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This story is dedicated in loving memory to my mom and dad and all they endured.

Thank you for the strength and optimism you have given me to endure to the end.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue



[image: ]


3 MAY 1946

Danny stepped down from the 1943 Ford pickup and gave the driver a wave. He slung his duffel bag over his shoulder for the lengthy walk the rest of the way home down dirt roads. Hitchhiking hadn’t been easy all the way from San Francisco to his small hometown in central Utah. He’d walked much of the way. But, after a two-year stint in the navy as a Coxswain over in the Philippines, it had been a breeze. He liked the feel of the earth beneath him.

He smiled, remembering the incident with his commander in the bird’s nest of the ship. He’d had his buddy smuggle him out a half of a potato from the galley because he so longed to see something green after months at sea. He planted it in a jar, using toothpicks and water. After hearing rumors, his commander had actually climbed up to the bird’s nest to see for himself. He’d taken one look at the small seedling blossoming and cursed under his breath—“Damn farmer.”

Danny huffed a breath, grinned, and repositioned his heavy pack. Two years. He hadn’t seen his family or home in all that time. The mail had always been months behind once he received it. Anything could have happened by now. What would he find at home? Would everyone be healthy and safe? He should have called, but he couldn’t afford the long-distance phone charge. He wasn’t the same young man he’d been right after high school when he’d signed up. He had never been anywhere outside of his rural community before the war.

Now he’d seen foreign lands, met different nationalities, learned extreme discipline the hard way, met women he had only heard about in the movies and witnessed death firsthand. He shuddered at the memories. He’d met good men... Made a few friends... Witnessed cowards... Dealt with bullies... Felt bone-rattling fear... Drank alcohol for the first time... Really learned what it meant to count on someone else with your life... Watched as the war destroyed some men’s minds... Fought to keep alive and not lose his own mind... Witnessed mutilated and dead bodies... Saw some men grow strong... Some weak...

Danny wasn’t the same man walking back to his home town, and he never would be. The nightmares he continued to have proved that. And the mysterious illness he had contracted over in the Islands that the doctors couldn’t diagnose also plagued him. No, he would never be the same. Would the horrible visions ever stop? Would loud sounds continue to cripple him? Would his feet ever look like nothing more than peeled flesh? He kicked a rock and took a deep breath of newly mown alfalfa. What lies in store for his future after all of that?

He noticed a black and white, four-legged creature barreling down the road toward him in the distance? Could it be? Rustler? How on earth would their Australian Cattle dog know he was coming home? Of course, Rustler had always had some sort of intuition. He had guided them to where his little sister had fallen off her bicycle and cut her knee on more than one occasion. How did Rustler know these things? Danny couldn’t have even predicted when he would be arriving home. Rustler was a regular Lassie. And, it wasn’t like home was just around the corner. He still had two miles to go. He heard a high-pitched, guttural cry from the dog as he sped toward Danny.

“Atta boy, Rust,” he said, dropping his pack.

The dog, letting out another cry, leapt into his arms and took them backward onto the dirt road. They wrestled around, Danny’s white uniform getting covered in dust.

“Did ya miss me, boy? Man, did I miss you.” He ruffled the dog’s coat repeatedly, swatting at him playfully.

Rustler licked him, whined and nibbled gently at his face with his front teeth. After a few more minutes of rowdiness, Danny hopped to his feet and tried to brush himself off. Rustler dashed down the road, looking back as if to say, “Follow me. I’ll take you the rest of the way home.”
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20 MAY 1946

Danny drove the hoe hard into the soil and chopped the weeds off at the roots. He stood up straight and stretched his back, leaning against the hoe and staring at the blisters on the palms of his hands. Sweat rolled down his forehead and into his eyes, stinging sweetly. He yanked off his straw cowboy hat and wiped his face on the sleeve of his forearm.

It hadn’t taken long for his dad to put him to work in the fields; only a couple of days, actually. He’d been working alongside him for the last two weeks. Danny had been shocked at the sight of his folks his first day back. They looked older and withered like the strains of the war and life had taken a toll on their bodies. His father appeared shorter than the man he had known. His weathered, tanned face had permanent frown lines embedded throughout. His square jaw now sagged and what Danny thought was once upturned crinkles at the corner of his eyes now ran down like permanent tears.

His mother had aged even more severely. Her once golden-brown hair had thick strands of gray. She rubbed at her arthritic fingers constantly, and her porcelain smooth skin had washed away in a wave of wrinkles. Danny had once thought of them as invincible before he had left for the navy. Now, he saw their frailties. Was it because he had seen the life drained from bodies, bloody and lifeless on the battlefield? The war had left many scars. It appeared for his folks as well. And, his two younger brothers, Jimmy and Benny, and sister, Alice, had grown older, too, but hadn’t been as impacted by the war and all of its destruction as his folks...or himself. The face which gazed back in the mirror at him seemed like a stranger still.

“Hot day, isn’t it, son?” His dad rested against his hoe, staring at the sky as perspiration turned his blue denim work shirt a darker blue around his neck and arms.

Danny nodded. Gratitude for being home rolled over him after seeing and experiencing the horrors he’d seen on land and water. He swallowed, but his throat had turned dry just thinking about it. He tried to wipe the memories from his mind and turned back to his long row needing hoeing.

Life had been pretty good since he’d returned, but he felt himself growing restless for something more. He’d seen the world; the good and the bad. The past was over. He couldn’t go back. Life wasn’t the same on their farm. He wasn’t just one of Martin Miller’s three boys, working in the sugar beet fields after school. He was a man; a man who wanted more.

He’d met Louise, only four days after returning home. His brothers had invited him to the Red Monto Open Air dance hall. At first, he had said no. He hadn’t quite wrapped his mind around the war, all it entailed and the death he had seen. Dancing seemed...superfluous and frivolous. It wasn’t until he’d seen one of his best friends from before the war at the Salina store that he’d relented and decided to go.

Grady Newton had been his best friend all through the middle grades of school until Bobby Cooper and his family had moved to town. Then, the three of them became inseparable. It took the war to divide them. Grady joined the Army, he the Navy, and Bobby the Air Force. Unusual for three young boys who said nothin’ would ever come between them.

Danny’s breath caught hard in his throat as he chopped vigorously at the green winding weeds. A gunner in a hellcat fighter plane, Bobby’s plane was shot down over Germany with no survivors. Danny choked back a sob. Such waste. Such misery.

Grady had fared better. Nothing seemed to penetrate that happy, jovial nature of his. Stationed in Italy, Grady had been severely wounded in the right leg in a freak bombing accident and had returned home early with a prosthetic leg attached at the knee. He hadn’t let that stop him from dancing with the girls at Red Monto.

Danny sniffed and wiped at the trickling sweat again as the May sun beat down. Despite working quickly, his dad had hoed almost twenty yards ahead of him.

“What do ya
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