
1218	
	

     CHAPTER 31 

 

Private First Class Randy Peterson opened his eyes, but 

quickly closed them again. The light was so bright he 

thought he was looking into the sun, but he kept blink-

ing until they adjusted to the intensity and his vision 

began to clear. His head felt groggy, and when he swal-

lowed his throat was so dry it hurt. Then he tried to 

turn on his side to get up and realized his legs felt 

as stiff as boards, and while raising his head to look 

down at them a searing pain shot across the top of his 

head, and he quickly plopped it back down on to the 

pillow! The throbbing lasted for several minutes, and 

then ever so slowly he looked down as far as he could 

without bending his head too much, and discovered he 

was covered by a clean white sheet stretching all the 

way down to a white foot board, which was in sharp 

contrast to the bed of conifer boughs and ferns he laid 

his sleeping bag on each night in Elephant Valley.  
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“Where the hell am I,” he wondered, “And how the hell 

did I get here?” 

When he decided to carefully turn over on his left side 

he found he couldn’t, because several IV tubes were 

sticking in his right forearm, and he smelled a fami-

liar odor too, although he couldn’t recall what it was 

at the moment.  

“I’m a POW,” he frightfully pondered! 

Then in a panic he tried to force himself into a 

sitting position until another sharp pain went rippling 

across the top his head and down towards the nape of 

his neck, “Oh God,” he moaned as his head hit the 

pillow again! It was so debilitating he just lay there, 

inhaling deeply and trying to gather his wits about 

him!  

The fog clouding his thoughts gradually lessened within 

the hour, and he recalled manning the Observation Post 

and the fight with the machete wielding Viet Cong. As 

he looked about the room as best as he could, he remem-

bered he once searched a tunnel complex and learned the 
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enemy did not have hospitals like this one! Their 

wounded were treated in dimly lit underground rooms 

connected together by a series of passageways made of 

clay walls and stone and had niches carved into them to 

hold the lanterns and torches. Some of the rooms were 

illuminated with candles and they didn’t have beds 

either. Hammocks, made from fishing nets or stolen 

parachutes, were strung between wooden poles sunk into 

the ground and served as beds for the cadre. Cots, 

pilfered from American storage depots, were used for 

their injured officers, while the lower ranking wounded 

were laid on straw mats placed side by side on the dirt 

floor. Discarded American ammo crates and wooden boxes 

with markings from the USSR and China, served as furn-

iture.  

But this room was sterile and well lit, and had white 

walls. The ceiling was painted white too, and he very 

slowly turned his head to his left and saw a small 

white dresser with a folded towel and a face cloth 

lying next to a silver metal pitcher covered with 
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condensation. Then he saw a box marked Facial Tissues 

and his hopes soared, and yet he was still afraid.  

“This place could be in downtown Hanoi for all I know,” 

he thought, as he slowly tried to sit up again but his 

head hurt too badly.  

“Now, now, take it easy Randy Peterson, a gentle voice 

chided him. “You’re going to be just fine but you have 

to lie still. Okay?”  

He held his breath!  

The distinctively feminine voice spoke perfect English, 

and when he felt the touch of her soft warm hand on his 

forehead he breathed a sigh of relief. Randy squinted 

and looked into the most beautiful blue eyes he ever 

saw, and a pixie-like face with a smattering of freck-

les came more clearly into focus, and he noticed her 

white nurse’s cap nestled atop a mass of golden 

tresses; her image ignited a familiar stir in the pit 

of his stomach, and he swallowed hard without feeling 

too much pain.  
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PFC Peterson hadn’t seen a “round eyed” woman for 

months, and this one was gorgeous to boot! A stetho-

scope hung from around her neck, and as he stared at 

her she deftly lifted his left arm and wrapped a 

pressure cuff around it so gently he hardly felt it.  

“You’re an American, aren’t you,” he asked hoarsely if 

not sheepishly? 

“Yes, I’m an American just like you,” she smiled. “My 

name is Cathy and I’m your nurse.” 

His heart flip flopped when she smiled. 

“You’re in Da Nang Naval Hospital,” she said.  

Cathy knew many of her patients had no idea where they 

were when they awoke from their drug induced stupor. 

“This kid could be anyone’s younger brother or sweet-

heart,” she thought as she gazed at his baby face and 

his puzzled expression!  

“Hospital,” he asked?  

Then it clicked! 

The odor was some kind of a disinfectant, a familiar 

hospital smell; an American hospital’s smell! He 



1223	
	

inhaled deeply, now relishing the slight irritation in 

his nostrils.  

“You’re an American all right,” he managed to grin and 

whispered, “Thank God!”  

When she placed the stethoscope to her ears she saw his 

brow furrow. Lines creased the sides of his lips as his 

mouth puckered. It almost looked as if he were suddenly 

pouting. The Marine’s heart was racing and his blood 

pressure was up, but experience was her teacher, and 

she immediately knew what was troubling him. Wounded 

men, who were unconscious when they arrived at the 

hospital, became very disturbed when they came too. 

Their greatest fear was the loss of any of their limbs 

or eyes, but especially their private parts. The more 

seriously wounded awoke to a living hell, screaming, 

“My wife is not going to want me without my legs,” or, 

“No one is going to love me like this.”  

She heard those words many times before, and their 

pitiful cries broke her heart and haunted her dreams, 
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because some of their fears proved to be painfully 

true!  

