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FOREWORD 

This book represents a fictional account of an 
American soldier. The story told herein is based on 
actual events in the authorõs life. JD, the protagonist, 
could be any soldier in any war; the details change, but 
the heart of the matter is survival. He happened to be a 
black American soldier. The war happened to be in 
Vietnam. Yet this story likely holds as much or more 
truth than the historical events themselves, and it is 
hoped that the narration makes their sense and 
nonsense much more readily apparent than any factual 
telling could. Those truths are inextricably bound in our 
history; truths of racism and brotherhood, truths of 
values and actions, truths about right and wrong and 
when they matter. 

The field of battle is clearly a place for soldiers. 
Philosophers and deep thinkers must become what they 
are not in order to survive in crisis. Their challenge is to 
find their identity when crisis has passed and revise it 
given the reality of their experiences. A man who 
believes that killing is wrong damns himself the moment 
he pulls the trigger that causes his enemyõs death. Can a 
man survive once heõs damned himself? Is it really 
survival? Lost Survivor is wonderful fodder for 
conversation. I offer my deep gratitude to the men and 
women of our armed services, past and present, for the 
safety I enjoy while pondering such deep philosophical 
issues. 

CAVEAT: the views of the narrator are not 
statements of opinion by the author, editors, or 
publishers. The narrator is as fictional as the account. 
While based on factual materials, all persons and events 
described in this book are fictional. Any resemblance to 
persons living or deceased is coincidence. 



 

 

Show me a hero 

and I will write you a tragedy. 

F. SCOTT FITZGERALD 



 

 

CHAPTER 1  

In Nam, minuscule distances separated 
pain, death, and God. 

Explosions fractured the night, jarring JD from a 
deep sleep. He sat up on his cot in the darkness, 
straining to determine if the explosion sounds were 
incoming or outgoing shells. Since explosions didn‟t 
call out their affiliation, it took an extra heartbeat to 
sort out incoming enemy fire from outgoing friendly 
fire. 

The shrill scream of a shell overhead erased any 
doubt—enemy fire. He flipped off the cot like a 
startled cat. The explosion boomed through the air. 

He stood up and in one continuous motion 
grabbed his flak jacket and helmet off the floor, the 
combat web belt from above his cot. His right arm 
snaked under his pillow to grab his lucky .32-caliber 
automatic pistol and a curved-blade knife. 

“Fucking gooks,” he muttered. “Three weeks to 
go and you got to fuck with me.” He jammed the 
weapons into their holsters on his combat belt and 
bolted out the door into the night air. He jumped the 
two steps outside the door and ran toward the 
bunker a few feet to the left. 

An incoming shell—eerily shrieking “you”—burst 
nearby. He dove to the ground and rolled into a fetal 
position. 
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A hailstorm of incoming shells gushed from the 
sky. The updraft of an exploding blast sucked him up 
with dirt and rocks, then flung him hard to the ground 
on his back. He lay dazed, in a state of shock, unable 
to move his body. Fuzzy blue and white spots danced 
in front of his face every time he blinked. 

The horrifying scream of another incoming shell 
jerked his mind out of the murky veil. Lying on his 
back facing the unprotected sky, he watched the stars 
twinkle. The bunker‟s dark shadow entrance was now 
to his right. He flipped onto his stomach and crawled 
on his hands and knees across knife-sharp rocks that 
caused piercing pain to run down his legs. He cursed 
at the pain but kept crawling. 

He dove into the dark tunnel. Two shells exploded 
so close he could hear the sickening whiz of steel into 
the bunker‟s sandbags, wood, and metal behind him. 
On his stomach, dragging his combat belt behind him, 
he crawled into the dark hole. When he tumbled onto 
the dirt floor of the heavily mildewed and musty 
bunker, he gasped for air. The fear of death drenched 
his body with sweat and tormented his stomach with 
spasms. 

His six-foot, four-inch body didn‟t take up much 
space when he stood up in the eight-foot-deep and 
eight-foot-wide bunker. The murky, damp ceiling was 
layered with planks of wood, strips of runway 
matting, sandbags, loose dirt, and more sandbags. 
The bunker was solidly built, but it wouldn‟t survive a 
direct hit. 

No outside light penetrated the twists and turns of 
the bunker‟s tunnel entrance, designed to prevent 
grenades being tossed into it. He blinked his eyes a 
couple of times to make sure they were open. He felt 
small. The darkness engulfed him. Whenever a shell 
exploded nearby, he instinctively bent his head and 
hunched his shoulders in an attempt to become a 
smaller target. The high-pitched scream of a siren— 
warning that death‟s-a-coming—provided background 
accompaniment for the clatter of exploding enemy 
shells. 

Two shells shattered the ground so close that the 
bunker‟s walls shivered, rumbled, and caused loose 



 

 

THOMAS R. JONES À 10 

sand to fall down from old, torn and tattered 
sandbags in the ceiling. A small stream of sand 
cascaded down his back, between neck and collar. It 
collected at his belt line, then trickled into his pants 
where it mingled with his sweaty grime. 

The sand grains between his legs felt like they 
were multiplying. He had stopped wearing underwear 
in Nam because it rubbed the crotch raw and caused 
jungle rot, a rash that never seemed to heal. He 
stamped his feet to force the sand down his pant legs. 

He heard squeaks and scurrying noises on the 
floor to his right. He jumped left a couple of steps 
and stared into the darkness. 

Rats! They knew incoming artillery fire killed, and 
they, like men, fled to the bunkers during these 
attacks. Surviving thunderbolts from the sky made 
strange bedfellows of men and rats. Both were 
willing to do anything to survive with or in spite of 
each other. Rats, however, had an edge over men— 
they instinctively knew how to survive in the dark. 

