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This story is being told by the Veteran in their own words.  No facts were confirmed or discounted. 
 
Joseph L. 
I don’t often talk of my experiences in Vietnam, especially to those who didn’t have boots on the ground. Being drafted at 19 years old, I was just a boy and didn’t know what to expect. One friend I talk to was there too, and we are good for each other.  
My favorite part of the day is retreating to my 12x12 bedroom upstairs. I have my hospital bed, TV, and equipment. When I pull the door closed and draw the blinds, it is my own space. I am comfortable and don’t have to deal with the outside. There is nothing to distract me, and I can meditate. I feel safe. So, as I sit in the silence, I pray and think, You know what, it could be worse.  
I am fortunate, all those years ago. I came home. When I returned, yes, I was different. It was a war that no one wanted. The night I flew home, I was spit on, called a murderer, and I asked my parents, “Why?”. At home, watching TV was like a chess game, it was always about numbers and killed.  
Visiting the Vietnam Wall draws you in, as it lists those we lost. Unfortunately, some who made it back, chose drugs or a criminal lifestyle. Why? Because sometimes it feels easier to give up. Sometimes, even I wonder, “Why me?” But some days are better than others, and the good days win that I am grateful for.  
I finished my studies at Iona College and obtained my CPA when I returned home. I built a practice. I was always lenient with my staff. If I noticed someone was not focused or missing a step, I would give them time to regroup. I called it “a cartoon day”. When they returned, they worked. When someone was out of the office, people would notice and say, “uh oh, Joe gave someone a cartoon day.” I still watch cartoons daily from 7 a.m. to 8 a.m. It’s an hour free from thinking, and cartoons still make me laugh. My staff needed that too.  
To be honest, I don’t know what is in store for me; I’m living on borrowed time. I try not to dwell on it, because my biggest problem can be in my head. My wife once asked, “Are you going to give up?” I responded, “No, I’ll never do that”.  
You see, when I visit my doctors in the Bronx, they often come to my door with medical residents and interns and say, “Don’t get angry with me.” They have read my file, and can’t help but ask, “How are you still alive?” The doctors encourage them to talk to me and urge these young people to just listen, “Forget what you read, just meet him, let him tell you.” 
I always tell the same story, “Please, remember when you deal with veterans, don’t just look at the chart. You need to talk to them, find out their story, know what turns them on, turns them off, learn how you can help besides just writing prescriptions.” 
In 2020, I came out of spinal surgery at Danbury Hospital. I was paralyzed. Three months passed, and I wasn’t getting better. I had blood transfusions; I was on a respirator and was then released to Burke. Burke said they couldn’t treat me. So, I was transferred to White Plains Hospital where I went through more testing but was still no closer to a diagnosis.  
	 

	 
 

	 


 
I couldn’t get out of bed, and so, was then transferred to Columbia. I had no choice but to undergo an additional series of testing, which led to being diagnosed with ALS. After a month at Columbia, they stated, “We can’t do anything else.” They educated my wife on how to care for me, and encouraged her to take me home, and make me comfortable. I had 24-hour care, and my family was told that, “I may make it to the end of the year.” My friends and family would come for short visits, look somber, and then leave the room to cry.  
When I was told, “Joe, you are going to die, but not today.” I heard, “You are going to die.” I didn’t know what to think or to do, but I have strong faith. As a young boy, I had the desire to be a priest, but that went to the wayside when I met my wife. I knew I had a choice, and as a very independent person both personally and professionally, I chose to fight. I had to fight for all I had in life through school and work, and I knew that with my faith, a lot of prayers and determination, I could save my own life.  
At that time, I was lying in bed, watching everyone else take care of me. My wife was working as a teaching assistant, paying the bills, someone else was maintaining my home, and I was a vegetable. All I could do was say, “Thank you.” But that is not my style.  
I met with my physical therapist and she stated, “As long as you’re willing to fight, I will stand with you.” If I was willing to put up with the pain, then I could progress. I’ve always been a glass is half full type, and I knew I could and would put in the work.  
I recall one time, my wife saw my struggle, and I told her I made my peace with dying. I don’t want to leave, but I have no choice. I assured her that she would be fine. She told me she didn’t want our kids to take care of her, she wanted me. I can’t just throw the cards in. We only make it around once, and no matter how difficult, you must work at it. And so, I did. It’s best to remember our destiny is not a matter of chance, it is a matter of choice.    
I came home in February 2021. I was being helped out of bed, walking with a walker, with an aide moving my feet. It was almost a year before I could move myself. I couldn’t stand without falling, and just sitting up in a chair was difficult. The VA initially declined my stair master and scooter stating, “He won’t make it.” But my physical therapist fought for me. Now, I have a level of independence. Every doctor tells me my progress is nothing short of a shocking miracle. What they don’t realize is that I was counting on this miracle every day as I moved forward with strong will and faith.   
Believe it or not, I still practice accounting. The doctors at VA encouraged me too. It keeps my mind moving. When I was in Columbia I wrote to my clients and allowed them to see others. They chose to stick with me. There was one time when something needed to be done. My daughter worked beside me, and the nurse commented, “He’s so sick, I can’t believe he is working.” But that’s how I operate. When I work now, my wife looks at me, amazed. I get into my work, and I fall back into the old me.  
My message to someone suffering with any disease. “If you don’t have good faith and don’t believe in something, you won’t make it. It’s too hard to fight alone. You need help.” It took me many years to understand the importance of accepting others’ offers; it makes life easier. It’s still hard for me to accept that I need help from others. I can’t, and probably never will, get that through my head. No matter how much the doctors, my family and friends try, they don’t understand how I feel.  
Last month the psychiatrist said there was nothing else he could do for me. He said, “Do you want drugs? Fine, I will give you more, but you will sleep all day.” The psychologist, though, gives me tools, and things 
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to think about. Unfortunately, there is no magic pill to take away all I’ve been through. I try not to show how it weighs on me, as they get upset. I’m the go-to-guy for it all whether it’s marital, or financial advice, they say, “call Joe.” I enjoy that, because that’s who I am.  
Now, I feel like I’m missing a step. They don’t want to bother me as if it’s a burden. But it’s what I want to do. I would rather say I tried and couldn’t, than say I should’ve, would’ve, could’ve”.  
Above all, don’t give up. I may have been counted out, but I never heard the reference. Everyone suffers. I want to leave here, whenever that day comes, and know that I tried, not like my friend, who gave up after his diagnosis. We all have to accept the challenges so that we can one day feel delight of victory.  
All those years ago, as we were disembarking on a ship to South Vietnam, a Chaplin led a service. He said some prayers and stated, “You must realize where you are going, and some will not come back.” Why, as a Veteran, would I go and put myself in harm’s way to come home and give up? I dodged a bullet, and I came home to live life.  
Those of us who must live one day with a mental and or physical disability, be it military induced or some other circumstance, not by choice, carry a burden that time may never heal. It’s at that point that all we want to do is break down under the heavy burden and take the easy way out. Do not be anything but who and what you are and try hard to do it perfectly. 
But in these moments when daily struggles feel endless and are exhausting in real life and in real time, we remind ourselves: someone is relying and depending on us for strength and security. Someone looks up to us for comfort and unconditional love when life throws fastballs and life seems impossible.  
That is when you dig deep, find the courage to put the ailments aside and move forward, just as many of us did during our military service. Knowing that every day brings a new set of challenges along with a host of choices we can either lie down or keep running the race with the finish line in full view.  
Why keep running? Because you are not only surviving, you are living with dignity, finishing what you started here, and best of all inspiring those you leave behind, and that is what truly matters.  
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