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    Prologue


    What scared him the most was that he couldn’t recall the date. It was January…January…January 1968. So what? He gave up trying. It wasn’t important that he remember the date. He knew he was going to die. What more should he know? It was the day Nick Paul would die. But not knowing the date of his death made it worse. It did matter to him. Now the real enemy took over. Panic swelled…and fear, total and unrelenting. He wanted to scream, to shout his protests, but the urge passed before he could muster the energy to gather his thoughts. Knowing that he was still alive only served to fuel his rage and horror. Being aware that his time was ending caused most of his senses to weaken. His eyes teared up and his sight blurred. It became impossible to see movement in the darkened brush. A harbinger signaled his inevitable fate, and his body began to shake uncontrollably as the fear and darkness encompassed him. He had painstakingly carried the wounded Viet captain to an ostensibly safer position. He reached down and pulled the unconscious man closer to him. There was a small comfort in knowing he was not totally alone in his last moments. He had retreated to this spot and was sitting against a large twisted tree that grew into obscurity with the night. He coiled like a snake waiting to strike its latent threat, pointing his pistol at the night, trying to catch his breath. He closed his eyes and panted. Reality gripped his tormented mind, but strangely, with it came a certain peace. He sat motionless…waiting.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Bill Hardeman, a twenty-year CIA agent, rushed out the door of his apartment building and jumped into the plain blue Ford pulling into the drive.


    “Morning, Dan. What in the hell is the big stink?”


    “Damned if I know. I got a call from the ambassador about an hour ago and called you ten minutes later. I’m not too sure that he knows what’s going on either. He told me to be at the embassy at six.” The car pulled into the early morning rush of Paris traffic.


    “We’ve got twenty minutes to get there. I’ve never gotten a speeding ticket in Paris. Think we have enough clout to beat the rap?” Hardeman didn’t respond to this attempt at early morning humor.


    Dan Martin drove his automobile in silence as he darted in and out of traffic, taking advantage of any vacant pavement. Fifteen minutes later, the men entered the driveway to the American Embassy, Paris, France.


    A marine sergeant inside the building showed them to a waiting room and advised them the ambassador would see them shortly. The men took seats opposite one another.


    “Well, if this ain’t the shits. The old bird gets me up before sunrise to come down here and sit on my ass.”


    “At least you didn’t get a speeding ticket.” Bill Hardeman smiled as he scanned last week’s issue of Newsweek.


    “Hell, you’d think they would at least have some coffee around.”


    “Sit still. I’ll go find some.” Hardeman rose and left the room. Several minutes later, he returned.


    “Where’s the coffee?”


    “What? Oh hell. I forgot. The whole staff is here.”


    “What?”


    “The embassy staff. The whole staff is here too. Right down the hall. What do you think?”


    Martin thought for a moment. “Iran?”


    “I don’t know, Dan. We haven’t heard much out of them other than their regular crap. Nothing new in the works that I was let in on.”


    “Well, I don’t know of anything that would make the heavies get us out this early.” Martin said this as he slid down in his seat.


    “You’d better get yourself comfortable.”


    * * *


    Chief of White House Staff Gareth McDowell listened intently as his staff briefed him on events which had been occurring over the past twenty-four hours. Communications with Paris and West Germany had been confirmed. Before going to the president, he wanted to be damn sure.


    Colonel Tanner spoke softly, with little emotion. For several years he had headed the Information Center at the Pentagon; verifying facts was his specialty.


    “All right, gentlemen,” McDowell announced. “Assuming that we are correct, we have a lot of work to do. Please return to your duties and wait for further instruction. Do not—I repeat, do not—let this leak out.”


    The room emptied. The colonel was the last to leave. Gareth McDowell looked at the vacant spot Colonel Tanner had occupied only a moment earlier. He lit a cigarette and cursed himself for not quitting the damned things. He had convinced himself that the pressure of the job made it all but impossible to quit. He inhaled deeply then abruptly picked up one of the phones on his desk. Earlier in the day, he had spoken with both the secretaries of defense and state. It was decided that he would advise the president.


    “Connie, I’ve got to make a few hurried calls. I will need to talk to the chairman of the Joint Chiefs. When I’ve finished I’ll want to speak to the boss.”


    * * *


    “Dan…Bill…please, come in.” The ambassador showed the two men into his spacious office. “Please, help yourselves to the coffee.” Each man poured a full cup of the strong black brew then took a seat in one of the chairs that had been arranged in a semicircle in front of the ambassador’s massive ornate desk.


    “Now, I suppose,” the ambassador began, “you are wondering why this old fool got you out here at six in the morning. Actually, I believe this matter will fall in the laps of you CIA lads—at least for now anyway. Dan, more coffee?”


