The Nightmare
NKP & Across the River

[bookmark: _Hlk188885872]In a land far away, a shadowy creature crosses the entry to my humble lodgings.  A quite pleasant dream, still hanging just above my head, struggles to crowd out the darkened judgment awaiting outside.  Perhaps it is not my time?  The ethereal demon pauses again to check his list to make certain the correct one has been chosen.  My closed eyes sense a sliver of light as my door mutely opens.  I have a sensation that the evil spirit is nearby now.  Abruptly, I feel the dreaded touch of an outstretched hand.  It is my time.  No words were spoken.  No words were needed.  Opening my eyes, I witness the apparition hovering over me.  It turns quickly; hopeful I will not strike out to make it vanish.  I discern it will not leave until I am ready to follow.  The echoes of the past now arise: “The more you feel it, the less you show it.” I am now trying to do just that in the confusion my mind has yet to grasp.  That is what I have been told to do.  That is what all those who have been chosen before me have been told to do.  I am no different.
Still, with sleep clouding my vision, I nevertheless know I must follow.  Not until a black shroud has covered my naked body doth the figure depart - the yellow parchment scribing the others in his demand clutched tightly in his fist.  It soundlessly moves on with no celerity, halting briefly outside each door to seek the others who are to receive his command.
I now see them all - the others the creature has chosen.  All are clothed in the same black as I.  We are sluggishly moving in the same manner, in the same direction, toward the same place.  I pause to glean a cumbrous mesh of cloth made in the likeness of a coat of many pockets.  They are all filled with strange objects.  One such item declares it will allow me to talk to others far away.  A large rectangle of clothlike material portrays illustrations of streams and mountains of unknown places.  A cross with the color red hiding more secrecies is there.  And I witness strange little tablets claiming they will magically make dirty water clean.  Items I surely will never use.  Should I do so, they will most certainly be for only once and for naught, as they will be for the last time.  
As I tighten the leather strap around my middle, I look at its holster, sheltering the last thing I will ever remember holding - if this day comes to that.  My mind abruptly turns to happier times.  Times when the good guys fastened similar buckles.  In a dream, I see a masked man riding a white stallion.  Silver bullets are shining round his belt of black leather.  I vividly remember him.  He is a good guy.  He wears all white, radiating goodness and mercy, always departing before gratitude can be bestowed.  I am dressed in black.   He is gone now.
The stairway that leads to my journey is getting closer.  I see but three steps.  They are ascending rather than leading downward into the hardened material that covers the earth beneath my feet.  A goodly sign, I believe, until I reach the uppermost of the ladder.  There, my only choice is to turn leftward, bow my head, and shuffle up an incommodious coffin-like passageway.  The others are there.  Chosen ones such as I, they only nod.  There is no talk; there is no hint of fortnight’s bandy and jocularity; there are no smiles; there is no outward sign of what lies ahead.  Only the stark memory of the ancient words the old one spoke many years before resounds through the sweltering darkness.  “The more you feel it, the less you show it.”  Our dogma.  Our sacred pledge.  The covenant we all share.  You must not show it, no matter how much you feel it.
My vault is ascending now.  The stench of the ever-present heat is gone. The dim gloom no longer feels deathlike.  The air is becoming cooler – a restoring pause masking what is onward. As night begins to die, a slip of light over the water begins to reach out to me.  At first just a glimmer, it is now becoming larger and more marvelous by the moment.  It is now so bright that one’s stare must turn away.  Is this what it is like?  
As I am driven to look away, flowing beneath my wings is a narrow waterway.  No, it is not a simple watercourse that I see.  It is the river separating good and evil.  Perchance the difference between the two is as this - a stream with twists and turns and currents.  From my perch, I can view both sides – the evil one to the East and my home to the West.  It seems so serene, meandering left and right, in and out, around each obstacle in its path.  I know of no peace living down there.  I have seen one dip his toes into its coolness on the West, only to be swept away after moving too close to the other side, never to be seen again.   
Ahead, a rainbow magically appears in the morning mist.  Unlike Dorthy’s encounter with the witches, her wicked witch of the West is my good witch.  Her good witch of the North is my dreaded one - the one I am here to conquer.  In this unholy place, everything is turned around.  All is backward and upside down.  This day we are not going over the rainbow.  Over the river is where you’ll find me.  
I am not alarmed that I am crossing over to that place.  I must go.  We all must go.  You see, “The more you feel it, the less you show it.”  It is true.  I know so.  That is why we go.  I am intensely trying to live those words.  Yet with each labored breath, they become further from my reach.  It has been whispered by the wise ones that some souls manage to return to the West.  They cross back over the river of death.  Foretold by them, that journey is of certainty only if it is the will of the one who resides in the heavens.  Until the chosen one’s name is penned in the Book of Life, the distance to the river will always be afar.  
Perchance my name will be in that book.  If so, for only today and not the morrow?  Will the shadow creature in black again see my name, only to once more rouse me from my dreams?  From beyond the only reality I have remaining, a thought enters my being.  What if I can feel it less?   Maybe just a little.  Will I then show it more?  I ponder that forbidden contemplation only for the slightest moment.  No one has ever breached that sacred oath or broken that sacred vow.  That is, no one that I have ever again witnessed.  Perhaps, if I am one of the blessed ones and show it just a little more, my name will never again be scribed upon the list; the list of the chosen ones; the chosen ones on the yellow parchment; the parchment the beast carries while the darkness is able to still mask its movements.  Perchance, the name I was christened at birth will no longer be slandered as one of his chosen ones.  If so, I humbly pray that the paper carried by the beast can no longer hold my curse.  If it is so written, I have only to go back across the river one more time.  Just one more time.
										Dennis Swartz