Cathy knew of combat nurses who broke down because they 

cared too much, and many swore they would never work in 

the medical profession again. Those thoughts were al-

ways troubling to her, because sooner or later another 

heart breaking case would be wheeled unto the ward, and 

she would have to consciously start her emotional de-

fense process all over again. For as long as she lived, 

she knew she could never get used to their heart 

wrenching words nor the pathetic sound of their cries 

after they discovered they were horribly mutilated or 

they had other disfiguring wounds. Yet she would never 

stop caring for them either, for they desperately need-

ed patience and understanding during those first des-

perate days more than anything else, and she knew their 

gut wrenching horror would be unfathomable to most care 

takers back in the states. Thankfully, this young man 

was one of her easier cases. 
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“I’m in a hospital,” he apprehensively asked her again 

as she pulled the stethoscope from her ears and removed 

the cuff from his arm? 

“Don’t worry,” she said as she leaned forward and 

gently patted his hand to reassure him, “You still have 

all the body parts God gave you when you were born. On 

the other hand, you do have a concussion and about 

twenty five stitches in you scalp.” 

With that he breathed a deep sigh of relief and she 

knew what was coming next, and watched as the sheet 

bobbled up and down, when he wiggled his toes and then 

clenched his fists. “They’re okay,” he thought and then 

he tightened his sphincter muscle and his anus puckered 

and his penis moved. It felt different but it was there 

and seemed to be working! He inhaled deeply again, and 

her smile turned into an impish grin and he realized 

she knew what he just did.  

His face flushed.   

“Please don’t be embarrassed,” she whispered, “All the 

guys do what you just did. I’ve gotten used to it,” she 
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continued. “You have an infection too, so we’ve put you 

on antibiotics, but you don’t need any more trans-

fusions.” 

Randy nodded ever so slightly and tried to wet his 

parched lips with his tongue. Suddenly he realized he 

was very thirsty, and Cathy reached over to the night 

stand for the silver pitcher and gently spooned ice 

chips and cold water into his mouth. The chips quickly 

melted but it still hurt when he swallowed.  

“I don’t remember how I got here,” he softly muttered. 

“You were unconscious when they Medevac’d you into 

Triage several days ago. You lost a lot of blood and 

were severely dehydrated. That’s why we have been 

giving you transfusions and pumping you full of sal-

ine.” 

He didn’t know why or where it came from, but he 

fearfully retorted, “Ain’t my blood. It’s Charley's 

blood.” 

His head hurt when he made such a forceful reply.  
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“He’s in denial,” she thought, “A defense mechanism, 

which means he probably has strong survival instincts.” 

“That’s what you’ve been mumbling for the last two days 

Randy,” she smiled. “Then again, a lot of it was your 

blood. That’s why you’re here, but you’re gonna be 

okay.”  

He heard the softness in her voice again and felt the 

coolness in the touch of her delicate hand when she 

placed it on his forehead. 

“You’ve cooled down a lot too, Marine.” 

She emphasized the name Marine, almost as if she was 

proud of him, and a sudden glow flowed down from where 

her hand touched his forehead all the way down to the 

tips of his toes, almost as though she had just inject-

ed something wonderful into his IV. He hadn’t felt 

anything like it since the day his girlfriend Rhonda 

told him she loved him when they were in high school! 

It seemed like such a long time ago. 

“It’s okay if I call you Randy isn’t it, she teased, 

while slipping a thermometer under his tongue?”  
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He smiled and nodded slightly, and he couldn’t believe 

how her every touch affected him. She was about his age 

too and although they met only a few minutes ago he was 

already falling in love!  

“If I could, I would marry her right now,” he thought!  

Although his head was hurting, the thought of marrying 

someone so beautiful sent another thrilling sensation 

into the pit of his stomach, and he usually got an 

erection when it did, but he didn’t and he began to 

feel a little apprehensive. Then he thought about 

Rhonda, his sweetheart, who promised to wait for him 

back home to Boise, and he felt a twinge of guilt and 

anger. 

The thermometer dropped on to the sheet when he sud-

denly blurted out, “I hate this god damned war and the 

VC too, along with those damned draft dodging bastards 

back home, who are hiding out with their mammas! 

They’re nothing but cowards!”  

He cringed at the pains shooting across his scalp.   
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Randy never expressed those feelings openly before, but 

Cathy didn’t say anything. Many patients expressed 

those same angry sentiments, and she wanted him to keep 

on talking and get it out of his system, and after 

looking at the thermometer and placing it back into the 

vial of alcohol, he suddenly blurted out, “If only 

Rhonda were here with me now. I want her to know I’m 

hurt and I need her to ease this terrible loneliness 

that’s been tearing my heart out ever since I got to 

this godforsaken place.” 

He looked up at Cathy; “Loneliness is such a terrible 

thing you know,” he almost whispered. “Sometimes it’s 

worse than fighting the VC.” 

Those words also had a familiar ring to her.   

“I want to tell Rhonda how much I love her and miss 

her, and I am dying to reach out and touch her,” he 

babbled!  

“You will,” Cathy assured him. “Soon you will!” 
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Tears ran from the corner of his eyes, and Cathy gently 

dabbed them with a tissue from the box on the table. He 

looked so young. 

“You’ll be going home soon, Randy,” she smiled, “And 

going home is enough to make anyone cry.”  

“He’s crying because he’s still alive with his body 

intact,” she thought. “He has what Marines and soldiers 

call a million dollar wound. “Dear God,” she prayed, 

“If Dion is hurt, please let it be the same kind of 

wound.”  

She turned away before Randy saw her tear up and pre-

tended to straighten up the items on his night stand.  

“You’re going to be okay, Randy. I promise. Fever’s 

still dropping too. I’ll be back to check on you in a 

little while. Okay?” 

“No wait! I want to go home,” he finally responded! 

“Well I hope you weren’t planning on leaving today,” 

she retorted! “You’ve been wounded you know, and you 

need time to heal.” 
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But he was like so many of her other patients. When you 

mentioned their wounds they would try to ignore you. 

“Where’s my pants,” he demanded to know?   