3D had to share a bunker with rats before, but 
never alone. When other men were around, they 
would make light of a rats‟ presence by telling jokes 
and stories. But nothing was funny about being the 
only non-rat in a dark bunker. They would become 
bold and attack if they were cornered or if they 
thought men were invading their homes. Rats ate 
anything they could get their teeth into, including 
human flesh. 

When he was eleven years old, 3D had had an 
experience with rats that still haunted him. The city 
had been working on the sewer system near his 
street and the workmen scared big sewer rats out of 
the bowels of the earth. One night, two rats crept 
into 3D‟s bedroom and attacked him. He still carried 
the scars and pain from that terror-filled night of 
teeth and claws ripping into his flesh. 

A furry, thick body ran across 3D‟s foot. “Filthy 
fucking rats!” he yelled into the darkness as he tried 
to kick it out. The scurrying and squeaking stopped. 

Trembling, he thrust his sweaty left palm into his 
pocket and pulled out his Zippo lighter. His hands 
shook so much he almost dropped it. He flicked it 
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three times before a small yellow and blue explosion 
of light shot into the darkness. Through a hazy halo, 
he saw three rats the size of raccoons. 

Dull, red-tinted, ember-glazed eyes glared up at 
him. Their whiskered, cone-shaped noses sniffed at 
the air as they bared sharp yellow teeth. The rats 
leaned forward, their bodies rigid, their hairless tails 
erect. Then the furry shadows ran into the dark 
behind him. 3D frantically twisted his body around to 
keep the rats in the light and in front of him, reaching 
with his right hand for the pistol— 

A hammer slammed into 3D‟s consciousness. 
Vietnam, the bunker, the hazy light, and the rats 
disappeared into a swirl of darkness. 

Sensations returned in irritating little spurts 
through a foggy veil, erupting in his arms, chest, 
back, and legs. He fought to suck air through his dry 
mouth, but instead swallowed sand and started 
coughing. Rough, grainy sand covered his body, and 
sandbags from the ceiling pressed down on his 
chest. 

The bunker was hit! He didn‟t hear the 
explosion—the shell that drops on top of you is 
never heard. 

He raised his arm painfully, and woodenly pushed 
through the sandbags on top of him, feeling open 
space. At least the bunker didn‟t collapse, he 
thought. 

3D pushed sandbags off his body, slowly rolled 
over onto his stomach, and crawled up the tunnel. 
Outside the bunker, he rolled over onto his back, 
and stared up at a clear, black night sky peppered 
with stars. It was quiet. The shelling stopped. He 
turned and looked at the bunker, but saw no trace of 
the terror from the sky except a sag in the middle 
where the shell exploded. 

The shell had hit the bunker roof at an angle. A 
few degrees down would have been a direct hit and 
would have buried him alive. In Nam, minuscule 
distances separated pain, death, and God. Intense 
memories filled his mind about collapsed bunkers and 
the men he had dug out before. He remembered 
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how suffocation etched agonized death masks on 
their faces. 

The base‟s 105-mm howitzers, located behind 
recon‟s area, spit fire into the night sky. Shock 
waves bucked him like a wild horse through the 
ground. The howitzers could dump forty-eight 
rounds of thirty-three pound shells into a target in 
one minute. They were not firing at specific 
targets—they simply fired in the direction of the 
incoming, presumably enemy, artillery. 

The base was within artillery range from the 
Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) and at any time, day or 
night, the enemy shelled the base, either a couple of 
rounds to screw up your sleep, or at other times 
hundreds of rounds to punish you. All the firepower 
on the base couldn‟t stop enemy shelling. 

JD‟s leg muscles shimmered like gelatin. The 
massive knots in his stomach forced him to take fast 
gulps of air. His head buzzed as if it was filled with 
angry bees. He wobbled back to the hooch. Short 
siren blasts in the background bellowed out the 
all-clear signal. 

Inside the hooch, he grabbed a canteen and 
poured water over his face to flush the sandy grit 
out of his eyes and mouth. The cool wetness running 
down his chest caused a clammy, chilling wave to 
scurry through his body, which made his knees 
buckle. He grabbed the door to keep from falling. 

In the dark, the far wall of the hooch was a 
mockery of the pitch-black night sky. The angle at 
which the shell hit the bunker caused flying strips of 
steel to skip off its top and spray through the wall. 
Moonlight peeked in through little holes in the wall. 
A dirty green canvas provided a dark backdrop for 
the little tunnels of light. Each death-hole sparkled 
like a twinkling star. 

Hot metal blasted across his cot had left deep, 
jagged tracks in its wake. Had he been lying on the 
cot when that shell exploded, those rips would have 
been bloody valleys through his flesh. 

He fumbled, finally finding the light on the desk. 
He sat down on the edge of the cot and dropped his 
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combat belt on the floor. He sat motionless for five 
minutes before he slowly moved and grabbed for the 
box of joints on the shelf above his cot. He lit one, 
sucked the smoke deep into his lungs, and let it 
escape slowly from his mouth. He didn‟t know how 
or why he had survived. He didn‟t care. Only one 
thing mattered—he was still alive. 



 

 

CHAPTER 2  

The words of God were twisted to justify killing and 
destruction. 

Vietnam was an ancient, mysterious world of 
villages that survived a powerful China next door for 
centuries. It had been occupied by the French for 
years and survived a Japanese invasion. The 
Vietnamese called their nation “Da Nuoc,” which 
means “earth and water” when translated into 
English. 