    “Thank you, sir.” Martin rose and poured another cup. Bill Hardeman ground his fist into the side of the chair and shifted his big frame, trying his best not to show his impatience with the aging (and somewhat dawdling) ambassador. Martin returned to his seat, noticing Hardeman’s uneasiness.


    “Now, where was I? Oh, yes, late last evening we received an official communique from the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. Actually, it came from their embassy right here in Paris, but there is no need to tell you that.”


    “So why the hell are you telling us?” Hardeman thought as he shifted for the second time.


    “They apparently are releasing an American POW. Or, ah…MIA, I guess you would call him.”


    The statement came so far out of left field that Martin thought he had misunderstood the ambassador. “Sir?”


    “A GI, Dan. They have a GI left over from the war, the Viet war. At least that’s what they’re saying.”


    Both CIA men fell back in their seats at this jolting announcement. In a moment Bill Hardeman got up and poured a second cup of coffee. “Do you have an ID on this guy?”


    “Yes.” The ambassador fumbled through some of the papers on his desk. “Right here it is. Also, I was told to advise you that you will be getting a full jacket on this fellow,” he said as he handed Bill Hardeman the folder.


    Hardeman opened it and began to read aloud while Martin peered over his shoulder. “Nicholas Paul, lieutenant, US Army. Serial number 646180. Missing in action January 1968. Assumed dead.”


    * * *


    Gareth McDowell’s meeting with the president, the secretary of state, and the secretary of defense lasted for over an hour. The president took the news with mixed emotions.


    “What possible reason would they have to hold a man for so many years? It’s been ten years since we pulled out of that damn mess, Gareth. Why release him now? It has to make them look bad.” He pressed his hand against his stomach, as if he were fending off a slight pain.


    “Or good, Mr. President,” McDowell offered. “They could be looking for a pat on the head and a few billion in aid. In any case, it’s going to take us some time to find out what they’re really up to.”


    “Well, they sure as hell need the aid. The whole economy there is in a shambles. But not this way! No, sir! Damned if they’re going to get a dime from this administration. It’s blackmail, Gareth, goddamned blackmail, as I see it.” He came out of his seat, turned, and took a step to the window.


    It was a cool, gray day in Washington, and it somewhat suited the frame of mind of the chief executive. He rounded about suddenly and shouted, “God, how many more people are they holding over there?” He closed his eyes and clamped his hand on his forehead. “Find out, Gareth. Understand me? I don’t care what we have to do. Just find out!”


    McDowell had never seen the president so vehement. He attempted to calm him. “I have already spoken to Clayton Bath over at CIA. He has people working on it right now.”


    “All right, Gareth. I have meetings scheduled for this morning, but I want you to call if anything comes up. And let’s not leak anything until this man is safe in our hands. Until we know what the Viets are up to, it may be better to get this poor devil debriefed as soon as we get him, to see what he knows. I want no screwups, so put our best people on it.”


    “Yes, sir. We already have the lieutenant’s military file coming over from the Pentagon. It should be on my desk within the hour.” A moment later he left the president, who was fumbling for a pack of Tums in his top desk drawer.


    McDowell returned to his office and asked his secretary to come in with her notepad. She followed him in and sat down in front of his large orderly desk.


    “Over at the Pentagon we have people working on the MIA situation. Get me the names, and find out who’s in charge.”


    “MIAs from Vietnam?” she asked, puzzled.


    “That’s right. The Vietnam MIA situation.” It dawned on him that Connie was too young to remember much of the early seventies. “Next, there are some civilian groups also involved. Get me the names. And call General Oliver at the Pentagon. He is in med staff. That’s all for right now.”


    “Yes, sir,” she started to get up.


    “One more thing. Do this first. Get me the American Embassy in Paris. Don’t worry about the time.”


    Connie Doreman left the chief of staff and returned to her desk. She wondered what this was all about, but after five years of serving in her position, she knew enough not to linger on the subject too long. She began her call to Paris. “The White House calling, sir. Chief of Staff Gareth McDowell.”


    The ambassador pulled his chair a little closer to his desk to take the call.


    “Yes, Gareth. Good to hear from you. I agree… I have already spoken to the necessary people here. We will be meeting with their embassy personnel in several hours… Yes, as soon as we have made arrangements, we will contact your office… Fine, I’ll be speaking to you later in the day. Goodbye.” He replaced the phone on the receiver and walked out of his office into the outer offices. “Ann, I’m going to freshen up and go eat something. Ring me if I’m needed.” He disappeared behind closing elevator doors.