“The nurse took them off when they prepped you for the 

OR,” Cathy told him.   

“A nurse took my pants off?”  

He blushed! 

“Of course a nurse took your pants off,” she laughed as 

she placed her hands on her hips, “Who did you think 

was going to take them off? You sure couldn’t at the 

time. Actually, she cut them off along with your scuzzy 

underwear too and threw them into the trash!” 

Randy’s face turned beet red and his temples began 

throbbing in spite of the fact he had not moved his 

head.  

“The damned toilet tissue in the C-Rats is about as 

absorbent as wax paper,” he fumed!  

She laughed and he felt naked!  

He never slept without wearing underwear, let alone be 

talking to a beautiful woman who knew he wasn’t wearing 
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any. Cathy stood there with her arms still akimbo, 

feeling powerful and yet somewhat amused at his 

embarrassment - but she dared not show it. 

“I put the catheter in too if you must know. It’s 

nothing personal, Mister Peterson. It’s just part of my 

job.” 

“What’s a catheter,” he softly asked without looking at 

her? He had the feeling that it was something even more 

embarrassing. 

“It’s a tube we put in your urethra so you can pee 

without getting out of bed or having to use the bed 

pan.” 

Now he understood why his penis felt different when he 

tightened his sphincter muscle! “She’s stuck some kind 

of tube in it,” he mused! If he felt embarrassed be-

fore, he was now mortified! Even Rhonda had never seen 

his penis and it seemed so unfair!  

Cathy reached down and pulled up a plastic pouch hang-

ing alongside his bed that was connected to a plastic 
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tube and had red numbers and lines printed on it, but 

he couldn’t read them.   

“See,” she pointed, “You’re passing fluids again. 

That’s good.” 

Cathy smiled and her professional and matter-of-fact 

attitude soon eased his acute embarrassment. 

“No wonder I didn’t get a hard-on when I saw her,” he 

thought! “It’s that damned tube she’s got shoved into 

my pecker.”  

At first he was annoyed, but as she stood there holding 

the bag it allayed his fears about not getting an er-

ection. Actually he was starting to feel better about 

the whole damned incident.  

“The VC couldn’t kill me,” he told her. “But I killed 

them!”  

She didn’t say anything. 

“The bastards,” he mumbled! 

“No. No. Not me,” a distressed cry echoed above the 

din. Randy quickly jerked his head towards the pitiful 

sound and it hurt terribly. 
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Cathy’s mirth turned to concern. 

The moving plea and the stirrings of others suddenly 

made him aware he was not the only patient in the room. 

There were other patients on both sides of him, chat-

ting and moving about.  

He was in a ward.  

“That’s my boy Spivey,” she whispered as she patted his 

arm. “I have to go now,” she said as she rushed around 

the foot of his bed and moved further on down the ward.   

Randy grasped the right side rail and slowly pulled 

himself up a little in spite of the IVs and the pains 

in his head and neck, and scanned the ward.  

It was horrifying!  

The guy in the rack next to him was just lying there 

staring at the ceiling. Thick bandages encased his 

thighs, the only parts of his legs he had left. The 

sight horrified Randy and he had to turn away. The man 

directly across the aisle from him was setting on the 

edge of his bed, holding a cigarette in his left hand. 

Part of his right arm was missing below the elbow, and 
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he took a puff on the cigarette and watched Cathy 

attend to the kid who was crying so distressingly. 

Randy couldn’t handle it. It could have been him who 

was crying out so pathetically, and he started shaking.  

Further down the aisle he saw men in wheel chairs 

moving around and others hobbling about on crutches, 

and on both sides of the ward there were other ampu-

tees, but they were too far away for him to make out 

their faces. Most weren’t able to get out of bed yet of 

course, but the more mobile ones were at their sides 

just talking and smoking cigarettes. Another kid was 

smoking a cigar and kept blowing perfect smoke rings 

towards the ceiling. Everyone seemed to have a dif-

ferent way of coping. 

Spivey’s pitiful sobs evoked cries even from men who 

were supposed to be sedated, as the sounds stirred 

their fears and they began moaning and crying out too. 

The whole scenario was extremely disturbing, and Randy 

wasn’t exactly sure what was frightening him, but this 

place seemed every bit as daunting as combat. However, 
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the double amputee next to him never blinked an eye. A 

corpsman walked past his bed pushing another patient 

strapped to a gurney. His left leg was missing below 

the knee and blood was seeping through the bandages. 

Both his arms were swathed with bandages all the way 

from his shoulders down to his hands, and his left eye 

and head were smothered in so many layers of gauze the 

poor guy looked like a mummy.  

Randy cringed; “Another poor soul who would soon awake 

to a living nightmare, which meant another headache and 

another heartache for his nurse.”  

Randy laid his head back down, and imagined a specter 

of the Grim Reaper haunting the ward in search of the 

souls who were drifting into eternity, and yet he knew 

there was only so much the doctors and nurses could do 

for the badly injured, and beads of sweat formed on his 

brow and he felt sweat from his armpits running down 

his sides to the sheet. As soon as he heard their 

sullen cries, he began inhaling and exhaling rapidly 

and his mouth felt parched again; however he kept 
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listening. Although his head was throbbing he prayed to 

God he wouldn’t have to stay here very long. The place 

was giving him the creeps!  

A few moments later however, the cries and moans began 

subsiding and the whole ward seemed to be settling 

down. A nurse’s presence has a way of calming patients 

he would soon learn, and it wasn’t just her medical 

training. A woman meant love and warmth and memories of 

loved ones back home! When he finally calmed down a 

little, he suddenly realized Cathy was caring for other 

patients who were far worse off than he was.  

“You okay?”  

It was her gentle voice. 

