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Debut novelist pens female-focused Vietnam-era story when Coming-of-Age meant 

Coming-of-Conscience in “The Fourteenth of September” 

Rita Dragonette deftly captures escalating tension, complex emotions of the times 

 
CHICAGO – Fifty years ago America was at a critical turning point in history as radical social and 

political unrest swept the nation. Tension built as the world watched the upheaval of change – from voting 

rights to feminism, from the assassinations of iconic leaders like civil rights activist Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr. and Democratic presidential nominee Robert F. Kennedy, to the promise of space travel. Above 

all, the Vietnam War came to a head, casting a shadow over American life that profoundly affected most 

aspects of that and every generation since.  

 

We think we know it well. And yet, with a half-century of distance, we’re only now fully appreciating the 

full impact and diversity of perspectives possible, and parallels to today, as evidenced by, for example, 

the recent Ken Burns PBS documentary “The Vietnam War.” Among what we’ve learned: we’ve only 

scratched the surface of the female stories of the time. 

 

In her compelling debut novel, “The Fourteenth of September” (Sept. 18, 2018, She Writes Press), author 

Rita Dragonette uses her personal experiences as a student during one of the most volatile years of the 

war and gives voice to the women of her generation. In the story, Private First Class Judy Talton 

celebrates her 19th birthday by secretly joining the antiwar movement on her college campus. As the 

recipient of an army scholarship and the daughter of a military family, Judy has a lot to lose. But her 

doubts about the ethics of war have escalated, especially after her birthdate is pulled as the first in the new 

draft lottery. If she were a man, she would have been among the first off to Vietnam with an under-fire 

life expectancy measured in seconds. The stakes become clear, propelling her toward a life-altering 

choice as fateful as that of any lottery draftee. 

 

“The Fourteenth of September” portrays a pivotal time at the peak of the Vietnam War through the rare 

perspective of a young woman, tracing her path of self-discovery and a “coming-of- conscience.” Judy’s 

story speaks to the poignant clash of young adulthood, early feminism, and war, offering an ageless 

inquiry into the domestic politics of protest when the world stops making sense.  

 

“Though women weren’t in danger of actually being drafted, they were ‘in it’ sharing fear, outrage, and 

activism, particularly during the days of the first Draft Lottery and Kent State, when it felt an age group 

— a generation — was in jeopardy, not a gender, even if that wasn’t always fully appreciated,” 

Dragonette says. “It’s an important perspective with a rich and complex backstory that has informed the 

involvement of women in protests through to and including today’s ‘Never Again’ movement.” 

 

“The Fourteenth of September” is available in paperback, eBook and as an audiobook at Barnes and 

Noble, Amazon, Audible, iTunes.  

 
 
 
 
 

mailto:cbaumgartner@agencyinmotion.com
https://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/the-fourteenth-of-september-rita-dragonette/1127630832
https://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/the-fourteenth-of-september-rita-dragonette/1127630832
https://www.amazon.com/Fourteenth-September-Novel-Rita-Dragonette/dp/1631524534
https://www.audible.com/pd/The-Fourteenth-of-September-A-Novel-Audiobook/B07H7V6HND?qid=1539616683&sr=sr_1_2&ref=a_search_c3_lProduct_1_2&pf_rd_p=e81b7c27-6880-467a-b5a7-13cef5d729fe&pf_rd_r=QKXA6TWY8CS8QRPP2T5B&
https://itunes.apple.com/us/book/the-fourteenth-of-september/id1324941412?mt=11
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About the Book 

 

“The Fourteenth of September” 

Rita Dragonette | September 18, 2018 | She Writes Press 

Paperback ISBN: 978-1631524530 | $16.95 

Ebook ASIN: B0787VTNX4 | Price: $9.95 

Historical Fiction | Women’s Fiction 

 

“Rita Dragonette has written a strong-hearted and authentic 

novel about a naive young girl and her struggle to reconcile 

the dissonance between the world she sees and the world she 

was raised to believe in. Judy is truly a quiet hero; you won’t 

forget her.”  

– Jacquelyn Mitchard, author of “The Deep End of the Ocean” 

and “Two if By Sea” 

 

 

“Meet Judy Talton, college student during some of the worst 

moments of the late 1960s. Torn between duty to country and her antiwar friends, between 

family and making her own way, she embodies every conflict of that tumultuous era. A 

beautiful, tautly written novel, Judy will long echo in your memory.”  

