
  
    [image: One Final Shot]
  


  
    
      ONE FINAL SHOT

      A SHORT STORY

    

    
      
        MICHAEL E. JONES

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Thaxton Press, LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      One Final Shot: A Short Story

      Copyright © 2021 Michael E. Jones

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, transmitted, or stored in any form or by any means including information storage and retrieval systems, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without written permission from the author, except for brief quotations by book reviewers.

      

      ISBN 978-0-9890046-2-6 (ebook)

      ISBN 979-8-9864354-1-1 (paperback)

      

      This is a work of fiction. All characters, places, dialogue, and incidents are drawn from the author's imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, or events is entirely coincidental.

      

      www.mikejoneswrites.com

      www.facebook.com/mikejoneswrites

      www.twitter.com/mikejoneswrites

      www.instagram.com/mikejoneswrites

      mike@mikejoneswrites.com

      

      Cover photo courtesy of U.S. Air Force

      

      Published by Thaxton Press, LLC

      thaxtonpress.com

      sales@thaxtonpress.com

    

  


  
    
      For Aunt Trish, who once saved me from drowning in the Edisto River, but before she rescued me from the rushing waters, insisted I dedicate a future book to her.

    

  


  
    
      Sergeant Eddie Wheeler was the last American combat death of the Second World War. He was my father, and he was murdered by Hideo Wakita.

      Murder. I guess people don’t normally use that word to describe the act of killing in wartime. But I always considered Dad’s death to be the outcome of a murderous deed. The war was already over when Wakita put a 20mm round right through my father’s heart. As I watched my mama suffer through the years after Wakita killed Dad, I came to the realization that Wakita’s lethal shot had ended my mother’s life as well. She didn’t die the day Wakita shot my dad, but she never truly lived afterward. I can’t recall ever seeing a smile on her face, other than in a photo taken by my Dad the summer they were married. The woman I grew up with was not the same as the one in that photograph, and I held Hideo Wakita solely responsible for that.

      I wish I could have known the person Mama had been before Wakita took Dad’s life. Mama and Dad had been high school sweethearts, and in the summer of 1941, shortly after graduation, those two lovebirds got married. But it wasn’t long before they had to put their married life on hold. Like most young men those days, Dad felt a need to serve his country, and he eventually enlisted in the US Army Air Forces.

      The Army Air Forces sent Dad to train at different locations around the country and whenever she could, Mama would follow him. During the late Autumn of 1944, Dad was at Will Rogers field in Oklahoma City for photo-reconnaissance training. Mama figured they had chosen Dad for the reconnaissance duty because he already had an interest in photography. Luckily for Mama, his superiors gave him a weekend pass to spend some time with her. It was the last time she saw him alive.

      I think the last true unspoiled moment of joy for Mama was about nine months after that Oklahoma City visit, when she gave birth to a healthy baby boy on July 2, 1945. She named me after the biblical figure, Isaac, because the name represented laughter and happiness to Isaac’s mother.

      I always wondered if Dad ever received word of my birth. He was in Okinawa at that point and Mama sent him a letter to let him know “she was now holding little Isaac.” About a month after Mama sent that letter, Dad was dead.

      On August 15, 1945, the Japan Broadcasting Corporation played a scratchy recording of Emperor Hirohito on the national airwaves. Hirohito had surrendered, and the war was over. Mama once told me about the moment she heard the surrender announcement on the radio. She said she was holding me and cried with so much joy that her tears fell into my eyes and set me off crying as well. Mama said she had to spend ten minutes swaying me back and forth to get me to stop bawling, but that didn’t bother her at all. Mama’s heart was full of joy. The war was over, and for the first time ever, we were going to be a complete family.

      Three days later, Hideo Wakita snatched Mama’s joy away and broke her heart into so many pieces that it could not be put back together.

      My dad and the rest of his crew were flying over Tokyo in a B-32 Dominator. Their mission was to determine available routes for Allied forces to move into Tokyo and to review the status of several airfields nearby. Dad was the aerial photographer.

      In the Japanese emperor’s surrender message, he had asked his people to “beware most strictly of any outbursts of emotion which may engender needless complications.” This bit of wisdom apparently did not connect with Wakita and two of his fellow pilots. When they spotted the B-32 flying over the skies of Tokyo, their rage got the better of them. They scrambled to their fighters to unleash that anger in an assault against the American plane.

      The gunners aboard Dad’s B-32 dispatched two of the three attackers without serious damage to the plane. But the remaining fighter pilot, Hideo Wakita, avoided the barrage of defensive fire. He opened fire on the plane with his 20mm cannon. One of the rounds ripped through the side of the plane and burst through Dad’s chest. In my mind, I often pictured Wakita celebrating at the controls of his plane, peeling away from the murder scene of Eddie Wheeler, husband and first-time father. My father.

      I never knew my dad, but I felt the bitterness of his loss every day of my life. Mama’s grief was always like a lingering fog in our house. She took care of me and tried to provide a good home, but everything she did seemed somewhat mechanical. I rarely got her to talk because she was always busy with some household chore or outside smoking a cigarette. Sitting on the steps of Aunt Lois’s house next door, Mama would smoke Old Gold cigarettes one right after another. I would watch the cigarette butts pile up at Mama’s feet into little piles that reminded me of my Lincoln Logs.

