Why They Come

And so they come, 20, 100, 400, all ages and sizes, to listen to a gray haired woman who is about to turn 80. Attired in jungle fatigues nearly 60 years old, she gingerly takes her seat on the stage.

They come to hear her story, a memoir from the past when our country found itself mired in a war for which there was no victory, no celebration. There were no songs for that war, such as “When Johnny comes marching home”. They came home, not marching, just quietly landing at a strange airport. Not being applauded by patriots praising their service. Not being celebrated or proclaimed heroes. Just sneaking back into their home country and trying to get on with the rest of their lives.

And so they come, many of them who remember that war and what life was like when they were teenagers looking forward to graduation. But our country was embroiled in a war then and the government needed young men to serve. Some volunteered, others were drafted. 

And so they come, with white hair and long beards, with wrinkled faces, balding heads and crooked smiles. Sometimes they come with a spouse; sometimes with a grandchild or a son or daughter. They come because they remember the way it was. The way things changed overnight.

Yet others come because they’ve heard about this time in our country’s history before they were born. This time, when their grandparents were faced with a chance to serve their country in a foreign land that few people had heard of. They come because an older relative spoke of this period, and hoped that others would not forget the past, but learn for the future.

 So, who is this person that so many have come to listen to? She’s a nurse, long since retired, humbled by Parkinson’s disease. Over five decades ago, she said yes to joining the Army and found herself practicing her newfound nursing skills miles away from home. At first, she was nowhere near the war, until the orders came that placed her directly in the middle of the conflict. As she boarded the already packed plane, a single thought drifted by. The young men with seats belted, were going to fight; she was going to patch-up the wounded and help return them to their loved ones.

 As a nurse, she found herself dealing with severed limbs, bandaged heads, sucking chest wounds, missing eyes, malaria and burns. She would hold the hand of a dying soldier and give words of encouragement, even when she couldn’t guarantee the outcome. She herself came home with no visible wounds but would soon learn of the hidden effects from sprayed chemicals leading to Parkinson’s Disease. For others, the trauma of the war would lead to PTSD. Few individuals go to war and return unchanged.   

And so they come, to listen as she shares her tale of that year long ago, Remember, she reminds them. Remember the men and women who served, and thank them anytime you can.