    Clayton Bath had been director of the CIA for just over five years. He had actually been handpicked by Gareth McDowell, who had held the job for several years prior. McDowell recommended Bath to the president. A few months later, Clayton Bath moved into McDowell’s old office, and McDowell took up his powerful position as the president’s chief of staff.


    In his early days as the new director, Bath was often asked how he was enjoying the job. He simply smiled and stated that each day provided a new challenge. Today had proven to be no different.


    McDowell had phoned Bath a few hours earlier and advised him of the situation with the released POW. Bath had immediately spoken with his men in Paris and West Germany. He also had a call going to Bangkok but had not yet connected with his man there.


    “Talk about a challenge,” he told McDowell. “This could be the break we’ve been waiting for. The president is mistaken if he thinks we can just stroll into Vietnam and find MIAs. There’s no doubt that they’re up to something, and if I were to guess, it would have something to do with money.”


    “I agree, Clay, but we better go slowly, especially from your end. The president is really concerned, and I don’t want to be one of those fools rushing in and screwing up the works.”


    “I have Jeff Stone in the outer office. He’s the most competent director of operations we’ve had in some time. We’ll see what he can come up with and I’ll get back to you, Gareth. By the way, you may want to speak with Colonel Crockett at the Pentagon. He heads the office that has been checking out POW and MIA sightings. Crockett is a good man, but he’s less than enthused about the overall operations of the department.”


    “I’ve already had someone contact him,” McDowell replied. “He should be in here sometime this afternoon. I’ll keep in touch.”


    * * *


    “Arrangements have been made, Mr. President.” McDowell’s eyes scanned the paper in front of him. “We will fly Lieutenant Paul to Paris out of Ho Chi Minh City… Yes, sir, we will be moving him to the hospital at Wiesbaden. Our people there have been advised and know what to expect. Depending on his condition, I think he will be back in the States in about a week… Yes, sir, we will keep you advised… Goodbye.” McDowell reached for another cigarette then shoved it back into the pack and cursed himself. He picked up the phone and spoke. “Connie, send in Colonel Crockett.”


    “Colonel Crockett, sir.” Connie stepped aside as the colonel appeared, dwarfing her. He stood well over six feet. His army uniform was decorated with a wide array of colorful ribbons topped off by a combat infantry badge. McDowell would have guessed his age to be in the midforties. Although he appeared to be in a younger man’s frame, his graying hair gave him away.


    “Colonel, please have a seat.” McDowell was feeling halfway intimidated by the impressive-looking military figure.


    “I presume that you are aware of the MIA situation that has recently been discovered.”


    “Yes, sir. I have been briefed by Jeffery Stone from the CIA.” He offered no more information.


    “You have any ideas about why they’re releasing him?”


    “No, sir.”


    McDowell felt a swell of anger. Perhaps it was the intimidation thing. He controlled it.


    “I would think that you would have some ideas… I mean, you’ve been in your present position for some time. You should…”


    “Mr. McDowell, I have been in charge of MIA investigation for some two years now. But you must understand that I do not orchestrate these investigations. I only carry them out.”


    McDowell reached for the pack of cigarettes. “Would you like one of these?” He offered the pack.


    “No, thank you, sir.”


    The chief of staff took a deep drag. “Look, Colonel, we may have gotten off on the wrong foot here. I need your help and that God knows who else. Now, I don’t know about you, but I’m thinking those bastards are holding more of our people…”


    “They are, sir.”


    McDowell waited for a moment and looked deeply into Crockett’s eyes. “Tell me what you know, Colonel. You sound very sure of yourself. I’ve never heard anyone, politician or military, stating that, so…well…assuredly. Please speak freely.”


    Colonel Crockett clasped his hands and rolled his head back, as if to clear his mind. “As I mentioned before, I have been in this job for about two years. After the first few weeks, I found things to be more challenging than I had assumed. In checking hundreds of files, I found that many of the names could be verified. But it takes money and effort and investigation to track down missing GIs. I had my people select the most apparent, shall we say, cases. These were the ones that showed the most promise and would be easiest to verify.”


    “And what happened?” McDowell asked.


    “That’s about where it ended. I ran into one roadblock after another. In our files, we have pictures of men…pictures taken in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. If only ten percent are actual…Well, sir. The frustration is staggering, as I’m sure you can imagine. After a year, it dawned on me that the department and my position were only figureheads.” He sat back in his chair and looked straight into McDowell’s eyes, waiting for the typical bureaucratic reply.


    “Do I understand you to mean that there are people in this government who are stalling your efforts?” He steamed. “For what reason?”


    “There is a feeling that it would be better to patch up things in Vietnam once and for all. They need aid, and we need markets for our goods. It’s called capitalism. We search for the dead, not the living, GIs. I say we should look for the poor guy who is still alive. But that would cause some irritation on both sides. There’s no problem investigating dead GIs… Living ones cause the slowdown in my operation.”


