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STANDING ALONE IN THE MIDDLE of his parents’ living room, Matt Connor rubbed the back of his crew cut. Where do I start? Framed family pictures consumed every space on the walls. He couldn’t tell what color the wallpaper was. Knickknacks gathered dust and cluttered the end tables, china cabinet, curios cabinets, shelves, and the hutch. What am I supposed to do with all this bric-a-brac? He had so many questions, and he’d just buried the man who always had the answers.

His wife, Eva, and their seventeen-year-old son, David, were going to help him clean and prep the house to sell. The money would go into David’s college fund. Matt didn’t know what he’d do without Eva and David; they gave him solace after his parents’ deaths.

David burst through the front door, balancing a stack of flattened packing boxes, a roll of tape, and Sunday’s thick Kalamazoo Gazette. “Where do you want to start?” he asked his father, dumping his armload onto the living room carpet.

“Well,” Matt replied, “we can donate the books to the library and then the collectables and clothes to the Salvation Army.”

“That’s a good start.” Eva joined them from the kitchen. “I’ll call the women’s shelter to see what they need.”

For the next week, the Connor family packed and delivered items to various nonprofit charity sites around town. By the end of the week, when the house had been virtually emptied, Matt and David carried up from the basement two worn-out cardboard boxes labeled Orrin’s stuff in Matt’s father’s tidy cursive. They set the boxes in the middle of the empty living room floor. Eva had just returned, carrying in a large pizza and a six-pack of Coke.

David relieved her of the Cokes. “Last two boxes,” he informed her.

Sitting on the floor, they ate their dinner. In between bites, David rummaged inside the first box. He pulled out a thick stack of faded envelopes held together by a pale pink ribbon. 

“These are dated 1952,” David said.

“Really?” Matt leaned over the other box. He picked up a picture of a general pinning a medal on what appeared to be his then-eighteen-year-old father, Orrin Connor, during the Korean War.

“Grandpa got a medal?” David asked. “For what?”

Eva opened the top letter as Matt stared at the photo. “I don’t know,” he replied. “Dad never talked about his experiences in Korea.”

“He was a corpsman,” Eva said, glancing at the letter.

“What’s a corpsman?” David asked.

“Like a medic,” she replied. “These are letters he mailed to his parents.”

“Wow,” David said. “Let’s read some. I don’t know much about that war.”

Eva looked at Matt. “Are you up for this?”

Matt nodded and leaned back against the bare wall. “I’d like to know more, too.”
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23 NOVEMBER 1952

Dearest Mother and Dad,

I know you’re disappointed in me for drinking. However, I am not becoming a drunkard and I did not chase after the dance hall girls. In my defense, I just finished eighteen weeks of basic field medical training at Portsmouth, VA and then specialized combat medical training at Fort Sam Houston in San Antonio. That’s a lot of studying and it was only a couple of beers.

Mother, you shouldn’t worry. I’m with a great bunch of guys. We always go out as a group, but I will watch out for shady characters wanting to take my money. You should know the Navy doesn’t let us carry a lot of money so even if someone stole my wallet they wouldn’t get much.

Today is our last day of our fifteen-day infantry training with the Marines at Camp Pendleton near San Diego. Sergeant Dixon Mayo, a real nice fellow, said we’ll have an easy peasy day. Then, as a Navy Corpsman, I’ll be part of the Fleet Marine Force. 

Enclosed is a picture of me and my buddy Rawley Armstrong. Doesn’t he look like that actor John Wayne from Rio Grande? Rawley acts tough and has a cocky swagger like John Wayne, but he’s a good egg. He did his last run through the obstacle course yesterday. He actually finished before some of the Marines. Anyway, I’ll write more tonight. I don’t want to be late for my turn on the course.

All the love a son can give,

Orrin

Rawley

FROM THE DOORWAY OF THE barracks overlooking the obstacle course, I crossed my arms and shook my head. Easy peasy, Orrin had said. Rawley, it can’t be that bad, he’d told me.