      My Aunt Lois was a war widow of a different kind. Her husband was Uncle Carl, my dad’s brother, and although he returned from Europe alive, he brought back an amputated leg and a serious drinking problem. Uncle Carl died when I was about five years old, but Mama never told me what happened. I remember only a few small details about his funeral. His casket was closed. In my wide-eyed kid brain, I thought there was a skeleton inside the casket because I figured when you die, you instantly turn into a skeleton.

      Then, one month after my fifteenth birthday, I discovered what death really looked like. I came home from school and found Mama slumped over, sitting on the little bench next to the telephone. I remember looking at her feet, thinking there would be a pile of cigarettes there, like the murder weapon at the scene of the crime. Finding nothing there, I then looked at the phone to see if she had tried to pick it up and dial the operator, but the handset was still in the cradle. A thought flashed through my head that maybe she had felt something was wrong, that she had considered calling for help, and then she had chosen to just let go. I would always wonder, but I would never know. The official cause of death was a heart attack. But I have always known that Mrs. Lilly Wheeler truly died the moment Hideo Wakita murdered her husband in the skies over Tokyo after the war had already ended.
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      Aunt Lois said I would need to move in with her, and about a week after Mama’s death, we began the process of going through Mama’s things so the house could be put up for sale. After school one day, I went into Mama’s room to go through the cedar chest she kept at the foot of her bed. She had the chest divided into partitions, and it looked like one side was for Mama’s things and one side for my dad. On her side, I found an old pocket watch, a childhood doll, and some crocheted afghans. On Dad’s side of the chest, the first item I picked up was a bag containing a sturdy little black and silver Argus brand camera. Along with the camera, there were two photographs in the bag. In one picture, Mama was leaning over a log fence and smiling so big I thought she must have been laughing when the picture was taken. The other photo showed Dad standing tall on the top fence rail with a proud smirk on his face. I imagined them holding the camera, taking the photos of each other, and just feeling so free.

      I lingered on the pictures for a bit, and then I returned to the chest. There was a pistol lying there with “United States Property M1911 A1” marked on the side. Having never held a gun before, I lifted it out carefully. I can still remember feeling the weight of it in my hand. Just holding the gun made me feel like I had a different identity, like someone powerful.

      Still clenching the gun in one hand, I reached into the chest to pick up a book which had a yellowed letter paperclipped to the front. In the letter, a Major General with the War Department had written to confirm a previous telegram that had been sent to notify Mama of Dad’s death. The general went on to explain a few of the details surrounding the attack on Dad’s plane, how they had valiantly fought off two of the three Japanese fighter planes, and that the United States had decided not to retaliate for the “post-surrender skirmish” in order to prevent continued loss of life. He concluded by mentioning that Dad’s personal effects would be sent once they were received from his unit. Someone from Dad’s unit must have slipped that gun in with the other items that were shipped to Mama.

      That letter in Mama’s cedar chest told me everything I ever knew about how Dad died, but the book she had attached the letter to told me who was responsible. The book was the 1958 autobiography of a famed Japanese fighter pilot named Hideo Wakita. With the help of an American co-author, Wakita had detailed his exploits during the war. Mama had marked a spot in the book with a folded sheet of paper. I set Dad’s gun down on her bed and opened the book to the location Mama had saved. It was a chapter titled “One Final Shot.” She had underlined most of it with a pencil.

      In the chapter, Wakita described his final “combat mission” of World War II. He wrote of the shame he and his fellow pilots felt when they heard that their emperor had surrendered, and how that shame turned to rage when they saw an American bomber flying overhead. Wakita claimed he ran to his plane and the others followed to intercept the enemy. He went on to express regret for letting his emotions get the better of him, because his friends were shot down and he failed to take the enemy plane out of the sky.

      There was no mention of my dad, but I knew from Mama’s notes and the timeline that Hideo Wakita had fired the shot that took Dad’s life. If Wakita had regrets about that little detail, he had not expressed them in his book. Mama had scratched through the word “enemy” anywhere it appeared in the chapter and written my dad’s name above it.

      I sat down on her bed with the book in my hands. My arms felt strange, like I had a hundred tiny pins poking me from underneath my skin. I could feel the intensity of Mama’s anger, her sorrow, and her loneliness in every single one of those pencil strokes where she had crossed through “enemy” and replaced it with “Eddie.” Feeling Mama’s pain mixed with my own grief and hopelessness, pressure built in my chest like a balloon being inflated on my insides. My throat clogged, my face tensed up, and then it was as if the balloon burst inside of me. Tears erupted from my eyes with a force and suddenness that caught me by surprise. I wailed and I couldn’t bring myself to a stop until, finally, my head started to pound, and I had a desperate need to catch my breath.

      It took some time for me to compose myself. As I held my forehead
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If the son of the last man to die in World War IT
gets a chance to face the man who killed his father,
will he take the shot?

MICHAEL E. JONES
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