    McDowell made notes on the yellow legal pad in front of him. “Colonel, I have been asked by the President to take charge of this situation. I will clear some things with him today, if possible. From this moment on, you have full authority to investigate any and all situations relative to Viet POWs or MIAs. If you have problems, I want to know about them. I believe I can speak for the president when I say this to you.”


    Crockett stood. “Mr. McDowell, I will do just that.” McDowell stood up behind the desk and offered his hand. The two men clasped hands, saying nothing. They understood each other.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    Colonel Paul V. Hoover of the Pentagon Medical Staff sat quietly reading the Washington Post. He often ate at one of the food centers located within the Pentagon. Amid the hubbub of the lunch hour, he heard the page call his name. “Colonel Paul Hoover, call med staff 2241.” Hoover carefully folded his paper, rose, and walked to one of the nearby wall phones.


    “Hoover, here… Yes, right away.” A few minutes later, he entered the office of General Douglas Oliver.


    “Doug.” Hoover walked toward a chair.


    “Don’t sit, Colonel. You’re off to West Germany.” He glanced at his watch. “You leave from Andrews in two hours.”


    “What’s going on?”


    “Seems they found an MIA floating around Saigon…Ho Chi Minh City,” he said as he raised his hand in an attempt to wave off the confusion regarding the name of the old Viet city. “They want the best shrink we have. You’re it. I spoke to McDowell about an hour ago. The president wants this guy given good care, so you will stay with him throughout. He should be coming in at Wiesbaden sometime tomorrow.”


    “An MIA! You spoke with Gareth McDowell, the chief of staff?” Hoover now took a seat. After a moment of silence, he muttered, “Well, I’ve always suspected that the Viets were holding some of our people… I have a few things to clear up on my desk.” He looked at his watch and at the same time bounced to his feet. “Should have plenty of time to pack and get to Andrews. See you soon, General.”


    “Have a safe trip, Paul.” General Oliver peered over the top of his reading glasses as Hoover exited. His thoughts were miles away as he pondered the situation.


    Hoover immediately returned to his office. He began packing a few things, then stopped and thought a minute. MIA, how old would this man be? Forty? Fifty?


    Years before, Colonel Hoover had worked with many of the returning POWs. Some had very real problems. In his role as a psychiatrist, Hoover had tried to help these men return to a normal life. Some had succeeded and some hadn’t, but the general was right about one thing. He was a damn good shrink, and he would do his best for the newly returned MIA.


    He continued his packing by taking two books from a nearby shelf. The remainder of the papers on his desk were slid into the top drawer. Later that afternoon, he arrived at Andrews Air Force Base and boarded the military jet.


    * * *


    The following morning, in a surprise news release, the White House announced that the Democratic Republic of Vietnam was returning one American MIA. His name was Nick Paul, USA serial 646180. It further stated that the American was a lieutenant in the US Army who would be hospitalized at Wiesbaden Air Force Base in West Germany. His return to the United States would be within the week, depending on his physical condition.


    * * *


    Carl Postman called the meeting to order. “All right, people, let’s get something going on this MIA thing. Mark, I want you to go out to the Pentagon and see what they’re saying officially and behind the backs of the brass.” The young reporter jotted a few notes.


    “Carla, you did a story a few years ago on the families of the MIAs, didn’t you?”


    “Yes. In ’83, we did some interviews with wives and other relatives. They were meeting with the president back then, trying to get him to put pressure on the Viets to turn over concrete evidence, facts, anything to help answer their questions. Nothing really happened. We sent some people over there… I think from the French Embassy. If I’m not mistaken, all they turned up was a few bones, not enough to make a definitive ID. That’s about it.”


    “Well, let’s do another story on him. People will want to read all they can about the family; you know…Mom, Dad, brothers and sisters. Let’s find out where this lieutenant came from and incorporate that into the story.


    “Amy Lang is in Paris,” continued Postman. “I spoke to her a half hour ago. She should be on a plane right now heading for Wiesbaden.” He checked a few scraps of paper and read some notes. “Okay, then, if no one has anything to add, let’s go to work. I want the Post to shine with this story, so give it your best.”


    * * *


    An hour later the Air France jet touched down, bringing Amy Lang closer to one of the biggest stories of her lifetime, the returning MIA. She would check into her hotel room as quickly as she could then rush over to the military base.


    Amy was a veteran newspaper journalist. She had worked as an apprentice for the Post before receiving her journalism degree from the University of Virginia. As a senior correspondent, she often traveled overseas and had developed contacts in most of the major capitals in the “free world.”