Well, after my turn yesterday, I tried to warn him. Now, the pounding rain blinded eighteen-year-old Orrin Connor as he crawled through the mud. His herringbone twill uniform, also called dungarees, went from olive drab to wet dirty brown. Two feet above the ground, a canopy of razor wire covered the quarter mile area. 

For once, Orrin should be glad for his thin frame. He wiped his face, leaving a stream of dirt dripping down his chin. The firing of Marines’ M1 carbines and Chinese burp guns over his head thundered with the downpour. I, for one, would forever remember those sounds.

Orrin’s weapon dipped in and out of the mud while his medical pouch and three bandoliers periodically caught on the barbed wire. With a dozen Marines around him, he crept across the flooding obstacle course. The squad out-crawled him. Lagging behind, he winced when Sergeant Mayo stomped along the outside edge parallel to him.

I cringed as Mayo took a deep breath. “Connor, move your ass! By God, you’re going to do this and you’re going to like it!” 

Short and stocky, the solid mass of a sergeant had a chip on his shoulder. His voice boomed louder than the gunfire. Even with all that yelling, he hadn’t once started the day hoarse.

When a piece of razor wire snagged Orrin’s bag again, he dropped his gun in the muddy water. With a groan, he yanked the medic bag, tearing the strap.

Someone howled, “Corpsman!”

From the barracks, I held my breath and watched Orrin raise his head then push the front of his crooked helmet above his brow. Standing at the end of the course, the Marines pointed to a downed man twenty feet in front of him. Leaving his gun, Orrin kept his medic bag above the mud and moved double-time. Cradling the bag, he knelt beside Alexander Marshall, clutching his shoulder. Orrin and I were slightly annoyed by the chiseled private who was a notorious ladies’ man. The women didn’t seem to mind. They still fawned over him and ignored the rest of us.

The thunder of gunfire abruptly stopped. The heavy showers, however, did not. The saturated Marines waited at the edge to the razor wire course. Using his body, Orrin shielded the wound from the rain. Leaning on the doorway of the barracks glad to be dry, I watched the drama unfold. Metal barbs bit into the back of Orrin’s neck as he worked to access Marshall’s shoulder. I’ve been bitten by those barbs once or twice, so I knew it hurt.

“Corpsman! Get him out of there!” Mayo yelled, beet red and pacing into a bigger huff.

Orrin ignored him. Our training had taught us what to do and what not to do for each kind of wound.

Instead of acknowledging the sergeant, Orrin spoke calmly to the wounded man. “I can’t move you yet. First, I need to see what the issue is.”

“Connor! Pull him out! Now!” Mayo roared.

Marshall moved his hand. No wound existed. “Mayo’s test to see how you respond.”

With a nod, Orrin crossed the Marine’s arms on his chest, laying Marshall’s gun at an angle atop him, too. Unable to stand up due to the razor wire, he tugged the collar, moving him an inch in the rising water of the lowland course. The sharp barbs snagged his clothes and his straps, yanking him backward multiple times. He had to fix his crooked helmet often. After twenty minutes, he had only pulled him two feet. I thought Orrin could float him the twenty yards in the pond of mud. Apparently not.

Finally, Sergeant Mayo threw up his hands. “Marshall, out!”

The Marine flipped onto his abdomen, splashing the water, and quickly crawled out. Drenched, Orrin sighed and followed. The sergeant looked as though he was gearing up for a dressing down. We both disliked being yelled at, but then who did?

Exiting the course on his knees, Orrin started to stand, but the razor wire caught his pant leg. I cringed as he lost his balance and fell face first into the mud puddle. That had to be a mouth full of grit. 

As soon as he stood up, Sergeant Mayo lit into him. The others waited as if Orrin’s reprimand might make up for their soaked bodies in the downpour that had yet to lessen. I had heard that California’s weather would be all sunshine. What a disappointment! Michigan’s weather was better. At least it had four seasons.

