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Prologue

From the top of the dunes, Caroline breathed in the salt air and watched sleepily as a fishing boat moved out to sea. It was almost dawn; the moon had faded and white combers rolled into shore. She sat on the cold, soft sand, holding her knees to her chest. The boat, the coming light, the smell of brine and tar mingled to evoke something from the past, something that always lingered close to the edge of her memory. Wrapped in a sea mist, she listened to the waves breaking and rolling to shore. She could feel the sea’s breath, salty and damp. She closed her eyes and saw him, felt his breath on her face.

Chapter 1

Kieran McKenna’s physical strength brought respect and he was smart enough, but he graduated at the top of his OCS training because of his stubbornness; he wouldn’t let anything or anyone beat him. He was commissioned a Second Lieutenant. Five months later, after 30 days leave – two of which he spent in New York with Caroline Jensen – he arrived at an EVAC in Long Bihn. He spent the next year there, with a few trips to Saigon for additional training and R&R.

American military advisers had been in Vietnam since the late 1950s, but what became the American War began in 1964. Following the false reports of enemy aggression in the Gulf of Tonkin, the United States Congress gave President Johnson broad authority to conduct the war. Seven months later, the first American combat troops landed. By the end of 1965, American aircraft were bombing North Vietnam and the first anti-war demonstrations took place in the United States. Caroline Jensen was marching in those demonstrations and Kieran McKenna was fighting in that war. 

#

Kieran was twenty-two years and five months old when he arrived “in country”. That made him the oldest member of his platoon. He commanded troops who looked after the wounded, cared for the sick and enforced sanitary procedures. Sometimes he went on patrol with the infantry, slept where they slept, ate what they ate, and lived under combat conditions.

At those times, Kieran was in charge of field triage. It was his job to determine the seriousness of injuries and decide who should be treated immediately, who should be sent to a hospital, and who wasn’t going to make it. The ones with minor wounds were treated last. He carried a twenty-pound pack containing medications, bandages, intravenous solutions and other equipment. 

In his area, there were more sick soldiers than wounded. Malaria, fevers, and infections were common. His job with them was to determine which should be seen by a physician. Officially, he was a non-combatant, but after his experience in the field, he volunteered to stand watch on ambushes. Although he was assigned a 45-caliber pistol, he began to carry an M16 rifle as well. He was determined to do all he could to make sure his men made it through their tour. In return, those same men did all they could to protect him and make his life easier.
#

When Kieran left the U.S. in November 1966, he had 185 corpsmen assigned to him. Twenty-three of them were dead by the end of the year. These men had trained together and deployed together. They knew each other well, a definite advantage in hairy situations. They respected and depended on each other, but the trust and camaraderie that aided them in battle proved to be a curse when one of them was killed. Each time one of them died, the others felt they had lost a little of themselves, too, like a piece of their humanity had been torn away. Kieran felt this most of all, because he believed he was personally responsible for the lives of all of them.

Chapter 2

Caroline Jensen had loved a boy, and she kept on loving him in the hope that she, or he, or time could make it work. She was borne into her love for Kieran McKenna in a naïve and first-sight sort of way, and it had made her unable to see clearly. But she loved him. He was the only person she ever desperately wanted to see, to be with for endless time. All that was wrong with them together didn’t matter when she thought of the alternative. She knew it would hurt too much not to love him. She persisted in loving him. 

When she was twenty, Kieran McKenna went to Vietnam and she never saw him after that, not until many years later when she was married and pregnant and he was unwell. But she thought of him at the most unexpected times, and it bothered her, interfered with her. His name escaped her lips in the night and tears fell from her tightly closed eyes. When she was at a party, she would see the back of a tall man and think of Kieran’s muscled back doing the butterfly stroke in the ocean. Was Kieran somewhere remembering her when he saw a tall lanky girl with hair to the middle of her back? If she let a man kiss her deeply, she got a bad taste in her mouth and made excuses to stop. Did Kieran kiss other girls and think of her mouth and her tongue? But thinking of him with someone else made her feel sick. His hands on her, his soft, husky voice – those memories were too fresh. His funny faces, his silly jokes and his laughter were too vivid.  

What she wanted was to pull back a crisp white sheet and see him lying naked on his side. She wanted to quietly crawl in next to him and press her nakedness against his back. She wanted him to turn and pull her to him and press her head against his chest, stroke her hair and whisper, “Mmmmm, you’re here. Now everything’s okay.” When she unlocked the door to her apartment, she wanted him to be there, waiting for her. Wait for me, she thought; I’m waiting for you.

#

With Kieran gone, Caroline had no one to anticipate. With her family all gone – her mother dead, her father in Minnesota, her married sister in Pennsylvania, Caroline no longer had anyone to rage against. And she had spent the last many years living and going forward because of the power of that rage. With no family to fight, no mother to hate, she felt lost, with no map to herself. She felt if she couldn’t find her way to herself, she would never find her way to Kieran again either, never find her way into his arms, never hear his love sounds in the night, never hear his voice teasing her, whispering, “Cara...”  

