as if to embrace all of us, said she was sorry, and went behind the bar to cry.


  The five or so plastic pitchers standing in sticky overspill were nearly empty, and the lukewarm remnants lay sour in the bottom. The beer suddenly tasted counterfeit.


  “What do dyou say we call eet a night?” Ski said.


  “Yeah, we may as well head back,” Big Al offered.


  “Ain’t this some shit,” Bobby Mac snapped. “You think Doc would want us to feel sorry for him? Or worse yet, feel sorry for ourselves? Fuck no. If he were here, he’d kick all of our asses.”


  “That’s right, man,” Moose said. “Let’s have one for Doc.”


  “How about another round for you guys?” someone barked from a bar stool.


  “Yeah, we could use another round,” Bobby Mac hollered. “But this time, we’re buying—for everybody!”


  The beer went down like cold vinegar, and we left the Rainbow Bar and Grille and the half-full pitchers to rot in the murky silence that filled the air around our booth.


  Once outside, Moose grabbed Big Al by the pant waist and gave him a tug. I felt Big Al’s hands tighten around my neck and the pull was enough to turn me sideways.


  “Hey, Shoff, like I’ve been saying, ain’t no way you’re going to get on that boat.”


  “Says who?” I asked.


  “Says me,” Moose said. “They can’t fuck with you like that, so you ain’t going.”


  “How am I going to get out of it? I ain’t going to Canada.”


  “You’re damn right, you’re not,” Bobby Mac shot out.


  “Then what do you plan to do? Hide me on Q?” I said.


  “Nope,” Moose said with too much confidence. “We’re going to break your legs. You can’t leave here with two broken legs.”


  I laughed as my eyes twitched, and I felt something crawling in my balls. “Break my legs?”


  “That’s right.” Moose limped to the side of the building and wrestled loose a concrete block from the dirt. “Been thinking about this all evening, Shoff. It wouldn’t take much.”


  “How the hell we going to explain it?” The beer was telling me this might be a pretty good idea.


  “Shit, we’ll just tell them you got hit by a car and they drove off.”


  “I don’t dknow about theese,” Ski stammered. “Just geeve eet a break.”


  “Ain’t this some shit!” Bobby Mac cried out. “Let me help you with that, Moose!” His laughter echoed off the front of the Rainbow. “Wish to hell I had thought of it.”


  “Okay, Shoff, sit down here and put your legs straight out over the curb,” Moose told me.


  “Dyou are serious?” Ski shouted as he stepped toward me.


  “Serious as a fucking bad land mine!” Bobby Mac howled.


  “C’mon,” Roger said, stepping in to help with the concrete wrecking block. “Ain’t no way we can let those bastards get away with it.”


  “Damn right,” I slurred. “They can’t fuck with me like that. Go for it, Moose.”


  “What do you think, Ski?” Moose asked.


  “Okay, if eet’s okay with dyou, Jeremy,” Ski shrugged.


  “What the fuck I got to lose?” I said.


  I slumped down to the curb and stretched my legs straight out with the back of my knees flat against the concrete ribbon. Roger and Ski sat down on either side of me and braced me for the shock. Big Al sat in the grass leaning half on his ass, half on his back, propped up on his hands and arms like an easel. Moose and Bobby Mac were standing in the street, the concrete block raised overhead, ready to smash my shin bones.


  “You ready for this, Shoff?” I heard Bobby Mac warn.


  “An honorary Marine is always ready,” I said with my eyes closed.


  “Oh shit.” Big Al squirmed, looking up at the ten-pound block. Moose was holding one end, and Bobby Mac had a grip on the other end with his rubber hand.


  “On the count of three,” Roger said.


  “Oh shit,” Big Al said again.


  “Ready?”


  “One.”


  “Oh, shit.”


  “Two.”


  “What the hell are guys doing out here!” Eva came rushing out of the Rainbow. “Good God, what are you doing? Are you trying to kill him?”


  “Hell no, we’re saving his life!” Bobby Mac laughed as the concrete block slipped and his rubber hand flipped off into the air and went somersaulting overhead.


  “Hot damn!” Moose yelled. He lost his balance and the block went tumbling from above his shoulder. I squeezed my eyes back into my head.


  I heard a muffled thump and my body tightened up like a snapped rubber band. I felt no pain.


  “Sawnoffabeedtch! Look what dyou did to my shoe!” Ski grunted.


  The concrete block had missed my legs and landed on the top of Ski’s wooden foot, piercing a two-inch gash in the top of his shoe. We sat on the grassy curb and laughed until Roger threw up.


  “Good God!” Eva cried. “Just get back to the hospital. I’ll call you a cab.”


  “No need to,” Moose said, nodding toward the police cruiser turning the corner. Eva smiled without turning toward the “cab” she knew was already on its way.


  Sunday morning, we sat quietly outside Q Ward and watched the traffic slide by. Big Al was sitting high in his rocking horse. Moose, Ski, and Bobby Mac had left their limbs by their lockers; their slightly swollen stumps needed a little relief from last night. A couple of pain pills for each of us had brought a sullen quiet to our group. We hung around the ward playing cards and smoking cigarettes on the patio before heading down to the chow hall for a late breakfast.