Randy turned his head ever so slowly and saw her stand-

ing near his bedside again. He had been so preoccupied 

with his fears he wasn’t even conscious of her appro-

ach, and she noted his ashen face and the sweat and 

patted his arm. 

“The first day you’re awake here is usually the worst,” 

she tried to soothe him. “Once you adjust to the sights 
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and sounds of a hospital ward you won’t feel so appre-

hensive.” 

He shot her an anxious look, and she whispered, “Some-

times the screams startle me too, especially when they 

are so distressing,” she smiled.  

Randy only nodded. He was too frightened and choked up 

to do anything else.  

“Lieutenant,” he softly muttered as he licked his dry 

lips, “Can I ask you a question?” 

“Sure. What?” 

She was serenely standing there now, with her arms 

hanging down in front of her with her fingers inter-

locked and her hands resting against her lower stomach. 

He couldn’t help but stare, and a thought flashed 

through his mind from somewhere deep within his psyche; 

“I certainly would like to know what her pussy looks 

like!”   

His leer was obvious and now it was Cathy’s turn to 

blush.  
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“Honestly,” she thought as she defensively folded her 

arms across her chest, “Even wounded men have one tract 

minds.” 

“Are you okay, ma’am?” 

The question nearly rocked her back on her heels! Not a 

single one of her many patients ever asked her such a 

question and Cathy teared up, and in spite of his pain 

Randy turned his head towards her and asked, “How do 

you stand this? Doesn’t this place get to you some-

times? Is it getting to you right now?” 

In spite of her anguish Cathy smiled and softly repli-

ed, “Yes. It’s something like that.” 

“I can see why,” Randy responded. 

The kid’s concern got to her. She could tell he had a 

caring heart and he certainly wasn’t hard to look at, 

but it wasn’t lust. He was a Marine, and if they were 

alone and he was standing on his feet she would have 

wanted him to put his arms around her and tell her Dion 

was safe, and everything was going to turn out alright! 

Her dad always did that when she was upset, and she 
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missed the warmth of his caring embrace, especially in 

light of Dion’s Missing in Action status. No one knew 

if he was dead or alive! 

Randy saw her distressed look as she turned away. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”  

There was an awkward moment of silence, until he broke 

the spell when his tongue again moistened his dry lips 

and he casually asked, “Ma’am, the guy named Spivey, 

was he shot in the back?” 

She looked surprised and turned back to face him.  

“Why yes, twice. How did you know?” 

“I killed the gooner who shot him!” 

“Were you in Dion’s platoon too,” she suddenly seemed 

so animated? 

Now it was his turn to be amazed; “Do you know Lieu-

tenant Murphy?” 

“He’s my fiancé,” she quickly answered! 

He almost couldn’t hide his acute disappointment in 

learning she already had someone else in her life.  

Then he flushed again. 
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“Was Dion.....I mean Lieutenant Murphy okay when you 

last saw him,” she pleaded as she leaned forward, 

resting her hands on the edge of the bed railing, and 

no longer able to contain her tears.   

“Yes ma’am, he was.” 

“Where were you when you got hurt,” she whispered as 

she leaned a little closer? 

“We were in a place called Elephant Valley, but it’s 

really just a pass. We were blocking the NVA’s and the 

VC’s MSL, ma’am.” 

“What is an MSL, Randy?” 

“Ma’am it stands for a Main Supply Line. The NVA and 

the VC were trying to break through. That’s how Spivey 

and I got hurt.” 

“There’s going to be a lot more fighting in Elephant 

Valley, isn’t there,” she sounded apprehensive?   

“Afraid so, ma’am,” he answered. “It’s just starting. 

But I’m sure Lieutenant Murphy will be okay. He’s a 

damned good officer.” 
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“But no one knows what happened to him,” she blurted 

out, and then she turned away. 

“Don’t let them see you cry,” she pondered. “Don’t let 

them see you cry!” Then she turned back towards Randy 

and said in a stern and defensive voice, “He has been 

officially declared Missing in Action.”  

The harsh tone was the only way she could keep from 

crying and she had to turn towards the night stand 

again. There were so many things she wanted to ask him 

about Dion, but couldn’t at the moment. 

It didn’t seem real to Randy - his Platoon Commander 

missing in action? He never thought about an officer 

being missing or killed in combat, and besides, the 

lieutenant was almost a god-like figure to the men in 

his platoon. He could tell she was really hurting, and 

he had to say something; “Ma’am, I’m sorry but it must 

have happened after I left the valley.” 

Cathy managed a thin smile and nodded and he quickly 

changed the subject; “Ma’am, is Spivey going to be 

okay?” 
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Once again, she turned towards him, and leaning over 

the bed whispered. “No he’s not doing well as you can 

tell, but I can’t tell you anything more about his 

condition.” 

“He’s a paraplegic, isn’t he,” Randy shot back? 

Cathy didn’t say anything. 

“But I killed the VC who shot him,” Randy said defen-

sively, as if his action should have nullified Spivey’s 

injury! 

She ignored the remark. 

“It means he may never walk again,” he continued, “And 

“maybe no sex either. That’s why he screams like that, 

isn’t it?” 

He was upset and now it was her turn to say something 

to comfort him.  

“But you never know,” Cathy replied. “He could improve 

over time. We’re keeping him sedated and we keep hop-

ing he’ll pull through.” 
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Cathy looked into Randy’s eyes for a moment and then 

her own overflowed with tears again, and she turned 

away. 

“I don’t know what else to do for him,” she replied. 

“He told me this time last year he was running track in 

high school. He keeps saying we let him down. Maybe if 

he knew you were here too, it would help,” she blurted 

out, as her cheeks glistened. Then Cathy remembered 

Marlene Larkin, her college friend who became an army 

nurse; “Am I beginning to care too much too,” she 

feared?  