An old T-shirt he had left at her parents’ beach house was the only connection she still had to him. She held it against her cheek and breathed in the smell of him that she imagined still lingered there – sweat, the sea, breath and sex – all the summers since she was fifteen. 
Chapter 3

Kieran volunteered to go into combat zones with his heavy medic’s pack; he was aware of the urgency of his job more than at any other time. Field wounds were so immediate. The men hadn’t been haphazardly patched up. They didn’t have intravenous solutions entering their veins. Morphine hadn’t been administered.

Once, when the company he was with was ambushed in their sleep, he ran from the rain of fire, not thinking of the other men. Serpentining in a crouch for what seemed like hours, he fell into a ditch half-filled with stagnant water. The air was sucked from his chest and his face fell into the swampy filth. When he lifted it, sputtering, he remained as he was, listening. Was it his heart pounding so hard that suffocated him? Or was it the sound of footfalls coming through the brush? 

Experienced troops could sense the advance of the Vietcong, even when there was no sound, nothing to give them away before a surprise attack. But he was unused to the life of the infantry. Frantic, he dug and slogged his way to his feet again. He looked back into the darkness, but he couldn’t tell the difference between the earth and the sky. There was no moon and even the stars gave no light. Nothing could be distinguished in the mess behind him. But he thought he could smell the sweat and breath of a nearby body. He saw ghostly shapes moving in the black jungle. He realized, in growing panic, he did not know where he was, which way to go, how to find his way to safety. As he ran on, he began to cry. He wanted it to be over; he wished he were dead.

When Kieran was facing death, seeing it grasping for him in a host of inexplicable ways, the image of dying heroically for his country changed: it was death coming with a jolt of pain and absolute panic, leaving nothing of who he was or might become. Only a bloody carcass to be zipped into a body bag – if he was found; if not, lying where he’d fallen, rotting in the jungle where even the wild animals wouldn’t risk coming for him. 

#

On those days when he’d wanted to die, to end the misery all around him, he had brooded about what might have been... if there had been no war... if there had been no bombs or booby traps, no advance or retreat, no helicopter rescues, no death... He understood, perhaps better than most, what the dead had sacrificed. He saw, and would see, his men and hear their voices until the end of his days. 

The thing that disturbed Kieran in the most unexpected way was the many times Caroline’s face drifted in front of him in the midst of his work or in his dreams. Sometimes she was an angel-like figure come to care for him, protect him, hold him tenderly. Sometimes she was a sinister image lurking nearby. Sometimes he was making love to her and was only aware of parts of her body. But he knew it was her. 

Would she, if he cried out for her now... would she hear his burdened heart carried on the wind? And if she held his rough heart tightly against her breast, would it be consumed by her devastating, wonderful, living, breathing heart? But he didn’t want to remember joy, her smile, the smell of her. If only he could forget her...

Chapter 4

Standing in the doorway to the balcony, her back to the party inside, Caroline looked out across the city. She knew several men were watching her. Her recently cut hair was parted in the middle and fell in waves to just below her shoulders. A fringe of bangs skimmed her eyes – people said she looked like the English super-model Jean Shrimpton. She wore a sleeveless Pucci-style mini-dress and low-heeled black patent leather pumps with tuxedo bows. Her long legs, covered in pale aqua tights, drew everyone’s eyes. The way she crossed the room, not looking at anyone, seemed to compel everyone to watch her. 

Caroline stepped out onto the balcony, despite the chill wind, glad to escape the loud, bright room. Immediately, she smelled some foul tobacco and jerked her head around. His back leaning against the brick wall, a man, mostly hidden in the shadows, was smoking a cigarette. When he sucked in the tobacco, the tip of his Gaulloises burned brighter and she looked in his eyes. She felt she had seen him somewhere before, but she couldn’t remember where. Though his stance seemed full of confidence, when she held his gaze, he looked away shyly. When he lifted his cigarette to his mouth again, she thought she knew who he was. Hadn’t she seen those long fingers playing the piano in a club in the Village a few weeks ago? 

A flawless Roman nose, wide apart, almost Asian eyes with long, straight lashes, sharp cheekbones, his hair rippling onto his forehead and curling behind his ears, a somewhat pointed chin above an elegant throat. Though his face was quite beautiful, his skin was pale, almost translucent. Intriguing.

André Novak’s unusual appearance, his charm and beautiful manners tended to make people wonder if he were some obscure Eastern European prince. He looked patrician, even in his standard uniform of tight jeans and a black turtleneck that covered his prominent Adam’s apple. An oversized Rolex dominated his narrow left wrist and a gold signet ring was worn casually on his right pinkie. There was a certain detachment about him; he was charismatic, but with an aloofness that made him seem aristocratic. He had an accent, too, which lent mystery. People imagined all kinds of things about him – and he let them.  

