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THIRTY THREE

Almost Japan

After being moved out of ntensve care, | spent another week a the Da Nang medicd facility.
During that time two incidents occurred which had an extremely depressing affect on me. Thefirst came
asaresult of my meeting a pretty American Red Cross girl named Kathy.

There were two or three Red Cross girls stationed here who visited regularly with the patients at
their bedsides. They wheded around carts full of magazines and just generdly brightened up the men's
spirits by their very presence. Some of these men hadn’'t seen an American girl for months, so just the
chanceto talk with one did wonders for their morale.

The girls dso maintained a small recreation room where those patients not bedridden could go and
watch TV, play ping pong, or just Sit at atable and read a book.

I met Kathy on her regular rounds when she stopped by my bed and struck up a conversation.
While we were taking, | happened to mention that I'd played guitar for quite a few years back home.
It was nothing professond, or anything like that. | just liked to play for mysdf.

“Do you think you'd like to give it atry if | brought you one of the guitars from the rec room?’ She
asked.

This was the firg time I'd given much thought to the fact that | couldn’t fed anything in the two
outsde fingers of my left hand. Not only could | not fed them, | couldn’t even move them! They

remained curled up toward the palm.
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“I don't know,” | answered, looking down a my apparently useless hand, “Maybe I'll give it a
try.”

“Good, I'll bring one back when | get through with my rounds.”

Kathy later returned with the guitar and | tried wrapping my hand around the neck, a function that
had come as naturaly as breathing before. | found that even the smplest chords were impossible to
form. The sudden redization that | might never be able to do something I'd dways enjoyed s
thoroughly struck home and must have been easily discernablein my facia expresson. Kathy, who was
sitting on the edge of the bed next to me, put a hand on my shoulder and spoke softly.

“Don’t worry, I’'m sure it will come back intime.”

| nodded and smiled half-heartedly.

“Ligten, I've got to go and finish my rounds. Why don't | leave the guitar here and you can bring it
back to the rec room later?’

| answered as she stood to go, “Sure,...no problem.”

When she was gone | sat and stared a my hand for along time. Up until afew moments ago the
wound to my ebow had seemed a blessed rdief, in that it had gotten me out of the fied for awhile.
Now the thought that | might never regain the use of my hand had turned those fedings dl around.

The other incident occurred when | met the same man I”d seen brought into intensive care a couple
of days earlier with maaria. It happened that he was given the bed next to mine in the recovery tent.
Thetwo of us hit it off right away, though the other man, John, was gtill pretty weak from his recent bout
with the disease. Since John wasn't able to get up, and | redly had nowhere to go, we spent a lot of

time talking. On the second day he was here, just before suppertime, our conversation got around to
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my wound. When | explained what had happened, and the fact that my hand was partidly parayzed,
John, feding much better, sat up on the edge of his bed.

“Let me take alook at that hand.”

I held it out, thinking this a rather unusua request from another patient. He spread my fingers gpart
and examined them in a very skillful manner, which was even more puzzling.

“Let’'sseeif you can move those fingers at al on your own.”

Try as | might, | couldn't make the dightes movement. That was when he hit me with a
bombshell.

“Ligten,...I can get you to Japan with that hand.”

For amoment | just stared a him, not knowing whether he was serious or just trying to be funny.
Then | let my breath out in amild scoff.

“Japan,...yeah, right.”

The cynicism in my tone wasn't hard to heer.

John smiled and laid back down with his hands folded under his heed.

“I'm not kidding. I’'m adoctor.”

“A doctor!”, | most choked on the words.

| had just naturaly taken it for granted that he'd been brought in from the field. It never even
dawned on me that the people in the rear were just as susceptible to diseases as the men in the fied.

“What rank are you?’ | ask somewhat dismayed.

“I'm acaptain.”

Again | was sunned. I'd never had such afriendly relationship with an officer before,
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John looked over and amiled, sensing my surprise.

“Tomorrow morning I'll talk to the surgeon who worked on your arm. I’'m sure ther€ |l be no
problem getting you aflight out.”

| rested back on my own bed and stared up at the canvas ceiling of the tent. There's no way to
describe the sudden dation | was feding. One moment | was facing the depressing possibility of a
useless hand for the rest of my life, and the next, that same hand was about to get me atrip to the safety
and comfort of Japan!

I knew for afact that most wounded, who managed to get to Japan, never came back to Vietnam.
Even if they got well they usudly finished their tour over there and went directly back to the States. The
thought that 1 might not have to spend any more time in this God-forsaken war took precedence over all
my other emotions.

All through supper | felt like | was walking on acloud. Everything seemed to take on a new ook,
once again asif | was only atourist here who would soon be leaving.

After edting, | returned to the recovery tent and lay on my bed again. John wasn't anywhere
around, but, since he was an officer, and was fedling so much better the last time | saw him, | figured he
must have gone out to visit with some of the other officers stationed here.

| fell adeep before he came back and didn't redlize that anything was amiss until | awoke the next
morning to see that his bed hadn’t been dept in. When one of the medics came into the tent, | inquired
about John.

“Oh, you mean the captain who was here with mdaria? He recelved orders just awhile ago to be

flown out to Jgpan.”
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Suddenly, my world turned upside down again, “Y ou mean he' s gone?’

“Far as| know. ... They didn’t give him any warning. He had to get his Suff together in ahurry.”

Suddenly my stomach felt like it had just dropped twenty feet.

“Do you know if his plane has |eft yet?’

“No, | don’t. I'm not even sure if he might till be around the area somewhere.”

Before the medic knew what had happened, | was up and out of the tent like a shot. If the plane
hadn’t left yet, there might gtill be a chance John could talk to the doctors before he l€ft.

| looked everywhere, but it seemed that wherever | went, the captain had been there just ahead of
me and gone. Eventudly it became clear that my search was in vain. | ended up leaning againg a
wooden pogt, at the end of the plank walk that stopped at the beach, staring out toward the ocean.
John’s flight was well on its way and there was nothing | could do but ache over just how close I'd
come to getting away from this miserable war.

During the last couple of days | spent at Da Nang, | became resigned to the fact that fate had dedlt
me a hard blow. | would have to remain here in-country. Oddly enough, | fet no ill will toward John
because, in the brief time I'd known him, | got the distinct impresson he wasn't the type who'd have
sad what he did unless he meant it. It was just my misfortune that even a captain had to obey orders
when he was shipped out,...and there was some smal consolation in the news that | was being
transferred to the medica facilities a8 Cam Ranh Bay for my recovery. Cam Ranh was probably the

safest place in the country.
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On the morning of the flight out, I and a whole group of patients were put on amedica busfor the
arrport. When we got there, we learned that the plane to Cam Ranh wasn't ready yet, so we were
temporarily taken to anearby Air Force hospitd.

| can honestly say that | was truly amazed at the difference between this hospital and those of the
Army. This building had three floors and looked like any modern hospitd back in the States. At
lunchtime an excellent medl of roast beef, mashed potatoes, a vegetable, and dessert was served from
trays taken off stainless sted carts by American Air Force nurses. From this higher sandard, it was
readily apparent why so many people preferred to enlist for four years in the Air Force rather than

taking the chance of being drafted into the Army.