“You’re a Grade-A klutz! How the hell do you expect to save my Marines’ lives, you scrawny squid?” Mayo demanded.

“Adapting,” Orrin replied at attention.

I smiled at his answer. Ignoring the rain, Sergeant Mayo did not smile. He stared at him, dumbfounded by the answer, an answer that he had lectured about from the start of our two-week crash course.

Mayo clenched his jaw. “I hope to God you figure it out before your first patrol.”

“I won’t let them down.”

Mayo walked away, leaving a dozen men standing in the rain, probably wondering if they could finally dry off. As the Marines rushed in my direction, I retreated to the back corner of the rows of bunks, two beds high, and jumped onto the top one. I picked up where I left off in my letter beside a snapshot of my twin. At twenty, my sister had blue eyes like me. I’d have wavy brown hair like hers too if it wasn’t for my buzz cut.

I spoke my mind here, which got me into trouble. My arms were pretty strong now with all the pushups they made me do. I wouldn’t tolerate stupidity, especially if I was drunk and in a bar with men bigger, dumber, and more muscular than I was. Although he was naïve, Orrin had my back and could be scrappy in a fight like a cornered wolverine. I was a bad influence on him. I thought he liked it, though. Just because we came from different backgrounds didn’t mean we can’t be friends. 

After a lukewarm shower in the barracks of the 1st Marine Division of George Company, Orrin held a washcloth against the back of his neck. “Would you slap a Band-Aid on my neck? I can’t reach it.” He turned his back and pulled the bloody washcloth away from the area.

“I saw you stand at attention in the middle of the course.”

“Yes. That’s exactly what I did.”

“Well, you’ll need a stitch or two. Good thing you know a guy.”

“Do it before the sergeant comes in,” Orrin replied.

I slid off my bunk, grabbed my medical bag, then pointed to the edge of the lower rack. Orrin moved his muddy clothes, stationery, and his corpsman bag aside and sat. He was a constant slob. The Navy couldn’t drill it out of him and apparently the Marines couldn’t, either. With all the pushup punishments, he should have huge biceps by now, but he didn’t.

“I wonder if you can put in for a Purple Heart.” With a smirk, I cleaned the back of his neck with alcohol.

“It’s a papercut.” He winced at the sting. “I hate being called a squid.”

“It’ll fade someday.” I laughed then sobered. “Aren’t you nervous? We only had two weeks of infantry training.”

“We’ll be too busy doing grunt-work at Battalion Reserve to even load our guns, right?” Orrin replied. 

His casual attitude calmed my anxiety. Orrin still needed to figure out how to adapt in the field, though. We knew we’d be on the frontline at some point.

In the chow line, Orrin and I picked up metal trays and silverware. Corporals Brian McClellan and Dale Kaminski cut in front of us. Sergeant Mayo mixed up their names all the time because they looked like twins—same physical build, same nondescript looks.

“Gentlemen, the line’s back there,” I said in a sweet voice dripping with sarcasm.

“I don’t know what you mean, squid,” McClellan replied.

“We outrank you,” Kaminski added.

“No, you don’t. We’re E-4s, too,” I replied with my dander up. The corporals laughed and continued down the line. 

Under Sergeant Mayo’s glare, Orrin put his hand on my shoulder. “I’m over it. They’ll respect us soon enough,” Orrin mumbled.

While two privates behind the counter slapped mashed potatoes, gravy, meatloaf, and green beans onto our trays, Orrin and I observed McClellan trying to hide his limp. A possible foot issue? Studying anatomy and physiology, we practiced watching the gaits and movements of Marine and Navy personnel. Did they have back pain, knee pain, foot pain? A diagnosis of sorts.

“McClellan’s limping,” Orrin said under his breath.

“My pleasure to stomp on his foot. Accidently, of course.”

Orrin snorted. “This is our job. Let’s not make enemies just yet.”

“Fine. I’ll distract Kaminski so you can talk to him. A dollar says he won’t tell you anything.”