#

Caroline had first seen Andrzej Maria Novak at a club where he was playing in a trio composed of a bass player, a drummer and him on piano. After the night of the party, she went back to the club again. Although she sat at a table in the back, he noticed her. He asked a waiter to bring her to the back room during a break and asked her and her friend Nancy for a drink at an after-hours place. After that, she started to come every Friday and to talk to him during breaks and have a drink with him and his group of musicians and some important fans – the club owner, a Broadway actor, a real estate developer – after the shows. 

André asked Caroline to go with him to hear a string quartet at Julliard, to see a political play at the Theater in the Square, and to dinner at an extraordinary restaurant – Pollo something – at the end of an alley smelling of urine on the lower East Side. Although she had lived in the City for two years, André showed her places she would never have ventured to on her own. And he could talk for hours and never bore her. In fact, everyone listened to him, other musicians most of all. 

He was a classically trained pianist who simply preferred the freedom – and suited the egotism – of jazz. He knew composition and could demonstrate a variety of techniques on piano, guitar, mandolin, cello and viola. He played several woodwind instruments, as well. He preferred acoustic instruments, but could play electric ones in ways no one had heard before. He could make the guitar sound like a summer rain and the flute like an Arab woman mourning the death of a child.

Three months after they first met on the balcony, André invited Caroline to his room in a residential hotel, where he sat and smoked his French cigarettes and stared at her. She was uncomfortable at the intensity of his eyes. Despite the time they had spent together, she didn’t feel she knew him at all. He had barely kissed her in the months they had gone out together. She sipped her cognac and looked at her hands in her lap.  

André was tall – though not much taller than Caroline – and very thin; she could see every rib and vertebra when he removed his sweater. She was startled. What was he going to do? He walked to the window with a lazy, loose gait and pulled down the shade. He came and sat on the bed next to her; his piercing eyes seemed to want to devour her soul. His skin was covered in goose bumps. When he kissed her, his lips were calloused and his mouth tasted of cigarettes.  

#

Having an affair with a celebrated foreigner gave Caroline a certain caché among her friends and coworkers. He was older, he was fawned over at parties, he always seemed the smartest person in the room. Caroline developed a kind of charm combined of her artlessness, passion for causes and instinctive intelligence. André’s friends adored her because she was open and friendly – and unimpressed by their fame. She complimented their talent, but quickly moved on to ask how they grew up, what inspired them, what scared them. She was an innocent – and looked it, with her fresh-scrubbed face and wide eyes – in the after-hours clubs where the smell of marijuana was in the air and it was known that some of their group disappeared into the bathroom to shoot heroine or snort cocaine. She wasn’t interested in taking drugs, even to experiment, and she hated the taste of liquor; moderate amounts of beer or wine was all she drank – as well as the fruit brandies André forced on her.

André wanted to see her every day. Caroline felt certain he would propose eventually. She wondered if she could be happy with him. She thought she wanted happiness – or at least contentment. Didn’t everyone? But every time she seriously considered marriage, Kieran came to mind.

What was he doing now? He was probably with someone, maybe even married. But, oh, she would love to see him. And despite her principles, she suspected she would go with him if he asked her to. Knowing by now that he would never ask, protected her from herself; she could let herself be receptive to André’s appeal, because she knew she would never again be at the mercy of her desire for Kieran’s devastating love.

#

Caroline knew heartache was real; she knew a heart could break. She felt a sharp pain in her chest and sometimes gagged from the desolation she felt. She lost her appetite and had to force herself to eat just one quarter of a peanut butter sandwich or some oatmeal. There was no easy cure. Time must pass. Caroline knew she was developing a callus over her wounded heart. And that was how she felt finally: hard and protective. And, whereas, André seemed to need her strength and shelter, Kieran never had. He had been the strong one; he had been the brave one. She had been the innocent held in the crook beneath his shoulder as they walked together on the boardwalk or sidewalk.

Chapter 5

Kieran survived until his DEROS, and came back in one piece. But he returned a man of regrets; the war had scarred him deeply. He carried the useless deaths of his men – and the enemy – on his soul. Like a wounded animal, he sought cover. 

The stateside doctors told him he was lucky. But he didn’t see it that way. His survival wasn’t luck; it was an intolerable burden. A whimsical God had spared his life when so many others were losing theirs. He had failed the dead. He had failed to protect them, failed to keep them alive, failed to bring them safely home again.