In Vietnam, a dead man had the same impact on 
the earth as the plop of water-buffalo shit—both 
became organic compost. The land was soaked for 
centuries with blood. Life in the villages continued 
on. 

To be black and in combat in Vietnam in 1967 
meant you had to either be crazy or be dead. Death 
honed the living, through brutal experience, into a 
servant of its continuous call. A person‟s mind, body, 
and soul were driven to the edge of absurdity by its 
puzzling hell. 

It wasn‟t the permanent hell and eternal 
damnation he had been taught about on Sundays in 
his mother‟s Baptist church in Springfield, Illinois. 
That hell, John Douglas understood, was the devil‟s 
house—a timeless place located far below heaven for 
sinners who weren‟t forgiven. 
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In Vietnam, it was thirteen months, day in and 
day out, with no Sunday breaks. If you were 
fortunate, it meant pain, disorder, and cruelty with 
continuous fires composed of explosions and 
napalm. The fight for survival went on twenty-four 
hours a day—from the sky, from the ground, and 
from every angle in between. 

The words of God were twisted to justify killing 
and destruction. Incoming became a momentous 
image of God, forcing men to bow and prostrate 
themselves before its terrible presence. Every day 
was the same; the Sabbath was as unholy as any 
other day to live through. 

Words were adapted to fit the brutal, staccato 
pace: Vietnam became “Nam”; Reconnaissance 
became “recon”; and the Viet Cong became “VC,” 
“gooks,” or “Charlie.” Ground troops were “grunts,” 
and “non-grunts” were “wimps,” “Rear-Echelon 
Mother Fuckers” (REMFs), “glory hounds,” or “PX 
plowboys.” New arrivals were called “Fucking New 
Guys” (FNGs) or “new meat.” Getting ki l led 
designated one as “dead meat.” 

Three days after John Douglas arrived in 
Vietnam, his Nam metamorphosis began. His name 
was shortened to JD by a supply sergeant. Before 
Nam, he had smooth, medium-brown skin. Within 
two months, the Nam sun had deepened his skin 
color and changed the texture to a taut, rough, dark 
brown like a Midwest walnut shell. His city-soft body 
had been sculpted into 195 pounds of tempered 
muscle confined to a slender, agile frame. 

His light-brown eyes hadn‟t changed color, but 
within his stare they seemed darker. Below his hard 
stare was a broad nose with wide, flared nostrils. 
According to his mother, he carried a true “Douglas 
nose,” a trait that all the men folk had on his father‟s 
side of the family. 

Deep lines etched into his face and a thin smile 
between thick lips gave his face a tight, constricted 
appearance. His high cheekbones, long facial lines, 
and small, round chin made his face look 
egg-shaped. He kept his hair cut boot-camp short. In 
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Nam, too many creepy-crawly things looked for a 
home in long hair. 

3D was twenty-five-years-old when he came to 
Nam. He was an old man compared to the nineteen- 
and twenty-year-old kids who composed the bulk of 
the recon company. Although he was older, his age 
didn‟t matter to hot metal zinging through the air. 
Being scared every minute of your life makes you 
old. But everyone killed in war dies too young. 

He was an enlisted man, with combat medical 
training, called a Navy corpsman. As the 
highest-ranking medical person, a First Class Petty 
Officer who was the main “Doc” to the Third Marine 
Division Deep Reconnaissance, he was in charge 
of four other corpsmen. The nearest “real” doctor 
with medical school training was at the medical 
battalion next to the airstrip on the other side of the 
base. The medical battalion building had 
nurses, technicians, a sterile environment, surgery 
suites, medical supplies, air conditioning, and 
concrete floors. 

3D lived and worked in a hooch; a hooch is a 
shack with a wooden floor two feet off the ground, 
wooden walls, and screen wire running up to a rusty, 
leaky tin roof. All Nam hooches were a drab mixture 
of military-green paints, tinted with a reddish hue 
from the blowing dirt on the outside. A heavy, 
dark-green curtain, rolled up in the daytime for 
airflow, hung on the walls to keep light from showing 
outside at night. Most hooches were peppered with 
holes from past enemy shelling. The major difference 
between hooches was the number of men in them. 
Recon team members usually stayed together in a 
hooch. He was a member of a team, but as the 
senior corpsman, he slept in the back of the medical 
hooch. When out of the bush, he was on call 
twenty-four hours a day. 

The medical hooch was divided into two big 
rooms. The front room was further divided into two 
sections by a thin piece of chest-high plywood. One 
side housed a cart, bandages, and equipment for 
sewing up flesh. The other side contained a beat-up 
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desk and a couple of file cabinets. Across the back 
wall in both sections were shelves lined with various 
sized bottles of pills. 

A green military blanket hung in the doorway, 
separating the front and back rooms. On the 
opposite wall past the blanket was the door that led 
outside. On one side of the back room was a safe 
where brandy and narcotics were kept. Next to the 
safe and facing the wall was an aged metal desk 
with a desk lamp. Between the desk and the back 
wall, boxes of medical supplies were stacked like 
uneven rows of children‟s building blocks. 

On the other side of the room was JD‟s cot that 
he had not had a good night‟s sleep on for a year. 
Since he was so tall, he always had to sleep with his 
knees bent so his feet wouldn‟t hang over the edge 
of the cot. 

He slept with two bedmates—a .32-caliber 
automatic pistol and a thick curved-blade knife under 
his pillow. He didn‟t leave the hooch without them. 

His bush backpack underneath the cot was next 
to a battered brown suitcase tied with a dirty white 
rope. This obscure carry-all held all of JD‟s personal 
valuables: a pair of blue jeans, a blue suit he had 
picked up on R&R in Hong Kong, letters from home, 
and pictures of his wife, son, sister, and mother. 