    Her dedication to her chosen life’s work had indeed taken its toll on her personal life. Two years before, through mutual agreement, she and her husband of nine years divorced. Tom Fitzgerald was one of DC’s best surgeons and was also dedicated to his life’s work. Unfortunately, the only thing they had in common was the love of their work. Their split was amicable, and they remained friends. Amy resumed her maiden name and went about the process of adjusting to being a single woman again.


    At the military base, Amy checked in with the public affairs officer (PAO). The facility was buzzing with correspondents from all over the globe. It didn’t take too long to learn that the MIA wouldn’t be arriving until 0900 hours the following day. Amy was disappointed, but she lingered for about an hour, talking to some of the other correspondents. Realizing that she had as much information as anyone else, she decided to return to her hotel. She would take a hot bath and get to bed early, because she knew the next day would be long and tiresome.


    The military transport had been airborne for an hour. It was carrying Lieutenant Nick Paul to freedom. Several military officers, including some intelligence and medical staff personnel, were on board to attend to Nick, if necessary. After leaving Viet airspace, all aboard quieted down and relaxed for their long trip.


    Nick was resting in a window seat of the jet. Everything was moving faster than he could deal with. He felt confused and disoriented. His mind raced backward to his days in the jungle. His every thought for the past eighteen years was about the jungle…even when he slept. As he sat there with his eyes closed, he felt as if his mind punishing him. He couldn’t forget one detail from the day he led his patrol into the ambush that cost him and his men so much.


    Sergeant Wally Hutchins had entered his bunker that hot, muggy morning. “Say, Lieutenant, the Captain wants to see you.”


    “Right there, Wally.” He was sorting through some of his clothes, sniffed at a shirt, tossed it down and took up another. “Damn mildew, it gets into everything. My damn boots are rotting on my feet.” Sergeant Hutchins smiled, sat on an empty ammo case and watched Nick button up his shirt.


    “Think the Captain is going to send us out tonight, Lieutenant?”


    “I’d say it’s about our turn.” He knew that his platoon had been on guard duty at the base perimeter for two days. “Yeah, I’d say the holiday’s about over.” He picked up a half-empty pack of Marlboros and walked out the door into the hot sun.


    * * *


    At 0900 hours, the military transport taxied to the unloading gate. More than two hundred people waited in and around the terminal. Media hounds cluttered the area, along with military personnel and onlookers. Somewhere in the crowd, Amy Lang waited, camera in hand, to catch the first sight of the man who had been detained by the Vietnamese. She pushed her tiny frame to a vantage point, aimed her camera, and adjusted the lens.


    Finally, the door opened and several ground crew military personnel scurried toward the ramp leading up to the door of the transport. Two more minutes passed; for Amy it seemed like an eternity. At the top of the ramp, four men appeared in army uniforms. With their first movement, cameras flashed, capturing the moment for the world’s media. Military police contained the crowd as the excitement inched it into the path of the approaching four military men.


    The leading officer, a colonel, raised his hands in an attempt to halt the wave of questions being shouted. He waited then began to speak. “Ladies and gentlemen, we appreciate your presence in welcoming home one of ours. It is my honor to introduce to you Lieutenant Nick Paul.” He turned and motioned the lieutenant forward.


    A very weary Lieutenant Nick Paul stepped beside the colonel. He was about six feet tall, with dark, slightly windblown hair. Aside from a less than erect posture and slight darkness around the eyes, he appeared to be in fairly good health. He forced a smile and waved.


    “Will you say a few words?” “Why did they hold…?” “How long do…?”


    The questions went off almost as fast as the flash mechanisms.


    The Colonel responded first. “The trip home has been long and tedious. The lieutenant has a prepared written statement that will be available through the base PAO.” On the colonel’s signal, the military police cleared back the crowd as Nick was ushered into a waiting ambulance. They drove off toward the base hospital, leaving a few final picture-takers grumbling in their wake.


    Behind the remaining crowd, leaning against a steel column, there stood another army colonel. “Sunbeams, goddamn sunbeams.” He turned and strolled away.


    Upon arriving at the Wiesbaden Base Hospital, the lieutenant was made comfortable in one of the VIP rooms. He told one of his many attendants that he wanted to get some sleep. Both the long trip and the anticipation of actually coming home had drained his energies.


    He slept for a full twelve hours while the doctors and staff waited to examine and probe their patient. He slumbered through the news media blitz that awoke the world to the existence of the lieutenant from Chevy Chase, Maryland. But even if Nick Paul had known of these events, he would still have chosen to sleep, for it was one of the luxuries he had missed for many years, to close his eyes and sleep without fear of being awakened.