When he thought about his deployment, he didn’t remember dates, but he did remember, with complete clarity, the fear and vulnerability he felt in that rotten, putrid place, the fetid smell of the jungle, the contorted faces of the dying men he tried to save. Sometimes he would remember an exact date, but not because of the rush of blood from a gaping wound he had been unable to stanch, but because he had received an old copy of Life magazine that day. He would remember something inconsequential – a smell, a song, a snatch of conversation. Then he would dissect it, analyze it from every perspective, and before he knew it, another memory he thought he’d forgotten was fresh in his mind. And then another. Often he ended up creating a narrative of his own life, a play in which he was both a character and an observer. He could see precisely where he had been and remember exactly what he was feeling, what was going on around him, who else was there, the temperature, the angle of the sun, the depth of his misery. Sometimes the absolute accuracy of the memory terrified him and he had to force himself back, sweating and shivering. 

#

On the day Kieran arrived at his parents’ house in Penn’s Hall – he didn’t feel it was his home anymore – he stood on the porch for a few minutes, letting the past come back to him. Feelings from his youth, a million years ago, nudged the edges of his awareness, memories of his childhood, a sense of security. A trick of the eye made it look like his house, his neighborhood, the same sidewalks and street signs, but it no longer gave safe refuge. 

His life had been interrupted, not just by time or place, but by brutality, truth, and pain -- pain as in the original Latin: punishment; a fine or a penalty. He had no illusions he would be greeted as a hero when he returned. Except for his parents, he wasn't sure anyone would be happy to see him. As it was, his father could barely look at him, and they never talked about what had happened. He was maligned, ignored, and cursed, but he stubbornly continued wearing his fatigues. I was there. I’m still there. You could never understand.
He knew men in his father’s bar and women in church looked at him and wondered what he had done over there. Did he burn villages, rape women, kill babies? They’d watched the news and they wanted to ask, “Excuse me, but did you do any of those things?” 

#

At the corner candy store, kids bought comics about the war. They were dark and violent cartoons of American GIs fighting Vietcong soldiers. The VC wore the typical Vietnamese farmer’s broad-brimmed hat. The intruding jungle hid their booby traps of bamboo.

When Kieran had left for Vietnam in 1966, he was all spit and polish. His Government-Issue buzz cut showed his skull. He wore a crisp First Lieutenant’s uniform. He was naïve and full of himself. He covered his fear with bravado. He was indomitable. Indestructible. Immortal. Deep down, though, deeper than he wanted to look, he knew he would rather be in a coma, in jail, working with lepers – anywhere but where he was, waiting to be shipped out.

When he came back, he had long hair and a Fu Manchu mustache. He wore a flop hat, battle fatigues, and the Arapahoe boot moccasins one of his buddies had given him. Dark circles framed his sunken eyes and grim lines marked his mouth. He was hard, but thinner than he had been since he was fourteen. 

One evening, when he had gone to drop something off at the bar for his mother – he didn’t do his drinking there – he saw old Charlie in the kitchen. Charlie had worked for Kieran’s father since Kieran was a boy, first as a clean-up man and to unload beer deliveries and then, when his father started serving breakfast and lunch, as a short order cook. To Kieran he always seemed to understand what was really going on with everyone, but was wise enough to keep all their secrets. When Kieran had had an affair with a much older waitress during his college years, Charlie knew it would happen before Kieran did, but he never said a word to Kieran or, more importantly, to Kieran’s father. 

“Hey, man, how ya doin’? I heard you was back home. Good to see ya,” Charlie said, glancing up from his chopping block.

“Yea, thanks. How’s it goin’ for you?”

“My boy’s over there now...” Charlie looked Kieran straight in the eye with a look of both worry and pride.

“Oh, shit.”

“It’s all right, man. He’s a clerk. Shouldn’t see any action.”

“I hope that works out for him, man.”

“Well, if it don’t, better not no one tell his mama...” Charlie tried to laugh.

“I heard she was a hard woman.”

“Had to be, to put up with me!” Charlie chuckled. “Listen, bro, I’m glad to see you made it back with all your faculties. Your dad was nothin’ but scared the whole time you were gone. Bitched and moaned and groaned about the ‘bloody’ war all day and night! Maybe now he’ll get back to hisself again.”

“I hope I can get back to myself...” Kieran mumbled, turning to hide the surprise of tears in his eyes.

“Well, Kieran, I gotta get back to work. Power to you, bro!” He could tell Kieran was on the verge of losing it.

“Thanks, Charlie. See you around.” He left the back way.

Kieran didn’t know that his mother and father had spent Sundays and many Wednesdays in church praying for Kieran’s safe return. But his mother told Kieran about his father going to Mass regularly for the first time since he was a boy, and to Confession for the first time since they were married. When they heard Kieran was on his way home, even his mother didn’t know his father had gone to church alone that morning. He kneeled on the prie-dieu before the Virgin, bent his head and wept. He did not think God needed to hear any words; his tears were his prayer.