His M-16 rifle hung on two nails above his cot. 
Since the black, plastic-covered barrel and shoulder 
stock gave it the appearance of a toy gun, many 
men in Nam called their M-16 the MattelTM gun. The 
M-16 was notorious for its sensitivity to dirt. JD 
didn‟t take any chances his rifle would misfire. He 
kept it meticulously cleaned and oiled with black 
tape over the end of the barrel to keep out grit. 

Next to the M-16 hung his combat belt, which 
held his personal weapons of war: six lightweight, 
oval fragmentation grenades; two cylindrical smoke 
grenades used to mark landing zones for choppers; 
a white phosphorus grenade; and a tear gas 
grenade. The belt also held 400 bullets in 
twenty-round M-16 magazines, and holsters for the 
pistol and knife. 
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The other nail held his small, green Unit One bag 
filled with various-sized bandages, a surgery kit, 
morphine, and a few pills for headaches and malaria 
prevention. He only carried it on the base. In the 
bush, it was an identifier that could get him killed. 
Behind the bag was another belted holster with a 
Marine Colt .45 Ham had given him to protect the 
hooch; he kept it clean and ready for nights like this, 
but never carried the heavier sidearm in the field. A 
standard issue combat knife accompanied the Colt 
on the olive-drab belt, along with extra clips of 
ammunition for the pistol. 

Above the nails, a shelf held his weapons against 
the war in his mind: a stereo, tape player, tapes, 
and books. Behind the tape player he kept his 
stash—a box of rolled joints. 

3D heard a faint scraping sound on the outside 
steps to the back door. He turned out the desk light, 
yanked the Colt .45 from its holster, and aimed the 
barrel at the door. Gooks probed recon‟s side of the 
base a couple of times a week after incoming, and at 
least one always seemed to get through. Eight gooks 
had been killed within recon‟s area during the past 
five months. Five of them were killed around his 
medical hooch, including two he shot coming into 
the hooch. He was convinced that gooks thought the 
Red Cross symbol painted on the medical hooch was 
a bull‟s eye. 

The door slowly opened and the partial shadow 
of a head and shoulders were outlined against the 
night sky. He hoped it wasn‟t a gook sapper who 
would throw a grenade into the hooch and run. 3D 
tightened his grip on the pistol‟s handle, the sights 
over the barrel pointed directly at the shadow in the 
door. If it was a sapper, he was going to make the 
little fucker pay. 

“You alright, Doc?” the shadowy figure asked in a 
baritone voice, “Ain‟t gonna shoot me with my own 
weapon, are ya?” 

3D took a deep breath and eased his finger off 
the pistol‟s trigger. “Yeah. Come on in, Ham.” Only 
one voice in recon had that distinct baritone sound— 
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Sergeant Hamsel, the leader of the Valley Dogs 
recon team. 

3D turned on the desk light, illuminating a big, 
black man with hair so short it was little more than a 
dark tracing on his head. His real name was Tulley 
Ike Hamsel, but to the men who served with him in 
Nam, he was “Ham,” a massive man, standing 
six-feet, seven-inches and weighing over 270 pounds. 

A thick, puffy crescent-shaped scar ran down the 
left side of Ham‟s face from his ear to the corner of 
his mouth. When he was angry and clenched his 
teeth, the thick glaring scar wiggled like a worm, 
twisting and turning as though it had a life of its 
own. The scar lifted the left edge of his mouth 
upward, which distorted his face into a grotesque 
snarl. 

The big man looked at 3D‟s sweaty, 
sand-streaked body. “You alright?” he asked again. 

“How can I be all right with little, slant-eyed 
yellow bastards trying to kill me? The fuckers got 
damn close tonight. A round glanced off the bunker 
and sprayed the hooch. Three weeks . . . three 
weeks to go in this shit-hole, and I get a fucking 
round dropped on my head.” A sharp chill jammed 
into 3D‟s stomach, forcing him to take a deep breath. 
His voice rose to a higher pitch. “Shit. My insides are 
still shaking.” 

“Take it easy, Doc.” Ham glanced at the holes in 
the wall and the gashes in the cot. “It‟s over,” he 
said. 

Ham‟s tone was too detached for 3D. “No shit!” 
he snapped. “If I had been lying in that cot, it 
would‟ve been over for me.” 

Ham hooked his thumb toward 3D‟s desk. “Break 
out some of that good stuff from your private stock,” 
Ham said. “I don‟t want none of that wet-season dog 
piss you give out.” 

During the wet season, men coming off patrol 
were issued a half-pint of whiskey to warm their 
insides. Some of the men, for various reasons, didn‟t 
drink, so 3D always had extra half-pint bottles 
stashed in the medical hooch‟s safe. Ham called it 
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dog piss. For JD, though, it was close to home; the 
Services got it from a brewery in Peoria, Illinois—a 
place Johnny Douglas had spent some time back in 
the real world. 

He walked across the room to the old metal desk 
and pulled a bottle of Johnnie Walker from one of the 
drawers. He turned to Ham. His voice had a sarcastic 
overtone. “You want a glass?” JD asked. 

“Nope, straight from the bottle is always fine with 
me,” Ham said, taking the usual five steps from the 
door in two. He sat down on the edge of JD‟s cot. 
“Yeah, it looks like someone wanted your narrow little 
ass,” he said. “If I didn‟t know better, I‟d think 
someone feels your ass is worth something.” 

JD guzzled a long drink from the bottle. The first 
drink of scotch usually left a burning sensation, but 
his senses were dulled from the joint he‟d smoked 
earlier. It allowed the liquor to slide down too fast 
and too smooth. He passed the bottle to Ham, who 
took a short drink and passed it back to JD. 