  “We should have done it, you know,” Moose said over a bite of fried eggs. “It’s still not too late.”


  “Yeah, but I’m sober now,” I said. “Things look a little different than they did last night. Besides, it’s a damn ship. It ain’t like I’m going on a patrol boat.”


  “Tell me about it,” he said with a smile, as he raised his left arm stump.


  “Yeah, at least dthey didn’t screw dyou like that,” Ski said.


  “Well, we all got to be somewhere,” Bobby Mac shrugged.


  By mid-afternoon, I had my locker empty, and everything I owned half-filled the newly-issued sea bag. The picture of the old girlfriend was facedown in the bottom of a trash can in the shithouse.


  Ski came over to my bunk area and put his arms around me. I hugged him harder than any guy should hug another guy. The American ceetizen Russian kid from New Joisey, his Star of David pendant as dear to him as his Purple Heart, stood proud on his wooden leg and told me how lucky he was to have me as his friend. I dropped my arms to my side, turned toward my empty locker, and pushed back the tears.


  “You guys take care,” I said as I reached out to shake hands with the others. As my hand went toward Bobby Mac, he looked past me as if he had seen a ghost.


  Standing in the afternoon light of the open side doors of Q Ward was Pappy the sailor man.


  “Ain’t this some shit!” Bobby Mac hooted. “What the hell are you doing here?”


  We all turned and gaped at Pappy, who was rolling his funny sailor cap from hand to hand. He was smiling bigger than Big Al. “I took an early out. Couldn’t see driving all the way to Florida just to turn around and drive back here. I got two weeks until I’m discharged from the Coast Guard.”


  “Well, son of a bitch,” Bobby Mac laughed. He tossed his plastic hand to Pappy. “Welcome back, Pappy the Sailor! By God, welcome back!”


  Big Al rolled quickly over to the open side doors. Pappy’s faded blue Buick was parked in its familiar slot like an old comfortable couch. “That’s the most beautiful thing I’ve seen all day,” Big Al said.


  “I thought maybe I could make a beer run later on,” Pappy offered.


  “Better make it quick,” Moose said. “Shoff here’s just getting ready to leave us.”


  “Where’re you going?”


  Moose told Pappy the whole story. “He’s on their shit list big-time,” he said, putting his three-quarter left arm around my shoulders.


  “No early out for me, Pappy,” I said. “I have a flight in a couple of hours.”


  “I’ll take you to the airport on my way to Jersey,” Pappy offered.


  “Better get going, then. I don’t want to hold up a beer run,” I smiled.


  I reached out and took Big Al’s hand. “Take care, Big Al. Get Pappy here to take you to Rosie’s Place.”


  He smiled, but it wasn’t that big, Big Al smile.


  “I’m going to lose my legs a second time.”


  Epilogue


  IN LATE SEPTEMBER 1970, I stepped on board the aircraft carrier U.S.S. Ranger. A few weeks later, we headed west out of San Diego for a nine-month tour to Vietnam.


  I never really made the launch of that tour, either.


  Just two hours out to sea, I began suffering from an excruciating pain in my side. No matter what I tried, it wouldn’t go away. A couple of hours later, I strained my way down to sick bay, doubled over from the pain. X-rays revealed a large stone lodged in my left kidney.


  The next morning, during war-game maneuvers, a medic squad transferred me from a gurney to a casualty basket in the hangar bay. I was cable-lifted to the flight deck where a helicopter was waiting to fly me to the Navy hospital in San Diego. As they strapped the metal wireframe basket inside the helicopter, a corpsman gave me an extra shot of morphine “for the road.”


  The doctors in San Diego were astonished that I had been sent back to full duty with a steel rod in my leg, and even more astonished that I had been put on board a ship. They placed me on a rigid physical therapy schedule and opened an inquiry into the medical review board in Philly.


  I was eventually assigned to the Naval Law Center as a bailiff for court martial proceedings, and once again, it was a piece-of-cake duty. From Friday afternoons until Monday mornings, I had no one to answer to but myself.


  For the next five months, my weekends were spent in drug-induced oblivion and drunken escapades to Tijuana, Mexico. I could no longer relate with anyone in the Navy, and the Marines on base wanted nothing to do with anyone not a Marine. It was five months of circumstantial isolation, and I was hell-bent on self-destruction.


  The Navy offered me the option of a desk job or a discharge. I didn’t hesitate to get the hell out, and they sent me on my way. As part of the separation process, a destination address was required in the event of an unlikely recall back to duty. Based on the information given, travel arrangements were made and tickets were issued for the selected mode of transportation.


  I wanted to remain in San Diego, but what little bit of maturity I had gained told me to leave; Tijuana was too close and too convenient. My first destination choice would have been a bus bench on South Broad Street in Philadelphia, but I couldn’t remember the address at Rosie’s Place. Mom and my brothers and sisters, living without a dad who had abandoned the family, had moved to Ohio.


  On April 10, 1971, I jumped to the first step of the Cleveland-bound Greyhound bus, turned and gave a half-ass salute, and the driver squished the doors between me and the luckiest two and half years of my life.
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