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The Missing Piece

When I was a little girl, I found an old, faded picture of my dad.  He was young and handsome and was being awarded the Purple Heart for his service in Vietnam.  Although I did not understand what it meant, I knew it was important, and it became embedded in my memory as a piece of the puzzle that I could not solve.  Today, fifteen years later, I live in New Jersey with my mom, still haunted by that photograph.  While I had always been proud of my dad being a Vietnam War Veteran, I never quite understood all that entailed.  It was only when I visited the Vietnam Memorial in Holmdel that I gained an appreciation for what my dad did during the war and how fortunate he was to have come home.

It was in the dead of winter, a day on which snow was piled high on every street corner and every rooftop as I entered the Memorial.  Frigid wind chilled me to my bones, and I realized it was not solely because of the temperature.  With each gust of wind, I felt within me the profound history and truth that accompanied so many men and women in their dedicated service to the United States.

I thought of my dad again; he was college-age when he was drafted, just a year older than I am now.  He did not have the choice to continue his education, but had to enter the armed forces.  No normal life for him – he was thrust into a life of warfare and bloodshed.  He was a “medic”, as he would say, a paramedic in a platoon of young men in a foreign country, f aced with death every single day of the calendar year, along with homesickness and fear.  The breathtaking Vietnam Memorial brought me to tears, and I wished I could have shared this experience with my dad.

I gazed on in silence around me, afraid that a single word would shatter the pristine reverence protecting the Memorial and all those whose memories reside within it.  As I looked at the pure white snow contrasting with the black stone upon which the names of fallen soldiers were engraved, I felt the cold nip at my ears.  But so what if I was uncomfortable?  What was it really in comparison to the pain and fear every soldier had to face?  I thought that I could withstand the cold for an hour in honor of those who went through so much more, for those who fought bravely and did not have to die so young.

Walking through the memorial, I could feel myself leaving the “World” and entering “Country”, surrounded by thick jungle greens in a line of infantry, hearing the open fire and praying to make it out alive.  This was a grizzly war that claimed countless lives.  And to hear that so many families could only be told that their children, their sons, brothers, fathers, were missing was heartbreaking.  It was a different time and an entirely different world that the youth of today can scarcely dream of, let alone relate to.  Were it not for those who actually lived it, who preserve its memory every day, we would have little appreciation and respect for what they did and how they were perceived.  My dad told me that unlike the soldiers in WWII, like his father before him, or any other war for that matter, Vietnam Vets were not met with cheers, smiling faces, or celebrations of any sort.  It was an unpopular war.  The soldiers stepped off the planes onto US soil after having been in battle for a long time and were greeted by anti-war demonstrators.  Hateful glares and jeers from the crowds were part of the welcome home that they received.  Right then, I wanted to tell my dad how proud I would have been, had I been there, and that I would have cheered him on for his bravery and courage.  But I was softly shaken out of my reverie, as it was time to move on to view more of the Memorial.

As I reached the middle of the complex and stood in awe of the sculpture, there, before me, were three Vietnam vets:  a fallen white man, a standing black man, and a kneeling Hispanic woman.  The standing man was reaching towards his fallen fellow soldier, perhaps saying he would tell his family or making one final, futile effort to save him.  The woman was tending his would:  a bullet shot to the chest.  I couldn’t help but wonder how many times my dad experienced this.  How many times was he the medic, trying to stop the bleeding of a lost cause?  How many times was he the man standing over his fellow soldier, perhaps a friend, watching him die helplessly?  And how many times was he the wounded man? – well, at least once when he was blow up, which resulted in him being permanently disabled.

We can spend our entire lives searching for who we are.  We look back on our experiences and memories that define us.  My memory is reflected in the black stone wall, black for the bleak and harrowing experiences of the war, and the gentle snow about it, embracing those experiences with innocence and hope.  The memorial instilled in me a great respect for those who served our great nation and for my dad, who unselfishly gave the best years of his life to preserve the freedoms, which I enjoy today living in this country.  Most of all, I learned that peace comes at a great cost…and that was the missing piece of my puzzle.