JD quickly sucked down another drink. “Man, I‟ll 
be crazy as a fucking Looney bird, shacking up 
underground with rats for three weeks,” he said. JD‟s 
body shuddered when the thought of rats passed 
through his mind, and he slugged another drink. 

“Take it easy, Doc,” Ham said. 
JD‟s fear caused him to blurt out, “Take it easy? 

Fuck taking it easy. That fuckin‟ round landed on top 
of my head. How in the fuck am I supposed to be 
easy „bout that?” He guzzled another drink from the 
bottle. “Everything‟s uptight—even my asshole.” 

“Well, I‟ll be damned. You finally got a short-
timer‟s attitude,” Ham said. “You‟re scared of getting 
your ass blown away because you‟re going home. 
Don‟t let the thought of going home fuck your head 
up.” Ham waved his hand in the air as though he was 
shooing a fly away. “Hell, you know you have just as 
much chance of dying your last day as you do your 
first day in Nam. What difference does it make?” he 
asked. 

“I know, I know, but God dammit, that round 
landed on top of my fucking head. All my days 
would‟ve been yesterdays,” JD said. 
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“Come on, Doc, get it together.” The scar on 
Ham‟s face was jumping, a visible sign he was 
agitated. “You‟re getting caught up in the gooks‟ head 
games. You know better. The first shell can land on 
top of your head at any time. What‟s important is 
hearing the last shell and knowing you don‟t have any 
holes in your ass.” Ham laughed. “Fuck it. Take 
another drink. It‟s over.” 

3D took a long drink, and looked around the room. 
“Damn it, I‟ll be digging shrapnel out of my shit for a 
week.” 

“Well, at least you‟re not digging hot metal out of 
your ass,” Ham said. 

3D paced back and forth. “I‟m ready to go back to 
the bush, where at least I can shoot back at the little 
yellow mother-fuckers. I can‟t handle this bullshit of 
playing hide and seek with the gooks‟ incoming in a 
dark hole with rats.” 

Ham spoke through a chiseled snarl. “Nigger, 
please. Who you tryin‟ to shit?” His voice got louder. 
“You can‟t walk home from the bush. 3ust keep your 
fucking head screwed on right and you‟ll make it.” 

Ham knew about staying alive. The hideous scars 
that dotted his face and body were a testament to his 
ability to survive. Ham had lived through more 
long-range reconnaissance patrols than 3D would ever 
go on. He‟d taught 3D how to stay alive in the jungle on 
the jungle‟s terms. However, the cost of survival had 
made Ham ugly and mean when he needed to be and 
nonchalant the rest of the time. He was content just 
being alive in Nam. Nothing else mattered to him. 

3D changed the subject rather than argue a losing 
point. “How bad did they fuck us up this time?” he 
asked. 

“Ten or twenty rounds hit recon‟s area,” Ham said. 
“Mess hall took a direct hit. No one was hurt, but 
breakfast‟s gonna be a few days late.” 

There were only two good things about mess hall 
food: it was hot, and the food had names like back 
home. Fried chicken. French fries. Ice cream. Pie. It 
wasn‟t much, but it beat the hell out of eating cold 
C-rations, or bush food. “They hit the mess hall? 
Days? My ass! We‟ll be eating bush food for weeks.” 
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“I‟ll know later today how much damage.” Ham 
stretched and yawned. “I‟m slowing down. I‟m gonna 
crash. See ya later.” He stood up and walked to the 
door, then turned around. “Doc, keep your fucking 
head screwed on so you don‟t lose it.” He walked out 
the door. 

JD fell back onto the cot. After a few minutes he 
blurted out, “It‟s too fucking quiet.” He sat up, 
grabbed the headset off the shelf, and flipped on the 
tape player. Soon the smooth voice of Otis Redding 
crooned, “Sitting on the dock of the bay.” He 
hummed along with the words: “Sitting on the dock 
of the bay, wasting time . . . looks like nothing going 
to change . . . 2,000 miles I‟d roam, just to make this 
dock my home.” He lay back on the cot and clutched 
his cramping stomach. Pulsating throbs of fear 
coursed through him. 



 

 

CHAPTER 3  

As the MPs escorted 3ulius out, 3D wondered why 
the crazy ones always made it home. 

Sunlight had just cracked the darkness of the 
night when he was awakened to sew up a Marine 
who was injured in a fight. Besides two broken ribs 
and bruises all over his body, the Marine had a deep 
cut on his forehead and three stab wounds in his 
belly. 3D sewed up the wounds, immobilized his ribs, 
and sent him to the medical battalion. The trickiest 
part had been to find and clamp the lacerated vein 
from which the man would have quietly bled out in a 
matter of hours—so often it was the wounds that 
didn‟t show that killed you outside the bush. The 
Marine was lucky to be alive. 

Men became cruel animals in combat, explosive 
and dangerous as an attacking tiger, and as 
fearsome to their own kind as to the enemy. There 
were men like Dancing Dan, who pranced through 
the company‟s area to a beat only he could hear, 
with live grenades in both hands, pins pulled and 
primed to explode. He approached all FNGs and 
asked them to dance. If they refused, he‟d throw 
grenades down at their feet. He never killed anyone, 
but 3D had to remove shrapnel from a few Marines‟ 
behinds after they encountered Dancing Dan. 
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Then there was Booby Trap Bobby, the best man 
in the company for setting or disarming booby traps. 
He‟d set booby traps in the latrine. When someone 
sat down to take a dump, his weight would trigger 
the booby trap. When a victim heard the ping of the 
grenade pin, he would invariably run out the door 
with his pants down around his ankles. Booby Trap 
would wait outside the door with a camera and take 
pictures. He had a legendary overstuffed photo 
album of FNG bare asses. 