Key to Nightmare


The creature coming in the door,
Each morning in the dark,
Was one of us all dressed in black
His job to check the mark.

You see each day our aircraft left
When night became daytime,
It was the end of peaceful sleep
To fly just one more time.

If we were passed to sleep some more,
That meant we didn’t fly.
At least that day were safe from harm
Our death once more, deny.

Yes, fear is what you feel each day
But never to be shown.
The more you feel, the less you show.
The hidden truth unknown.

Survival vests are passed around
And filled with useful things.
To maybe help and maybe not
When bad guys break our wings.

And some like me, I guess because
I yearn for long ago.
My belt of black, my pistol there
To conquer any foe. 

Unlike our hero all in white
Our uniform is black.
But like the Ranger all alone
We never do look back.

Yes, fear is what you feel each day
But never to be shown.
The more you feel, the less you show.
The hidden truth unknown.

The tunnel hot and coffin like
Was where we climbed each day.
Our plane that crossed the river cold,
The Mekong showed the way.

We might return or we might stay,
The willing of our fate.
But if we do, the time is brief, 
Tomorrow will not wait.
As Dorothy in the land of Oz, 
The West her witch abode.
Our upside down was North to us,
That’s where we found our code.

Our mission there to seek and find
The bad who lie in wait,
We heard their sounds, knew what they said,
And then we sealed their fate.

Back West some go - the lucky ones -
Back home to NKP.
Back home to sleep another night
Their nightmare soon to be.

Or will it be in morning dark
When creature comes around,
And pass you up, your friends to choose,
And leave you on the ground.

No one I knew, at least I thought
Had ever feared to fly.
No one I knew, at least I thought
Had ever feared to die.

No one I knew, at least I thought
Had ever mentioned fear.
No one I knew, at least I thought
Had ever shed a tear.

I guess those words that echoed through
Our bedroom every night -
Those haunting words of flyers old
Will never pierce the light.

Those words of what you feel each day
But never to be shown.
The more you feel, the less you show.
The hidden truth unknown.

But, fear was what we felt each day
But never once addressed.
We had to hide it to survive,
Our courage to attest.

Our motto then Alone, Unarmed, 
And always Unafraid,
Was really just to hide the fear,
The daily cruel charade.                                  