    When Nick awoke the following morning, he felt rested and hungry. He showered, taking an extravagantly long time to enjoy yet another comfort he had missed for too long. A male orderly brought him a breakfast of cold cereal, orange juice, coffee, and toast. He finished his cereal and eyed the tall glass of orange juice. He closed his eyes and had to choke back tears as he took the glass of juice. He held it up to the friendly sunlight beaming through the window and thought, How long has it been since I’ve seen anything so beautiful? It took several long swallows for him to empty the glass of sunshine.


    The same instant Nick set the glass down on the tray beside his bed, the door to his room swung open, startling him.


    “Lieutenant Paul, my name is Hoover. Do you have any coffee in here?”


    “Yes…yes, sir.” He turned his back to wipe the tears from his face, but they hadn’t gone undetected from Hoover’s keen glance. “They just brought in this pot,” he said. He started to crawl out of the bed to stand for the colonel.


    “Don’t get out of bed, Lieutenant.” Hoover filled one of the paper cups to the top, spilled some on the floor, and took a seat. “How do you feel?” he asked after a sip of the lukewarm coffee.


    “Fine, sir.”


    “We need to run you through a medical check. See what kind of shape you’re in. Then I’d like to have some talks with you.”


    “Talks, sir?”


    “Your adjustment, son. It’s my job to help you slip back into society. You’ve been away for a hell of a long time. Might not realize it, but there have been quite a few changes since those bastards locked you up and threw away the key. Why in the hell did they keep you so long anyway? You must have pissed someone off plenty.”


    “Yes, sir.” Nick let a small smile show, which pleased Hoover.


    “Now, let’s get the medical staff in here to have you checked out.” He rose and started for the door, stopped, and turned, as if he had forgotten something. “By the way, how old are you, Lieutenant?”


    “Forty-two, sir.” Hoover knew Nick’s age as well as his previous medical history.


    “Forty-two. You have a lot of good years ahead of you.”


    “Yes, sir,” Nick replied to a closing door.


    For the remainder of the day, Nick went through a complete physical examination. From blood tests to an EKG, he was the center of attention on the third-floor wing. The medical staff joked with him, and he managed to laugh out loud a few times. He admitted to himself that he liked being the center of attention.


    Later that evening, Hoover again appeared at his door. “Have you had your dinner?”


    “Some time ago.”


    “Well, I haven’t.” He disappeared for a moment then entered the room carrying a small white paper bag. “Hamburgers. I’ve eaten a lot of them over the years, though I don’t have the slightest idea what they put in them to make them so gray.” He took a big bite. Nick watched and tried to figure him out.


    “Well, son, the doctors say that you’re in reasonably good shape. You have a few problems, mostly dental, but nothing serious. Judging from your muscle tone, you must have had some physical activity.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Hoover wished that he didn’t have to ask so many questions of Nick which required a yes or no answer, but he asked another anyway. “What did those sunbeams make you do, go to a health center?”


    “Sunbeams, sir?”


    “Oh, yes…that requires an explanation.” Hoover held up one finger as he swallowed the last bite of his dinner. “Well, about ten years ago, I was transferred to the Pentagon Med Staff. To make a long story short, I called one of my esteemed colleagues a son of a bitch. Don’t even remember what we were at odds about. Well, the guy was my senior. Got chewed out by my boss. I do try not to use that derogatory term, but I think it was too well-rooted in my colorful vocabulary. I finally overcame the problem by using a substitution. Thus, sunbeams. Really means the same, but the recipient is unsure.” He took a drink from a can he got out of the white paper bag.


    “Sunbeams…” Nick smiled and both men laughed.


    Nick was feeling more relaxed with the colonel, which was, of course, the intention of the story. He went to the small refrigerator, took out a cold soft drink, and returned to his seat.


    “So tell me, Nick, what kind of physical problems do you think you have? You have traces of a once severe shoulder dislocation. You must have had therapy for it.”


    Speaking slowly, as if unsure of himself, Nick started, “Well, eighteen months ago, I was sent to a hospital near Saigon. They fed me better than they had in all the years I was in prison camp. About a month after I got there, they began therapy. That’s about it, Colonel. I asked a few times why they were doing all this, but I never got an answer from the guards. I really didn’t want to push the issue for fear that they might change their minds.”


    “I can’t blame you for that. Well, the reason they pulled you from the camp is because eighteen months ago, they knew full well that they were going to release you. It would have been somewhat of an embarrassment to send home a twisted scarecrow. Go on, what kind of therapy did they give you?”


    “They just worked on my shoulder and legs, mostly.” He put his hand across his chest to the opposite shoulder, as if remembering.


    “Does it still hurt much?”


    “Not much. They gave me shots.”


    “Cortisone,” Hoover shot back. “A lot of our boys came home with the same injury. The damn guards twisted their arms and dislocated their shoulders, elbows, and hands.”