Men who had been around awhile knew not to sit 
down in the latrine when Booby Trap was in from 
the bush. Not because they didn‟t want to be in 
Booby Trap‟s bare-ass album, but because they 
didn‟t want to get killed in the shitter. 

Then, there were men who would hear or see 
something in their minds and, without warning, 
would attack because of a careless word or 
misunderstood movement. These men were crazy— 
dangerous to be around. And not in the sense of 
glory hounds who bragged constantly of being “mad, 
bad, and dangerous-to-know.” Simply madmen, a 
hazard to all. 

After sending the wounded Marine over to the 
medical battalion, JD finally got a chance to take a 
shower. He carried his combat belt, the one with 
the .45 and Marine issue combat knife, over his bare 
shoulder and wrapped a towel around his waist. 
Ham had taught him to always have a weapon 
nearby, even when naked. The shower was a 
homemade contraption, with unheated water from a 
storage tank that flowed into a fifty-five-gallon drum 
with holes punched in the bottom. Taking a shower 
in the morning was like standing naked under a 
waterfall of icicles. 

He was called back to the medical hooch midway 
through his shower. A recon team had come in from 
the bush. He cussed as he stepped out of the 
shower, bitching about how nothing, not even a cold 
shower, could be finished in Nam. 
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He had to work through and over rubble from the 
previous night‟s incoming, treating the men for 
jungle rot, bandaging small cuts, and removing 
leeches. 

A few minutes after the team left the hooch, the 
military police (MPs) brought in Julius, a brother who 
had just received a “Dear John” letter from his girl. 
His girl had a new man back home and wrote to say 
goodbye. Julius tripped out on whiskey and rage, 
jammed a magazine into his M-16, and started 
shooting at everything that moved. Even in the 
medical hooch, Julius grabbed one of the MP‟s 
pistols and shot off two rounds before they could 
wrestle it away from him. 

Four big MPs had to hold the raging man down. 
“Fuck this shit. Fuckin‟ Jody! Fuck this shit,” he cried 
over and over between clenched teeth. His face was 
a mask of painful desperation woven into 
helplessness. JD knew, even as he injected him with 
the temporary comfort of a standard-issue sedative, 
that sooner or later Julius would be diagnosed as 
crazy and sent home. As the MPs escorted Julius 
out, JD wondered why the crazy ones always made 
it home. 

It was late in the afternoon before the traffic of 
hurt and suffering Marines stopped streaming 
through the medical hooch door. The smell of sweat 
and body odor lingered in the hot, muggy air. He 
opened both doors to get air flowing through the 
hooch and collapsed on his cot. 



 

 

CHAPTER 4  

Every day of survival took something away from his 
yesterdays. 

JD drifted off into memories of his home— 
Springfield, Illinois, the state capital, located about 
200 miles south-southwest of Chicago. Springfield 
was famous because Abraham Lincoln had lived 
there. Lincoln freed blacks and gave them the 
chance to stand as equals in places such as Vietnam. 

Springfield was a middle-American town with 
oak- and elm-lined streets. Changes of seasons 
meant a mixture of green and brown grass during 
the summer, multi-colored leaves in fall, and cold, 
white winters. In spring, warm rain fell down on rich, 
black dirt, which farmers loved for raising corn, 
beans, winter wheat, and that greatest of all 
seasonal foods, watermelon. Nam seemed to have 
only two seasons—wet and chilly, or hot and dry. 
Nam never changed color; it stayed green all year. 

Springfield was his home in the faraway “real 
world.” Every day of survival took something away 
from his yesterdays. Childhood memories of play and 
fun were the first to go. He could remember events, 
but couldn‟t remember the kids who were there. 

Back in that world, there had been times when 
his mother and father could make him feel safe with 
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a few comforting words. Strangers were a neighbor‟s 
out-of-town visitors. Danger was falling off a bike or 
the random bruises incurred by the boys-being-boys 
things he and his childhood friends engaged in. The 
worst thing in his life back then was his parents‟ 
anger and a butt-whipping. Tomorrow always came. 

JD folded his hands under his head and lay on 
his back in the hooch, wondering where those kids 
were now back in the „real world.‟ What were their 
names. . . . 

“Johnny, c‟mon man, we gots to get home!” he 
said. This was . . . what was that girl‟s name? She, 
and her brother now screaming at him, lived over off 
Fourteenth somewhere. The two boys had been 
playing dare games at the construction on Eleventh 
Street—what was it they were building? JD fought to 
focus on the memory as it sped past. 

It was after dark. He‟d better get home before 
his pops or there‟d be a belt-whoopin‟ for staying out 
so late. It was hard to run because of the swelling of 
a bruised knee he‟d gotten from jumping off the 
steel girder after—that fine girl‟s brother—had dared 
him. He‟d hit his elbow on a cinderblock as well, but 
the evening chill took the sting from that. He pushed 
himself past the pain; he felt miserable making his 
mother worry. 

Springfield was a new place at night. Johnny had 
never seen such colorful people. A white man in a 
fine looking car was talking to a lady down on the 
corner; she was pretty, but Momma wouldn‟t like the 
clothes she wore or all the makeup. Johnny raced 
past, panting hard enough to see his breath. Five or 
six young black men were gathered on the corner a 
few blocks down, blocking his way. He‟d have to turn 
at the corner onto Stuart Street to get home. A stab 
of insecurity caused Johnny to run faster toward and 
then through the gang of young men though he 
wanted to go around them. 