“Deal.”

In the loud, crowded room, I set my tray between them and elbowed my way into the tight spot. Glaring at me, the corporals slid apart. Their movement made room for Orrin, who sat next to McClellan and me.

Orrin lowered his voice. “You know it’s our job to keep you healthy, right?”

“Marines don’t need help. We don’t give a shit about corpsmen,” McClellan replied, dipping his fork full of meatloaf into his gravy.

“Do you want to fight the North Koreans?” Orrin whispered.

“We all do.”

“Why are you limping?”

“You gonna turn me in?” McClellan asked, pausing his fork next to his mouth.

“No. This is off the record,” Orrin replied.

The proud Marine needed prodding on his pain. McClellan glanced around then took the bite of meatloaf dripping in gravy. He chewed then wiped his chin with the back of his hand.

“I don’t want to stay here while my buddies head over,” McClellan said.

Orrin nodded. We already knew that. All these guys were gung-ho on killing the North Koreans and Chinese. While McClellan seemed to debate in his head if he could trust a squid, Orrin took a bite of his pasty mashed potatoes. Mine stuck to the roof of my mouth.

“My big toe,” McClellan said before downing his glass of powdered milk.

Orrin swallowed his food. “Come over to my bunk tonight and I’ll look at it.”

“Not at medical?”

“Only if it’s serious,” Orrin promised.

With a slight nod, Corporal McClellan took his tray of uneaten green beans and left.

“You keep enough confidences, you should be ordained,” I said, handing him a dollar.

Orrin smiled and stuffed it into his pocket. “What sins do you have to confess? I know you have some.”

“Well, Vicar,” I said with a laugh. “My sister makes me tell her everything.”

“Everything?” Orrin asked, turning serious. He knocked over his milk reaching for it. He sighed. At least it had spilled onto his tray.

“Everything. I swore I would. Why don’t you tell your parents everything?”

“You know why. I don’t want to worry my mother,” Orrin replied, staring at his liquid dinner.

On the other side of me, Kaminski chimed in. “I don’t want to share any of this bullshit, so I don’t even write home.”

“You may change your mind once we get to Korea. If you don’t write, they won’t write back,” Orrin said.

“I’m okay with that. My wife complains in all of hers,” Kaminski replied.

As Orrin and I left the mess hall, Sergeant Mayo gave us the stink-eye. Orrin winced, tipping his tray. He rebalanced it and blew out a breath.

“How am I going to carry these monster Marines to safety?” Orrin mumbled.

Later that night in the back corner of our barracks, I watched from the top of my bunk as Orrin packed all his gear into his Marine duffle bag. We had already shipped home our Navy sea bags with Navy uniforms when we first got here. The military thought it helped corpsmen fit in better when wearing Marine dungarees.

We weren’t sure what time we’d board the bus for the Naval Air Station’s North Island Port, but the higher-ups never told us anything. Since I enlisted in the Navy at the start of the Korean War, that was how it worked. Learn your damn job, then do your damn job—one of Sergeant Mayo’s favorite sayings.

Orrin stopped when McClellan moseying toward us. The man appeared to ensure his limp didn’t show. Orrin pointed to a shadowed part of his bed, away from his letters and toiletries. McClellan sat and gingerly took off his boot and sock. His big toe, red and puffy.

“I told you it was an ingrown toenail,” I said, leaning down for a better look. “Marines can’t even cut their nails right.”

Before McClellan could respond, he winced as Orrin touched his foot. “Will it bench me?”

Orrin shook his head. “First, we soak it. Then, I’ll bandage it. Stay here.” He returned with hot water in his helmet.

“Did you add magnesium sulfate?” I asked.

“Oh, hell no,” McClellan replied. His foot hovered over the water.

“It’s just Epsom salt, and yes I did,” Orrin said.

McClellan eased his toes into the helmet. Before I could lecture the benefits, Sergeant Mayo stormed into the room. He carried a stack of folded herringbone twill—HBT—uniforms.