Randy slowly reached out and gently touched her arm.  

“He’s not talking about you letting him down, ma’am. 

He’s talking about the Marine Corps, the platoon, the 

Fire Team – and me!” 

She turned her head back and looked inquisitively 

looked at him.   

“You see,” he continued, “We were in an Observation 

Post forward of the platoon. It was daylight, and 

Corporal McHugh thought the VC wouldn’t try anything. 
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So he, Wilson, Spivey and McHugh were goofing off. The 

gooners who attacked us weren’t all VC. Most of them 

were NVA. I was watching the road the most likely 

Avenue of Approach, but I couldn’t see much to our 

flanks because of the foliage. Those other guys should 

have been helping me. I couldn’t do it all!” 

Cathy felt relieved at what he said. The way Spivey 

said it made her feel as though it was personal, and 

she got so upset when Spivey accused her of letting him 

down. It’s a difficult situation for a care giver.  

“You see ma’am, the Corps didn’t let him down and 

neither did you! He was as well trained as I was, but 

he was goofing off – sandbagging! Spivey should have 

been watching the flanks and keeping his rifle in his 

hands or within easy reach, just as I did. If he had 

been doing his job he could have killed them all before 

he got hurt, because they didn’t have rifles or pis-

tols, and I swear to God, ma’am,” Randy continued, “I 

didn’t know Charley was there either until they came at 

us with the machetes.” 



1246	
	

Cathy felt horrified and asked, “They kill people with 

machetes?”  

“Yes ma’am. They hack people to death with them or 

sometimes cut off someone’s hand for a minor infraction 

of their rules. Don’t matter to them if they are women 

or children either.”  

Cathy just stood there in shock and disbelief, and 

thinking of her father’s warnings about the atrocities 

of war. She had seen some horrible wounds since she 

became a navy nurse, but the sight of women and child-

ren being butchered with machetes wasn’t one of them. 

Nearly every day she saw smiling children on their way 

to school in Da Nang City, wearing their little straw 

cowboy hats and American style jeans and shoes, and the 

thought of them being so brutally maimed or murdered 

made her face flush with anger. 

“There is so much for me to learn about this war,” she 

told him. “No Nursing Program one earth could prepare 

anyone for those kinds ungodly things. I guess it comes 

with the territory. As a Marine you must learn to cope 
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with those horrors on the battlefield, and we must 

learn to deal with them on the wards and in the ORs; 

those places are our battlefields!” 

Then she cringed when she thought of what might be 

happening to Dion!  

“It turns out,” Randy Peterson continued, “There was a 

bunch down by the river too. I got one; the arty must  

have killed the rest of em cause when I came too there 

was shrapnel all over the place, but no sign of Char-

ley.” 

He looked at the ceiling and thought, “She is my friend 

now and she doesn’t have time to screw with my silly-

ass modesty issues.” But she had. His embarrassment at 

her inserting the catheter slipped completely away, and 

when he looked in her direction again he discovered she 

was gone.  

“How does she and the others like her stand this kind 

of emotional beating day in and day out,” he wondered? 

“The moans and the screaming were enough to tear your 

heart out or drive you nuts. In order to survive this 
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kind of crap you have to become callused in some way, 

and yet still be humane. That must be how they keep 

their sanity,” he surmised. “But she isn’t callused at 

all yet! She’s a professional, but she was also still 

warm and loving - a true care giver who probably cares 

too much.”  

But he wondered how long would she endure. Whatever it 

was she had, he didn’t have it. All he wanted to do was 

get the hell out of there and get back to the platoon 

or go home. He preferred the hell of combat rather than 

lying here and listening to those pitiful sounds. “At 

least in battle,” he thought, “The wounded were evacu-

ated to the rear and were soon out of sight.”  

A few days later, Randy was surprised to learn there 

were also a number of men here who were being treated 

for dog bites. One had even been bitten by a cow and 

another by someone’s pet monkey, and two Marine office-

ers on another ward had been stabbed in the back while 

shopping in a filthy hovel known as Dog Patch.  
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“That whole damned place is crawling with VC,” he 

seethed! 

Another patient had his throat cut by the barber who 

was shaving him; it turned out he was an enemy agent. 

Luckily, an alert Marine Sergeant blew the sucker away 

before he finished the job; killing an American officer 

is a big deal for the VC, but they did not kill many of 

the lower ranking enlisted men in places like Dog 

Patch, because they spend a lot of money on sex and the 

alcohol and some of the proceeds are paid in tribute to 

the VC to guarantee the safety of the vendor’s family. 

Besides, the enlisted men were a good source of intel-

ligence they passed on to their agents, who operated 

out of every city and most of the hamlets in the south.  

Randy also learned there were other patients here who 

stepped on punji sticks, a trap set by the VC made from 

sharpened bamboo stakes embedded in the bottom of a 

camouflaged hole. The tips are smeared with human 

feces, and when someone steps on the fragile cover it 

caves in and the weight of the victim’s body forces the 
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bamboo slivers completely through their boots and into 

their feet. The Ecoli in the feces causes a serious 

infection. It is a very simple but painful and demoral-

izing trap!    

Another Marine here stepped on a steel bear trap at-

tached to a chain anchored in cement, and the sharp 

metal jaws dug into his leg clear down to the bone. The 

corpsman and Marines couldn’t pry it open, so they had 

to Medevac the Marine, with the trap still clamped 

around his leg, to the OR. The docs finally managed to 

saw it off with a surgical saw, while the chain and the 

chunk of cement were still attached, and their action 

saved his foot from having to be amputated.  