“Future track star!” one of the punks shouted. 
“That‟s the Douglas boy! Let ‟im be. Old man 
Douglas ain‟t worth fuckin‟ with!” That was the first 
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time he heard the „f-word‟. He ran faster, only a little 
way left to go. His side started to pinch as Johnny 
took deep breath after deep breath. The pain from 
his knee had gone. His head felt light—he felt like he 
might be able to fly if he could just run a little faster. 
He felt powerful and real, felt better than he could 
ever have imagined. 

“Hey Johnny! What you doin‟ out so late?” That 
was Momma‟s best friend, why couldn‟t he remember 
her name? The fine feeling turned to anguished 
disappointment. He had to stop and catch his 
breath. 

“Cat got your tongue, boy. . . . Oh, can‟t speak 
for breathin‟. Well, best come in an‟ have a glass of 
lemonade. We‟ll walk home together and tell your 
Momma you was helpin‟ me out in the yard and we 
lost track of time.” 

Johnny followed the lady into a very familiar 
house—yes, this was . . . . his Momma‟s friend‟s 
house. She was a sweet lady who always looked out 
for everybody but herself. Short, plumpish, and dark 
as coffee, she was like an aunt. JD looked at her 
while she poured the lemonade into a plastic cup. 
She was Momma‟s friend, that‟s all he could remem-
ber. His forearm tickled suddenly as though being 
harassed by gnats; he swung his elbow to shoo 
them away, then looked down at the blood drop fal-
ling to the floor. 

“Sorry „bout your floor, ma‟am.” Johnny said. 
“What about my floor, young man?” said the 

woman, now holding the plastic cup out for Johnny 
to take. 

“Oh my Lord! Mercy Jesus. What‟d you gone and 
do to yo‟self Johnny Douglas? How‟m I gonna „xplain 
that to Misses Douglas? Guess you musta fell from 
the roof when you was a-helping a poor old 
woman.” 

JD woke with a start. He was vexed at the 
dream; his stomach knotted as though trying to 
squeeze the memory away. He rubbed his eyes and 
looked at the puffed scar on his left elbow, trying to 
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recall the incidents that led to the scar—trying to re-
member who Johnny Douglas was. 

He clearly remembered that he had thought the 
girl was something special, and that he had gone to 
the construction site with her and her brother just to 
spend time with her and try to impress her with his 
bravado. JD laughed at the irony, then struggled to 
find more of the memory. 

The boy had cajoled Johnny into climbing onto a 
steel girder, and when that hadn‟t seemed to chal-
lenge him enough the boy told Johnny if he was a 
real man he‟d jump straight down and not have to 
climb down. What made him do it, though, was the 
concern Johnny saw in the girl‟s eyes—so pretty, 
warm, like a long-distance hug from his Momma. 
Johnny jumped. He hit his knee on the ground and 
fell forward to strike his elbow on a stray cinder-
block. 

Right after, Johnny had stood up without wincing 
and telling the boy it was his turn. The boy declined. 
The girl—she was so special then, at the age of 
nine—told him he was silly, but had asked him to 
hold her hand while they picked their way through 
the rubble to a sidewalk. 

What was Momma‟s friend‟s name? JD decided 
that it didn‟t matter. That was the real world, it was 
worthless here. This was Nam. There were gooks to 
kill and grunts to patch up—but mostly gooks to kill. 
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CHAPTER 5  

ñIôve never been this scared in my whole life . . .ò 

Nam‟s green had washed away multicolored 
memories of home and created new, more vivid 
ones, like the impressions of his first day in Vietnam. 
He‟d flown on a Braniff plane to Vietnam from 
Okinawa. It was the first time he ever flew on an 
airplane. In fact, he was the only one among his 
friends or family to fly on an airplane. Black folks 
just didn‟t fly. They would drive a car, ride a bus, or 
take a train if the distance was too far to walk. The 
flight from Okinawa was long and mostly over water. 
During the flight, he was afraid of crashing into the 
ocean and drowning. He had never been in water 
where he couldn‟t see land. 

There were 125 corpsmen, twenty-three Marines 
and twelve nurses on the plane. As he waited to 
board the plane, he met up with the ten corpsmen 
he attended Field Medical Services School with at 
Camp Lejeune, North Carolina. JD was popular 
because he was so smart. He‟d helped a few of the 
corpsmen get through some of the tougher classes. 
After the recognition hellos, they started joking 
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about why they were being sent to Nam. It was 
most likely Master Sergeant Lou‟s revenge a few of 
them said. Sergeant‟s job was to turn corpsmen into 
some watered-down version of a Marine. One of his 
pet peeves was corpsmen washing their cars on the 
grinder, the parade grounds. It was for military 
activities only, he would holler and write up corpsmen 
for disciplinary action. Somehow Lou‟s medical records 
had gotten sent to Washington DC. Not to a particular 
office, just to the city of Washington DC, which 
meant he had to re-take all his shots. The tough 
man had fainted. He suspected it was a plot against 
him, though he couldn‟t prove it. It seemed many of 
the corpsmen in the company at the time were going 
overseas, a lot of them to Vietnam. 

Sitting next to 3D on the flight was a corpsman 
named Mel. He was short and stocky with sad brown 
eyes that shifted from side to side. In Okinawa, 
some Marines on their way home from Nam had fed 
him a bunch of shit. They told him, “You‟ll get a 
weapon and flak jacket on the plane. As soon as the 
plane lands, run off the fucking plane like a bat out 
of hell, or your ass will be blown away your first day 
there.” Mel believed what they said. The sweat of 
fear had caused his uniform to go limp and his whole 
body emitted a pungent odor. 