“Shit,” McClellan whispered.

“Stay put,” I said, sliding off my bunk.

Hiding McClellan, Orrin and I stood in front of our beds, the rest of the Marines in front of theirs.

“Armstrong! Connor! Sciulli! Front and center!” Mayo yelled.

After sharing a look, we advanced toward the middle of the room away from McClellan in the shadows still soaking his foot. We stood at attention.

“Where’s Sciulli?” Mayo demanded.

“KP again,” I replied. Kitchen Police duty was the worst job to have in the military, thus making it every officer’s punishment.

“Fine. I’m here to issue Marine uniforms with your FMF insignia. Congratulations, corpsmen.” He thrust the folded uniforms at us, then abruptly left.

“How about that?” I said. “We’re Fleet Marine Force. I feel dumber already.”

The Marines closest narrowed their eyes as Orrin hid his smile. 

Orrin checked McClellan’s big toe. He dried it, then carefully lifted the corner of the nail and slid a piece of cotton under it. He wrapped it with gauze. “Keep your foot dry. After showering, stuff another piece of cotton under there to keep the pressure off.”

McClellan let out his breath and nodded.

“Do us a favor,” I said, standing over them. “Cut your nails straight across. Don’t curve it. We don’t want to see your nasty feet again.”

Putting on his sock and boot, McClellan nodded. “Thanks, Squ—Marine,” he said before rushing away.

“How is it you’re a slob and klutz until your medical training kicks in?” I asked.

Unaffected by the criticism, Orrin shrugged and picked up the helmet. “I don’t know.”

“Every time you wear that helmet, you’re going to smell his stinky foot.”

“No, I won’t. I used yours,” Orrin replied.

I laughed. The war would be bearable with Orrin.

23 November 1952

Dearest Mother and Dad,

Well, training is over. Tomorrow, we ship out. I agree, Dad. My tour in Korea will give me the experience to become a doctor like you. Maybe even working with you at the VA hospital in Amarillo.

Mother, don’t worry. Rawley will have my back just like I’ll have his. Did you know his grandmother raised him? She’s an herbalist. She and Rawley’s twin sister run a boarding house with a large garden. They live there, too. He’s giving me tips on cultivating the different vegetables. Working in the dirt sounds relaxing. Is that why you enjoy tending to your rose bushes?

Anyway, we head to port early so I’m saying good night. I’m not sure when I’ll be able to mail out my letter, but I’ll keep writing as long as you write me back. I’ll add my new address as soon as I have it.

All the love a son can give,

Orrin
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24 NOVEMBER 1952

Dearest Mother and Dad,

Just a quick note for now. I want to put this in the mail before my adventure begins. It’s 0500 and we’re on the buses ready to leave for the port. I have a dollar left in American money and I have to get rid of it before we get to Korea so I am enclosing it in this letter.

As a sailor, I’ll say we should have fair winds and following seas. Though now I’ll need to start thinking like a Marine.

Anyway, I hope you and Dad have a good vacation in Vegas next week. The weather should be nice for you, too. Good luck at the slots, Mother. I’ll close for now and write again tomorrow.

All the love a son can give,

Orrin

AS THE BUSES STOPPED IN front of the metal archway of the NAS’s North Island Port, the massive transport vessel and attack carrier, U.S.S. Kearsarge, greeted us. The beast of a ship, almost three football fields long, already had a major role in the war. Not only did its missions include attacking ground targets, air superiority, and antisubmarine patrols, but it transported Marines—the reason we now boarded the behemoth.

With his Marine duffle bag over his shoulder, Orrin slid his letter into the mailbox at the entrance, then joined me in line with a few other corpsmen. Excitement for an adventure and awe at the huge ship filled the cool, salty air. At least it wasn’t raining. We hid our anxiety of going to war. No family or fanfare waited. With hushed voices, the Marines walked toward the ship.

“First to arrive are deeper in the hole,” a major yelled at the front of the line.