Most of the limb wounds treated here were caused by 

booby traps and land mines, which are among the worst 

of wounds and cause the most excruciating pain and 

anguish, and many amputees were wounded in a booby trap 

laden area known as the Bo Bans.  

It horrified Randy just to look at them, and he came to 

understand it was the nurses, corpsmen and medics 
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assigned to care for these patients, who forever more 

proved to be the unsung heroes of this war, and it 

didn’t matter if they came from Sweden, the Philip-

pines, Australia, New Zealand or America. Their love 

and firmness, under the most trying emotional pressure, 

made them some of the most loved and respected men and 

women in Vietnam, and the patients who were entrusted 

to their care would remember them and love them for-

ever!  

Randy knew he would too.  

As the days passed, he started feeling a lot better and 

the pain in his head and neck subsided, although he was 

still having trouble keeping his balance. Yet on Sunday 

morning a week later, he found Cathy standing by his 

bedside.  

“I had to say good bye and thank you for making me feel 

so much better,” she said. 

“I made you feel better,” he smiled as he pointed at 

her? He emphasized the word you.  
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“You know what I mean,” she answered softly as if it 

they were sharing a secret, “About Spivey.” 

Yet she looked so sad. 

“Where are you going,” Randy asked?” 

“I’m not going anywhere. You are. They’re transferring 

you to the hospital ship Repose tomorrow. You’ll be 

going home soon.” 

“Home,” he sounded surprised? “Really? I thought I was 

going to stay here for a while longer and then go back 

to my platoon?”  

Home! 

The word home had a magical ring to it! Randy had never 

seriously considered he would be going home, since his 

wound seemed so minor compared to the others. It was 

stunning and yet thrilling news, and meant he would be 

home with Rhonda again, and he was getting excited! 

“Yes. You’re one of the lucky ones,” she continued. 

“No, ma’am, Lieutenant Murphy is the lucky one,” he 

blurted out! “He has you.” 
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Even before he turned red she shot back, “No he’s not 

lucky, Randy,” she started tearing up again. He’s still 

Missing in Action, remember. No one knows what happened 

to him or where he is at.” 

Randy was flabbergasted.   

Then she tearfully continued, “I found out some more 

information. Right after you got here the platoon was 

caught in an ambush while they were destroying some 

tunnels,” and then she ran from the room.  

His heart broke. 

The wounded man mustered up the strength to quickly sit 

up, and shouted after her, “I’ll find him for you. I 

swear. I’ll find him.” 

As his feet touched the floor, he grabbed the side rail 

and struggled to stand as the room suddenly started 

swaying. 

“Please don’t go,” he shouted after her. “I love you!” 

The corpsman caught him in a frontal bear hug just as 

he started pitching forward.  
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“Where do you think you’re going, Marine,” the big 

corpsman asked? 

“My platoon is in trouble and Lieutenant Murphy has 

been declared Missing in Action! I gotta get back to 

Elephant Valley and find him.”  

The kid sounded frantic.  

“Elephant Valley,” the corpsman shot back? “Are you 

nuts? You can’t even stand up yet,” he answered as he 

sat Randy down in a wheel chair.  

Randy began sweating profusely.  

“My platoon’s in trouble,” he shouted at the corpsman, 

and I love her! Then he whispered, “I love her!” 

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” the corpsman laughed. “Every man 

falls in love with his nurse! I’m in love with her too, 

okay. Every man on this ward is in love with her. Now 

try to settle down.” 

“No. No. You don’t understand,” Randy retorted. “I’m 

the platoon’s hero and I wasn’t there.”  

His speech began slurring.  
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Inside his brain the beds and walls and even the corps-

man seemed to be twirling around. “They got into a big 

fight,” he kept on babbling as he tried to focus on the 

two inverted stripes beneath the “crow” on the Petty 

Officer’s rank insignia, “If I was there I could’ve 

gotten them out.” 

He was getting nauseated and started retching. Then he 

closed his eyes and tightly grasped the arms on the 

wheel chair.  

The corpsman heard other patients rave about getting 

back into the fight many times before, after learning 

their unit was in trouble. Once he thought they were 

nuts, but in time he came to understand and respect 

their keen sense of duty and devotion to their country 

and to those who were their brothers. But there was a 

time when he was stationed at Camp Lejeune, North 

Carolina, when he hated Marines. He remembered drinking 

at the Slop Chute and the fist fights breaking out 

between the sailors and Marines. “Hell,” he thought, 

“Those damned jar heads even fought with each other!” 
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On more than one occasion he made someone’s shot record 

disappear just to get even, and once he spent three 

days in the brig at the Naval Amphibious Base at Little 

Creek, Virginia, for fighting during a riot with the 

Marines at the Enlisted Club. He got in a few punches 

and he took a few, but in the end he was too drunk to 

out run the Shore Patrol and the Marine MPs.   

But his feelings towards them changed since he got to 

Nam. He was sorry because when he drank too many beers, 

he would start a lot of those fights, but now he was 

proud of the fact his corpsman’s uniform bore the in-

signia of the Eagle, Globe and Anchor!  

Many times he wondered how he would fare if he had to 

bear their pain and injuries, and the horror and the 

trauma he saw every day here sometimes made him cry at 

night, and he quickly walked away once Peterson ceased 

retching and calmed down.  

A few minutes Randy began feeling better. The whirling 

inside his head ceased and now he just sat there 

feeling sorry for Lieutenant Addison, and for acting 
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like a damned fool. He never felt so alone at the 

moment, because he realized she would never belong to 

him even if Lieutenant Murphy was dead. Then he started 

thinking about Rhonda again!  

How he missed her. 

Wars did crazy things to people, like making you kill 

the enemy so he wouldn’t kill you or your buddies, and 

making you very vulnerable to falling in love with a 

woman you hardly knew, and yet he still loved Rhonda 

even though he loved his nurse too! “How can a man love 

two women at the same time,” he thought? He just didn’t 

know.  