Mel bugged 3D most of the flight about when 
they would get weapons. 3D told him those guys 
were just messing with his head. Mel didn‟t believe 
him. 

“Why would they blow smoke up my ass?” he 
asked. “They‟ve been there. They should know. It‟s 
war, man, a fucking war. Shit! I‟m scared to death. 
I‟ve never been this scared in my whole life.” His 
voice became a whimper. “I don‟t want to go to no 
fucking war.” 

“Mel, you‟re in a plane,” 3D said. “It‟s too late. 
You‟re on your way.” 

He squirmed in the seat awhile before asking 
again. “Damn it, when are they going to give us our 
fucking gun?” 
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Fear had many different expressions on that 
flight. A couple of rows up, on the other side of the 
plane, a loud-mouth Marine was bragging about how 
Nam would give him a chance to kick some yellow 
ass. He was talking to himself more than he was 
talking to anyone around him. Everyone recognized 
the raw fear behind the boasting. He‟d yak it up a bit 
and then quiet down, apparently feeling better for 
having stated how brave he was going to be. 

JD remembered how sad he felt for Mel and the 
loud-mouthed Marine for being so scared. He also 
remembered the fear in his own stomach. He had 
never been that scared before either. Questions 
bombarded his mind: How will I act in combat? 
Could I kill a man who‟s done nothing to me? What is 
it like to kill someone? What do I need to know to 
stay alive? Will I get killed? 

He felt queasy and light-headed from all the 
unanswered questions that floated around in his 
mind. He wondered how his fear had been 
expressed and, though he couldn‟t remember, he 
didn‟t doubt it was as visible as Mel‟s and the 
loudmouth‟s. 

The pilot‟s voice boomed over the PA system. 
“Good afternoon, Marines and ladies. This is your 
pilot, Captain Stevens. The land mass on the right 
side of the plane is the Republic of Vietnam.” Seated 
on the left side of the plane, JD had to lean over 
people and seats to catch his first sight of Vietnam. 
The view was a blurred contrast between blue water 
and hues of green. 

The red “Fasten Seat Belt” sign flashed as the 
captain‟s next words drifted through his memory. 
“We are starting our descent to land at Da Nang, 
Republic of Vietnam. The temperature outside is 103 
degrees—but the ground fire is light to moderate.” 
The pilot laughed. “Good luck to all of you, and I 
hope you fly Braniff when you leave for home one 
year from now.” 

The captain‟s words echoed in his mind—one 
year from now. Vietnam would be his home for a 
year. 
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When the plane door opened, he got his first 
whiff of Vietnam. It stunk like shit. The smell blasted 
in. He almost dropped to his knees. The entire 
aircraft quickly filled with the odor of warm shit. His 
lungs fought for air in the stink. Everything instantly 
felt dirty and greasy. The air turned hazy, and a coat 
of grime seemed to form on his skin. 

He stepped through the door into a sun so bright 
he had to squint. He was drenched with sweat as he 
took his first steps into Vietnam. His starched and 
pressed uniform clung to his body like wet tissue. 

Besides the heat and odor, the rabid racket 
around him, especially explosions, banged in his 
ears. When he heard the dull thud of helicopter 
blades and the sharp crack of rifles firing, he 
wondered if Mel was right. Maybe they should‟ve 
had flak jackets on and rifles ready before they left 
the plane. 

His eyes had flashes, vague images of hangars, 
silver butler buildings, airplanes, and helicopters on 
the ground, as well as trucks, jeeps, and pallets of 
ammunition. People swam in and out of focus. Green 
seemed to be on everything except the ground, 
which was rusty red. Barbed wire and sandbags 
stretched as far as he could see. 

Silvery coffins were stacked on the tarmac near 
one of the runways. He had never seen so many 
coffins. He couldn‟t stop staring at the gleaming 
packages of death. Different faces and bodies 
became the same under those metal covers. He 
wondered if it was arranged for new men landing in 
Vietnam to see the coffins when they came in, as if 
displaying the only option of a quick return home. 

The wind caused the stiff brown tags to flap 
against the coffins like the nervous tapping of 
fingernails on glass. The bright aluminum boxes 
were loaded into the USAF C-141 Starlifters just like 
any other crate of freight—tied down and securely 
latched for the long flight home. 

Men milled around in groups like herds of anxious 
animals. It was easy to identify the ones who were 
leaving. They had leering looks and scars. They 
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grunted more than they talked, and they smelled like 
shit. Those arriving smelled of sweat and urine. 

He left Da Nang with twenty other Marines on a 
C-130 transport plane to Dong Ha via Phu Bai. In 
Phu Bai, he could see the wreckages of war. Pieces 
of helicopters and a burned tank lay next to the 
runway like landmarks of catastrophe. 

When the plane took off from Phu Bai, the crew 
chief gave each of the men a flak jacket. JD had 
asked the chief if he was to take it with him when he 
got to Dong Ha. The chief laughed and pointed to 
small round holes in the side of the plane. He told 
him to sit on it in case they received sniper fire when 
taking off to keep a bullet from going up his ass. 

He had his first personal experience of unseen 
danger. The war became real to him. He understood 
that people whom he had never met would try to kill 
him. At that moment, he realized he had a personal 
stake in the war—his ass could get shot or blown off. 

What didn‟t make sense, though, was why he 
would have a flak jacket under his ass when there 
were five giant fuel bladders in the center of the 
plane. A direct hit to one of them, and the whole 
plane would blow up. It didn‟t make sense to him, 
but he didn‟t want to get shot in the ass either, so 
he sat on the flak jacket. 
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