– Peter Golden, author of “Nothing Is Forgotten” 

 

“A brilliant depiction of how the urgency of political commitment complicates the self-

absorption of adolescence. This is a novel for those who marvel at the profound decisions 

we were called upon to make so young, but also for a new generation facing the crucial 

questions of the turbulent world that will define them.” 

– Barbara Shoup, author of “Looking for Jack Kerouac,” “An American Tune,” “Night Watch,” 

“Faithful Women,” “Wish You Were Here,” “Vermeer’s Daughter,” “Stranded in Harmony” 

and “Everything You Want” 

 

About the Author 

 

RITA DRAGONETTE is a writer who, after spending nearly 30 years telling the stories of others 

as an award-winning public relations executive, has returned to her original creative path. “The 

Fourteenth of September” is her first novel, and she is currently at work on her next three books, 

a World War II novel based on her interest in the impact of war on and through women, a 

homage to “The Sun Also Rises” following aging expats on their last dream, and a memoir in 

essays. Dragonette lives in Chicago, where she hosts literary salons showcasing authors and their 

works to avid readers. 

 

Awards and Recognition 

2018 American Fiction Awards, Best Cover Design: Adult Fiction, Finalist 

2018 American Fiction Awards, Literary, Finalist 

2018 Hollywood Festival, Honorable Mention, General Fiction 
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An Interview With 

Rita Dragonette 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How did you develop the characters in your “The Fourteenth of September,” and how 

much did you pull from your personal experiences as a young woman during the Vietnam 

War era? 

 

The story is actually based on my own circumstances during the time. I was in school on an 

army scholarship similar to ROTC, which was the only way I could afford college. I 

remember agonizing if being in the army and taking their money made me complicit in the 

war. The combination of the Lottery (choosing who, as we felt, was going to die as if in a 

game show) and then Kent State (watching the government shoot students just like us) 

challenged everyone. Even then, I felt it was a seminal time frame for my generation and an 

equal conflict — as much for a woman as for a man — and that the former wasn’t fully 

appreciated. 

  

So clearly, Judy, my protagonist, is based on what I experienced, though she’s been 

heightened — sometimes braver and more aware, sometimes not. I added attributes and 

issues she needed to support the story. 

 

That said, the story was never intended to be about me — only based on what went on 

during this very short time frame between mid-September of 1969 and May of 1970. It was 

actually a writing instructor who suggested I use my own story. I was telling him that my 

protagonist needed a conflict similar to what I had experienced, and he told me I’d never be 

able to come up with anything better — or more original — than what I actually went 

through. That gave me the “permission” I needed to use it  without feeling self-indulgent or 

even lazy. 
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Is it difficult to write characters based off of people you know? Does it add more pressure? 

It’s both easier and harder. I admit the first tendency is to model people you know, and 

certainly some are based on bits and pieces of actual people, and I’ve thanked them for what 

I’ve appropriated in the acknowledgments page of my novel. The few I’m still in touch with 

are a bit worried but shouldn’t be. There are two people I haven’t seen since the time frame 

of the novel that might recognize themselves to a degree that would be uncomfortable if I 

were to hear from them again. Since that is unlikely, I felt free to borrow and embellish. In 

the main, I’ve done what any writer would and pulled apart and combined aspects of people 

I knew or knew of, people I met after. I took terrific license with some and little with others. 

One pivotal character I created full-cloth, one woman is almost a complete 50/50: looking 

like one woman I knew, but having the personality of another.  As I proceeded with 

subsequent drafts I changed more and more of the characters to less resemble their “real” 

models, as I did the circumstances of the story. They began to “direct” who they needed to 

be. 

The names were actually harder to work through than the character descriptions. It was a 

time of what I call catch-phrase names. So there actually was someone named “Wizard”  — I 

just couldn’t improve on that. And the girls all had musical names.  I, of course, was “Lovely 

Rita,” and it was hard not to use that. I did use the actual name of one person who is gone 

now, as a homage. 

It’s appealing to go through the parallels between fact and fiction but also dangerous.  I 

probably wouldn’t have been able to publish this book while my mother was alive. And I 

want it on the record, for example, that although I based Judy on a lot of my experiences, 

that is NOT how I lost my virginity. 

 

So much of your book is about activism. How do you think what you lived through in 1969-

1970 relates to what we see happening right now in the United States? 

What keeps occurring to me when I see, for example, the responses to the protests after the 

last election, and, in particular, the “Never Again” movement is the similarity. If you look at 

the world today, you see how we’re questioning our top leadership and governing bodies.  

Like during the Vietnam War, the situation in the country inspires frustration, rage, and fear.  