“Great,” I said. “That’ll teach us for being on time.”

The Marines from George Company snorted. The dozen corpsmen would rotate with them. Sergeant Mayo would be around us much of the time. Oh, boy!

Deep in the bowels of the ship, in a compartment about seventy-five feet wide, the racks four and five bunks high would sleep a total of four hundred men. Mayo pointed to a corner. Orrin set his bag on the bottom and I claimed the one above his. Not much room to move around, if at all. And this was our home for the next week or so.

“All right, thanks for volunteering, squad. We have KP for the next two days. Let’s go,” Mayo said.

“Don’t we get to watch the ship leave port?” Private Alexander Marshall, the injury faker from the day before, asked.

Orrin and I knew since meeting Marshall that we couldn’t compete with him for the ladies. Marshall already had several girlfriends to whom he wrote. They sent him letters with perfumed envelopes. The different scents pressed together left those closest to Marshall lightheaded.

“All your girlfriends meeting in one place to send you off, Private?” Mayo asked, folding his arms.

“No, Sarge!” Marshall replied to the chuckle of those around him.

“We’ve got three thousand Marines to feed, not to mention all the swabbies running this boat. Move it. Now,” Mayo demanded.

Under our breath, we grumbled but followed Mayo to the galley and mess hall. The head cook pointed Orrin, me, Marine Private Jacob Aguilar, and Corpsman Kollen Kunesh to the crates of potatoes.

“Peel,” the petite cook said. With anchor tattoos covering his Popeye-like forearms, he pointed to another group. “Wash.” Then to another group. “Knead.” His one-word demands continued until all the jobs were assigned. No one complained, especially when his thick, meaty hands made fists bigger than heads of cabbage.

I looked at all the potatoes. “We peel all of these?”

“It beats having to touch sticky dough,” Aguilar replied, taking the nearby stool.

“I hope that knucklehead Sciulli washes his hands before kneading it,” I said, keeping an eye on know-it-all Lukas Sciulli for any shenanigans.

Orrin turned an empty bucket upside-down then promptly landed on the floor beside it. Avoiding eye contact, he climbed onto it and started peeling the mound of potatoes from one of the many crates.

“Aguilar, where you from?” Kollen Kunesh, the overly eager corpsman, asked. “I’m from Manitowoc, Wisconsin.”

“Nevada,” Aguilar replied.

“Don’t ever play him in cards,” I said. “They call him Vegas for a reason.”

Aguilar chuckled. “I want to own a casino someday.”

“You got a nickname, Connor,” Kunesh asked.

“Vicar,” I said. “He’s good at keeping secrets.”

Orrin rolled his eyes. “Sure, and what’s yours? Mouth?”

“Hey, I like it.” With a laugh, I tossed a peeled potato into the dented metal pot.

“I need one,” Kunesh said.

“Why?” Orrin asked.

“To fit in,” Kunesh replied. “How about Killer?”

“You killed someone?” I asked.

Kunesh tossed a potato into the pot with a thud. “Not yet.”

“Corpsmen aren’t killers,” Orrin said. “We protect the injured.”

“And kill if necessary.” Aguilar threw his into the pot. It missed and bounced on the edge. I caught it before it hit the floor. With a nod of thanks, he continued. “Besides you can’t give yourself a nickname. The guys gotta do it.”

The head cook came over and looked into the metal pot. “This ain’t no quilting bee. You got thirty minutes to peel all those.”

“I’m carrying these guys,” I said.

“Uh-huh,” he replied, unconvinced. “Get to it or you’ll be on KP until this war’s over.”

We glanced at each other, then raced through our crates. The giant pot soon overflowed with peeled tubers. We munched on raw carrots, potatoes, and onions as we worked. It wasn’t so bad. We were also the first to taste the rolls right out of the oven. Just the smell made our mouths water. And then with melted butter...oh, boy!

After serving lunch, washing dishes, prepping for dinner, serving it, and then washing those dishes
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