    Nick looked at the floor and remained silent.


    “How long were you in the hospital?”


    “About two months, then I spent the last months in a hotel under guard.”


    “All right.” Hoover folded his trash and dumped it into the can. “I want you to get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow the intelligence people want to take a stab at putting the pieces together. I’m sorry that I had to ask some troublesome questions, but I had to find out if you could handle the interview tomorrow. By the way, you did just fine.”


    “Thank you, Colonel.”


    “Go to bed then. If you have a problem with the interview, I’ll be right outside the door. Good night.”


    Nick didn’t get up when Colonel Hoover left the room. He sat for a few moments, feeling a little better and a lot more alive.


    Hoover stopped at the nurse’s station and made a few notes in the lieutenant’s medical file. He wasn’t particularly tired, so he decided to walk down to the officers’ club to have a drink.


    A half hour later, he entered a half-empty officers’ club. After selecting an out-of-the-way table, he ordered scotch and water. He sipped his drink and looked around the club. He noticed a few familiar faces from the airport, media people mostly. He brought his mind back to Nick. There would have to be a media statement concerning his physical condition.


    “Pardon me, Colonel.” A voice came from his left. “My name is Amy Lang, from the Washington Post. You’re Colonel Hoover from the Pentagon Med Staff, am I right?”


    Hoover generally shunned all media exposure and people, but the lovely and obviously bright woman caught his attention.


    “Right, Ms. Lang.”


    “Amy, Colonel, please call me Amy.” She actually disliked being addressed as a miss, particularly because of the male counterparts with whom she competed in her profession. She also knew that being a miss put it in the minds of some men that she was available.


    “Please, sit down, Amy.” He offered her a seat and motioned to the waitress. “I expect that you’re here covering the MIA story.”


    “Yes, that’s right, Colonel. I was in Paris yesterday when the story broke and just flew in. How is he…the lieutenant, I mean?”


    “He’s fine.” Hoover offered no more.


    “I’m glad. I hope his transition won’t be too difficult. It must have been horrendous for him. I’ve tried to visualize what it would be like to live in fear for so many years. It must have been worse than anyone could possibly imagine.”


    Hoover watched the woman as she spoke. He thought that she was genuine in her concern for this man whom she had never met…a rare commodity for a media hound, as he referred to them. She did seem pleasantly different.


    “With proper attention the lieutenant should eventually be able to lead a well-adjusted life. He’s been through a hell of a lot…contained longer than anyone I’ve ever worked with. POW camps break spirit and morale, among other things. Mental health often takes the brunt of the abuse. He could have lost his ability to function at any time during those years of captivity.


    “In short, Amy, picture someone taking away all the good things in your life. Not just the fine food and fancy clothes but the family unit. Remove friendship and love from a life. Think about it. Take away Mom and Dad, sister and brother. Remove the male-female relationship, which we take for granted. This man has had none of these things for eighteen years.”


    The woman didn’t speak. After a moment, she just looked up at Hoover. Her facial expression told him that she understood.


    “Another drink?” he asked.


    “Colonel, how will you approach a problem like this?”


    “Well,” he tried to look as if he were reaching deep into his professional remedies, “with tender, loving care.”


    She smiled at his attempt to make her laugh.


    “Actually, time is the best cure. Once the man gets to the States and settles down, we’ll be there in case something crops up.”


    “Speaking of time,” she looked at her watch. “I have some things to do, and I’d better let you finish your drink in peace.” She stood up and shook Hoover’s hand. “Thanks for the chat. I’ve got a better understanding of what the poor guy went through, and you know what? I’m glad that it’s you taking care of him.”


    “With a compliment like that, I’ll be happy to buy the drinks. Maybe I’ll see you here again.”


    “I should be here another few days anyway. I hope we do have a chance for another talk, Colonel Hoover,” she said. He watched her walk away.


    On the following day, the medical staff announced that the lieutenant’s health was “good.” A few more days in the hospital, then he would be flown to Andrews Air Force Base. Nick spent most of the day sleeping and watching television.


    That evening, Hoover spent a few hours with Nick. They spoke about the war for the first time. Hoover had read Nick’s military file. His mother had died when he was ten. His father was alive when he entered the army and would be seventy-five years old had he not passed away the third year of Nick’s captivity. Hoover approached the topic carefully. “Your jacket said that your mother died when you were about ten.”


    “Yes, sir. She had had a bad heart since she was a young girl.” He took a deep breath and said, “Colonel, I expect that my dad also has passed away. I just thought…times that I thought of him… Well, he wasn’t at the terminal when the plane landed.”


    “He died in ’71, Nick. I’m sorry.”