But he knew Marines who fell in love with prostitutes 

in Dog Patch, and they would go back to the same girl 

over and over again. Randy never got VD because he 

avoided contact with them, but one Private fell in love 

with a girl of French and Vietnamese ancestry, and 

during his thirteen month tour he got VD from her so 

many times his urethra became blocked with scar tissue. 

They Medevac’d him to the hospital ship, USS Sanctuary, 
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just off of Yankee Station near the 17th parallel, to 

treat him because he could no longer urinate. The 

corpsman related how the doc forced a spinning surgical 

instrument into his penis to clear his urethra of scar 

tissue so he could pee; it was an unbelievably painful 

experience, and afterwards, everyone started using 

condoms and getting antibiotics, since the incidence of 

venereal disease hovered near epidemic proportions in 

Dog Patch and every other major military installation 

in South Vietnam. “Yes,” randy thought, “There were 

many ways to get hurt in this strange and terrifying 

war besides being shot or tripping a booby trap.”  

But the fate of his platoon was tearing the Wart to 

pieces. Maybe Lieutenant Murphy was dead! A few weeks 

ago, when everyone knew him as the Wart, he was their 

hero, and now they all might be dead. As far as he 

knew, just he and Spivey were the only two survivors 

and he began feeling guilty about being alive. Randy 

wasn’t sure how long he sat there, but his melancholy 

mood was shattered by a familiar voice once more 
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echoing above the din of the ward, “My toes are ting-

ling, my toes are tingling.” 

He wheeled the chair around the end of his bed, and in 

spite of being light headed and in tears, and with his 

urine bag slapping against the rim of the wheel, he 

kept on moving. In a few moments, he got as close to 

Spivey’s bunk as the crowd would allow. Others on 

crutches and in wheel chairs gathered around him too, 

and the patients who could, clapped and cheered.    

Spivey looked over at him and without missing a beat he 

shouted, “Wart, my toes are tingling!” 

The peals of laughter and snickers echoed across the 

ward. 

“Wart? Wart? What the hell kind of a name is that,” 

someone shouted out.  

“He must be uglier than a Wart Hog,” someone else 

shouted!” 

Everyone roared with laughter; even the big corpsman 

cackled! Jokes and laughter were rare and indispens-

able treasures here, and Randy knew they weren’t 
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laughing at him - they were laughing with him, and so 

he laughed too. These guys were now his brothers too, 

just as the men in his platoon were his brothers, and 

thus he was delighted to be called Wart again, and he 

vowed it would be his nickname for the rest of his 

life; their laughter made it a badge of honor!   

They gathered around Spivey’s bed with him, still 

chortling over the name Wart, and then they began 

encouraging Spivey. It was the first time he was able 

to lie flat on his back since his surgery. A few mom-

ents later, Doctor Rafjani was bending over Spivey’s 

rack and the ward went silent. 

“That’s good news Lance Corporal Spivey. Very good 

news,” Doctor Rafjani shouted as he clenched and shook 

his fist! He actually smiled; “Can you move your toes 

for me?” 

Spivey looked up at him but didn’t answer. 

“Can you move your toes, Lance Corporal Spivey,” he 

gently but emphatically repeated?  
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Spivey’s face contorted; “I’m afraid to try, sir. What 

if they won’t move?”  

“You have to try,” the doc encouraged him. “The sooner 

you start moving your toes and feet the better off you 

will be when you get into rehab back in the states.”  

Spivey just looked away. It was defining moment for him 

and he was frightened out of his wits. Doctor Rafjani 

ran his fingers through his thick dark hair and mused, 

“Sometimes this job can be so frustrating!”  

Randy Peterson sat back in his wheelchair and watched 

as Cathy gently prodded him to move his toes or his 

feet, but he wouldn’t even try.  

Ever since Randy learned Spivey had been hit he had 

been carrying around an enormous burden of guilt. “How 

come I didn’t see Charley in the reeds near the dike,” 

he always wondered? “Did I hesitate a split second too 

long before I fired? What happened to the platoon and 

Lieutenant Murphy? I should have been there!” 

Randy Peterson didn’t know for sure if he was complete-

ly to blame and maybe he would never know! Perhaps his 
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lot was to carry this burden of guilt around forever! 

Every day he was in Nam he did everything by the book, 

and he had taken the platoons insults and innuendos and 

endured their contemptuous remarks, including those of 

Spivey, and now they might be the only ones left of the 

First Platoon! “Now the skinny little bastard is laying 

another guilt trip on me,” he pondered, “By not even 

trying to move his freaking toes!”  

Randy suddenly got a horrible feeling and a rage he had 

never known ensued. Everything seemed to turn black for 

an instant, and nothing and no one else seemed to 

matter a rat’s ass to him at the moment, not even his 

beautiful nurse! 

“There isn’t wasn’t a god damned thing I should feel 

guilty about,” he roared, “And I’m not gonna to take 

any more crap from you or anyone else” 

The entire ward was stunned by his outburst and stepped 

aside. 

“Don’t you know we might be the only two left from our 

platoon, you damned fool,” Randy continued shouting, 
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directing his rage at Spivey! His hands wheeled the 

chair forward with a strength and vigor he hadn’t known 

for weeks, and he rammed his wheel chair into Spivey’s 

bed with the momentum propelling him up from the seat 

and on to his feet, and he grabbed the bed’s metal side 

rails for support as he lurched forward, and his face 

came to a jarring halt mere inches from Spivey’s, and 

he screeched, “God damn you Lance Corporal Spivey, you 

lazy son of a bitch, I’m giving you a direct order - 

move your fucking toes!” 