You protest when you don’t have power. In the time frame of my story, the whole atmosphere 

— aside from genuine fear — was of being powerless. You had to be 21 to vote in those 

days, yet the majority of draftees where closer to 19. It felt like these old guys were using us 

as pawns, as they were playing with politics over a war that, by the end of 1969, no longer 

had any patriotic or save-the-world point. It was about pride. We’d never lost a war, and we 

weren’t going to lose this one. I don’t mean to oversimplify  — we were kids —we were 

focused on the equation: I could be sacrificed for a bad war/lost cause, just so  the U.S. 

doesn’t look bad.   
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Today, the presidential vote itself was a protest for certain segments of the population who 

felt they weren’t being heard. Having no power always feels like something is not fair. And 

when you can’t impact what you feel isn’t fair — you protest. Different tools are available 

at different times — voting, marching, property destruction, social media campaigns. The 

vehicles change, but the impulse is the same. The proper channels have let us down, so we 

turn to emotion — it’s rage. When that fear and rage are channeled into the political 

process, it can be positive. When the government appears entrenched in a point of view, it 

seems hopeless. 

Our answer was to hit the streets. The “Never Again” kids know they don’t have political power 

at their age; their answer is social media. They can organize more quickly, refine their messages 

and get them out, virtually instantaneously. If we’d had that during the Vietnam War, it would 

have ended much sooner. 

The roots of powerlessness in the face of death or unfair policies are the same, 1969 to 2018; the 

avenues for protest have vastly improved, though the “statement” of a huge march is equally 

powerful. Significantly, women’s voices are even stronger.  

 

You call this a coming-of-conscience novel. What do you mean by that? 

 

I think we’re all familiar with the coming-of-age novel, where a character grows into 

adulthood. Judy is only 19, and you could make a case for that for “The Fourteenth of 

September.” She does evolve from a wide-eyed, naive new recruit, into a member of the 

counterculture who accepts everything and goes with the crowd, and finally into what we’d 

probably call today a critical thinker with a mind of her own.   

Further, all her issues have to do with character. She works really hard to figure out who she 

is if she stays in the army and who she is if she leaves. She weighs the stakes, the impact, 

the consequences — and not only for her — for her family, for her country. Ultimately, she 

has to decide who she is and in many ways, who she will be ever after, before she can 

decide what she will do. That’s pretty heavy for a teenager. I think “coming-of-conscience” 

characterizes it much more specifically than “coming-of-age.”  

 

So many of the narratives of the Vietnam War are from the perspectives of men. Why was 

it important to you to write this book from the female perspective? Do you think the female 

perspective hasn’t been as prominent in our discussions of the Vietnam War? 

  

I think we generally think of and tell “war stories” through the soldiers that were actually 

fighting. I’m sure there are probably stories about mothers and girlfriends on the home 

front, and I know there was at least one memoir by a nurse who was in Vietnam. I was 

interested in the female point of view from another “front,” if you will, which was the 

campus, where so many of the draftee age men were. It was rarefied — no real parental 

influence, no real primary source information. We weren’t even allowed televisions in our 

rooms then, so even though Vietnam was, as they say, the first war that was in our living 

room every night, it wasn’t in the dorm room. Our information was word of mouth from 

each other, and we believed it. 
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As women, there was a responsibility to do whatever you could, in a way, to compensate for 

the fact that you weren’t in actual danger of losing your life. We led a lot of the antiwar 

activities, helped our friends and boyfriends dodge — which often included risky behavior 

like not eating — or cope, which often included drugs. We held hands, dried tears, offered 

physical comfort, listened to them rage, mopped up vomit, talked them down from bad trips, 

experienced survivor guilt. It felt like we were in it — we were in it. Judy’s dilemma is, of 

course, one of the most poignant in terms of guilt. She’s really in it  — all but her life is on 

the line. 

 

When discussing significant events in modern history, we often hear the phrase, “That’s 

not how I remember it.” In your research, did you come across anything that was different 

from how you remembered? And if this happened, how did you reconcile your memories 

that might have conflicted with other accounts? 

 

I think we all believe our memories are infallible, until they aren’t. Though “The Fourteenth of 

September” takes place in a time frame that isn’t strictly historical fiction, it had the same 

requirements: I couldn’t change the dates or the facts of actual events. When I checked my 

memory against research I was surprised by some of the line up: that the Draft Lottery was the 

day after Thanksgiving vacation, which was actually cruel, if you think about it. And the events 

of what I cover, roughly a six-month time frame, were tightly compressed. It was very difficult 

to work all the character development around the actual calendar. For example, I had to race a 

character with a high lottery number through dropping out and induction before Kent State, and I 

barely had a week to spare. In experience, this time frame seemed like years, but it was really 

very fast. 