    Nick had speculated during the years of his captivity that his father had passed away. Thinking that he had accepted that fact long ago, he expected that his sorrow would be abated. Yet now, hearing the news from Hoover and confirming his worst suspicions, the pain of losing his father grew from a deep hidden place within him. He turned and lowered his head in an attempt to hide his emotion.


    Hoover gave him a few moments to digest the sad news. He watched Nick wrestle with the confirmed loss of his father.


    After several moments of silence, he asked, “Do you have any other relatives?”


    “Not really. I was an only child. Dad’s sister was seven years older than he and in poor health when I was in college.”


    “So you can’t think of anyone we need to contact when you get home?”


    “No,” he answered weakly, holding his face with both hands.


    “Well, I’d say we’ve covered enough for one afternoon.” He wanted to end the conversation in a more positive manner and tried to reassure Nick. “I’d like you to understand that there are going to be many more changes and losses. It’s going to help you tremendously to talk about these things and most importantly, to express your emotions. Don’t be embarrassed by your feelings. You’re a very brave man, and what you’re going to be facing in the future isn’t going to be nearly as tough as what you lived through in the past. Now then, Lieutenant…it’s about time we got you out of this room for a while. I’ll give you an hour or so to get ready, then I’ll buy you a big steak at the officers’ club. How does that sound?”


    The two men opted to walk to the officers’ club. A long walk would be good for their appetites, it was suggested by Hoover. Nick did notice that the Colonel could use some exercise. He was medium height, and Nick guessed his weight to be on the high side of 160 pounds, with the noticeable spare tire not uncommon to men his age. Hoover’s gray hair was cut short in an old-fashioned flattop. He walked with a determined manner; didn’t smile much, but observed everything around him. The more time he spent with the colonel, the more Nick decided he liked him.


    As they walked toward the entrance of the officers’ club, Hoover noticed a young lady getting out of a cab—a familiar face.


    “Hello, Amy.”


    “Colonel Hoover, I was hoping that I would see you again. Will you join me for dinner?”


    “I’d like that very much, Amy. I’m dining with a friend this evening.” He stepped aside so Amy could get a good look at Nick. “Amy Lang, may I introduce you to Lieutenant Nick Paul?”


    She was standing face-to-face with the man who had generated all this excitement. “I’m very pleased to meet you, Lieutenant.” She offered her hand.


    “Nice to meet you, ah…ma’am.” He forced a smile.


    “It’s Amy, Nick. She likes to be called Amy. Now come on you two, let’s eat.”


    After they were seated and had ordered drinks, Hoover announced, “Amy, it appears that the lieutenant here will be going home in a few more days.”


    “That’s good news.” Addressing Nick, she said, “Where’s home, Lieutenant?”


    “Um…Chevy Chase, Maryland.”


    “DC! I’m with the Post. We, of course, are in DC.”


    “Where do you reside when you’re not traveling out of the country?” Hoover asked.


    “I have an apartment in North West. I grew up in Virginia on a small farm in Orange.”


    “Can’t stand the damn traffic in the city,” Hoover grunted. Nick pretended to listen to the conversation, but his real attention was focused on the attractive woman. Often he wondered, as a POW, what it would have been like to have been married and to have a family, a wife who would have been waiting for him. A woman just like the one here. She would have to be attractive—attractive like Amy. Her brown eyes flashed and sparkled as she and Hoover spoke. Her brown hair looked like silk. Yes, if and when he got his life straightened out, he decided that he wanted to have a family life, and it would begin with a wife whom he would love and who would return his love.


    “I’ve lived in all directions of the Pentagon,” Hoover stated. “It’s a zoo at rush hour, no matter where you’re driving to. I’d like to get hold of the sunbeam who designed the road system.”


    Nick had heard enough to let out a laugh, remembering Hoover’s sunbeam explanation. Amy looked at Nick, then Hoover. “Did I miss something?”


    Nick was still laughing. “Oh, it’s just an inside joke. The colonel can explain if he likes.”


    “No problem, Lieutenant, but it can wait. I’m just happy that you still have a sense of humor.”


    “What do you plan to do when you get back to Chevy Chase?” Amy asked. “I’d think that the army would be discharging you soon.”


    Nick hadn’t thought about a discharge. His entire adult life had been spent in the military, in one way or another, and he didn’t know what to say. He looked at Hoover with a touch of panic in his face.


    “I doubt that Nick will have to worry about working for some time,” Hoover said.


    “Oh?” Amy questioned.


    “Nick,” Hoover asked, “when did you get your last-pay voucher?”


    Nick smiled. “December 1968.”


    “There it is then.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
L
n
i

o

STEVE SPECIALE