For an instant, Peterson’s nose nearly touched Spivey’s 

and his screams were so loud and so the incredulous the 

near-paraplegic couldn’t understand what he was saying. 

But the impact was frightening, since he never saw the 

Wart act this way and for an instant the image of the 

Senior Drill Instructor’s steely gray eyes and his 

Smoky the Bear hat came bubbling from somewhere within 

his subconscious mind, when he was in recruit training 

on Parris Island, South Carolina. The DI had been 

scaring the living shit out of him every day for twelve 
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motivating weeks, and he subconsciously snapped to 

attention while lying on his back and let out a 

horrific scream as he pulled at the wound and stitches; 

“ARGGAAAAAAH!”  

The scream echoed across the ward, and everyone around 

the bed jumped, including Doctor Rafjani, who wore a 

mortified expression on his face.  

“ARGGAAAAAAH,” Spivey again screamed again! 

Then all eyes focused on Randy Peterson, whose seething 

expression was turning his face nearly purple with 

rage, but his heated words were cathartic! All the rage 

he suppressed because of the way his fellow Marines in 

his platoon treated him, dissipated in those few angry 

words, and the corpsman prodded him into sitting back 

down in the wheel chair, and then quickly moved him 

away from the terrified patient.     

Spivey was sobbing.  

The back pain nearly drove him to the brink of uncon-

sciousness but he was too frightened to pass out, and 

as Doctor Rafjani quickly buttoned his white coat he 
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heard Spivey sob, but was dumbfounded to see the toes 

on his right foot moving back and forth and those on 

his left one were doing the same thing, though slightly 

less. 

“You’re gonna be all right, Lance Corporal Spivey,” the 

doc assured him, “Your toes are moving.” 

The men cheered, and Spivey was still sobbing when 

Cathy sank a syringe into the catheter of his IV as 

tears were streaming from his eyes and down on to his 

pillow, but he began smiling when the pain started to 

ease and he began drifting off into a drug induced 

sleep, and Randy felt as though he had just dropped his 

pack! The sweat was pouring down his face, but he felt 

better now than at any other time since he came here, 

because he knew Spivey was going to be okay!  

Doctor Rafjani was approaching Randy Peterson, who 

stood up when the men began cheering, and was clutching 

the side rails of his bed for support. The doc shot him 

a disgusting look and hissed, “You scared the hell out 
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of him, Wart, but at least you got him to move his 

toes!”  

His words made Randy feel like a hero again, but the 

doc just kept on walking. He had accentuated the name 

Wart, and although it sounded wonderful to Peterson, 

the doc seemed a little pissed. Doctor Rafjani didn’t 

say anything else and Randy remained standing and 

smiling, although a little shaky on his feet, when 

Cathy walked up to him and without saying a word threw 

her arms around him. There was a wonderful softness to 

her body when her breasts pressed against him and he 

caught the alluring scent of a woman, and then 

surprisingly, she kissed him on the cheek! 

“You are all Marine,” she whispered and then she left.  

There was nothing personal in her caress he knew. It 

was because she felt good knowing Lance Corporal Spivey 

was going to make it! It was true - he had saved 

Spivey’s ass again, but this time he felt like crowing 

about it, and knew his outburst on the ward was just as 

gallant as his actions were on the day he stood alone 
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against the enemy in Elephant Valley. Randy sat down 

again and stuffed the dangling urine bag between his 

left hip and the side of the wheel chair, and leaning 

his head back he smiled and almost immediately began 

falling asleep. 

Doctor Rafjani walked into his office and locked the 

door. Then he reached down into the bottom drawer of 

his desk and pulled out a bottle of scotch, and took a 

long swig before plopping down on his chair. He was a 

physician, a medical doctor, and wounded and sick men, 

women and children came to him to be fixed or cured. 

Healing was his life’s work and he had saved hundreds 

of lives during the course of his career, but it had 

taken him weeks to get used to noise of the planes 

taking off every few moments from Da Nang Airfield, and 

he even learned to stop shaking when he heard the sound 

of enemy artillery and mortars. But he knew he did not 

possess the pluck or the skills of a warrior; medicine, 

not war, was his area of expertise! In his chosen 

profession he was a hero, however the thought of ever 



1268	
	

going into battle where men were trying to kill each 

other was a terribly frightening prospect for him, and 

although the hospital was a relatively safe place he 

knew some of the Vietnamese he treated here were Viet 

Cong! Killing a doctor in an American military hospital 

would be a crowning achievement for them, even at the 

cost of their lives. To make matters worse, a few of 

his patients on the ward were Vietnamese, and therefore 

he was ever on guard when they were nearby. The VC kept 

trying to murder anyone in the hospital complex, and as 

chief of surgery he was a prime target, and he treated 

patients who were later identified as being VC spies, 

and the thought of coming so close to being a possible 

victim made him feel jittery. Besides the Vietnamese, 

there were people of French ancestry and foreign 

contractors who were sympathetic to the Viet Cong’s 

cause, and sometimes they too were patients at the 

hospital. Therefore he had a very good reason to be 

afraid. 
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He got a clean pair of trousers and skivvies from his 

locker and unzipped his pants and let them drop to the 

floor along with his soiled underwear. The doc was glad 

he was wearing his long white coat when Peterson came 

lurching forward, screaming and ranting like a lunatic! 

“It would be very embarrassing if anyone knew,” he 

mused, “That the Wart’s outburst literally scared the 

piss out of me! Only my patients pee in their pants, 

and I guess I’m now so damned good at my job that I am 

now one of my own patients!” He took another swig from 

the bottle and began laughing hysterically about the 

whole incident, and ten minutes later he was back on 

the wards, checking on the progress of his surgical 

patients.  

 

 	