 

The surprising facts that were larger in context had to do with the role of women during the war. 

I remember feeling very disenfranchised, yet I came across many sources who were indignant at 

that attitude and felt instead that women had actually led much of the antiwar movement. I ended 

up acknowledging that although there were always strong and vocal leaders, there was still 

tremendous sexism that intimidated many others. 

 

On your website, you talk about the ethics of unwinnable wars, and of course this seems 

relevant even now. Can you describe what you mean by unwinnable wars?  

 

It’s important to remember that by 1969 any vestige of patriotism around the Vietnam War had 

evaporated. It was down to a body count to offer leverage at the Paris Peace Talks. History 

shows that McNamara and others knew we couldn’t win but felt we couldn’t quit. We were 

constantly hearing that we couldn’t end the war because we’d never lost a war. It was about pride 

and face, reasons that simply were not felt by my generation to be worth dying for. And yet they 

kept the war going. 

 

As the Ken Burns documentary illustrated, the war was unwinnable for many reasons, including 

the fact that we didn’t understand the objective and culture of the country, or that of the enemy. 

And in the end, nothing was achieved. More recently, we clearly didn’t understand Iraq, and our 

current understanding of Korea and Syria is questionable. And yet we teeter on the brink. 
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This begs the question: Is it ethical to consider and follow through on a war you know you can’t 

win, or for which the cost will be too great to justify? Cooler heads have prevailed to keep us out 

of war for just these reasons since Vietnam. 

 

But today, with the tenuous world situation, we could be facing what looks to be an inevitable 

— and probably unwinnable — war (or wars) that will require far more soldiers than a 

volunteer military can provide. And, we continue to bend over backwards to avoid another 

military draft. These issues are the very subject of my novel.   How we faced them in the 

Vietnam era highly informs the caution and fear with which we’ll be approaching the 

current conflicts if they escalate. The world situation makes this story relevant to all 

audiences today.  

 

So many iconic moments in American history happened during this time period. Did one 

impact you more than others? How so? 

 

I think many people of that generation would tell you that Kent State was a breaking point. It 

began with a lie. The Nixon Administration had said we weren’t going into Cambodia — no 

expansion of the war — and it was bold-faced. Hard as it may be to believe today, media was 

limited, and we only heard and therefore assumed to be true — though obviously that was 

disavowed later on many levels — what we were told. And then here we were in Cambodia, after 

all. The protests were angry, of course. The war was being accelerated, not contained. It was 

outrageous, more young men would die. Of course, there were protests; of course, those protests 

would be on campus where the population of young men who would be sent to die was among 

the greatest.  

 

And then, unbelievably, students were shot dead at one of those protests. Basically, the 

government was killing students over free speech. When we heard it at my campus, we didn’t 

believe it at first. It was too fantastic, too horrible to comprehend…until we had to. It wasn’t 

enough that we could be sent to Vietnam to die, we could die here. I have a chapter in my book 

about that day and what we did in answer that is based on the campus I was on. It was not 

something I had to research. I remember every second. 

 

Likewise: so many iconic musicians came to fame during this era. Can you tell us who your 

favorites were? What did you listen to while writing this book? 

 

It actually wasn’t a matter of what I listened to; rather it was what I was inspired by. We were 

teenagers during Vietnam — and teenagers always believe that lyrics are speaking directly to 

them. By the time of the late sixties, because of what was happening in the world, the songs were 

no longer about lost love; they were about revolution and how to cope with what was happening 

in the world. We poured over the words, wanting to get every ounce of meaning. Music is very 

important in my novel. I even have a playlist — from the Cream to Pink Floyd. 

 

For me, the Beatles summed it up. The epigraph of the novel is “There will be an answer. Let It 

Be.” It’s a major theme of the book. 
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Finally, you host literary salons in your home. Tell us about them. 

 

About 10 years ago a friend had written a novel and, unbelievably, had never been to a reading 

and was terrified at the prospect. To assuage her concern, I offered to invite a small group of 

friends, who I knew were avid readers, to my home, where she would be able to talk about the 

book and read an excerpt in a totally supportive environment. To our delight, the reading spurred 

a wonderful conversation among all the participants, and the invitees asked for more. I realized 

that an intimate gathering like this is a great way to introduce new works of authors to an excited 

audience and make a one-one-one connection for the benefit of both, and I’ve continued to host 

them about twice a year since. 


