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The bunk at the United States Disciplinary Barracks in Leavenworth Kansas was not very comfortable, but the old man who lay upon it had known nothing else for over fifty years. Some inmates called this prison The Hot House. The old man’s cell was always cold. He stayed under the covers most of the time. It was all he could do to make it to meals and back three times a day. If it were up to him, he would only go to breakfast. He had been at Leavenworth for so long that most of the guards didn’t know why he was there. As much as he wanted to, the old man could never forget. He closed his eyes and tried to sleep.

The electric latch on his cell door clicked. The sound echoed across the cellblock, stirring him. A guard stood at his door. “You have a visitor,” he stated. The old man had not had a visitor in thirty years. He turned back the covers, sat up, and slipped into his shoes. His arthritic hands fumbled with the laces. Finally, he stood and shuffled out the door, followed by the guard. “Do you know who it is?” he asked the guard. “No, they didn’t tell me,” replied the guard. “He looks like a lawyer, or something.”

In the visitation room the old man marveled at the beige cinderblock walls, the cubicles divided by thick Plexiglas to separate the free from the incarcerated, and the neat rows of chairs placed against the back wall. It had changed quite a lot since the last time he was here, thirty years ago. It seemed foreign, and dangerous. The guard seated the old man at a window and handed him the telephone handset. The old man looked at it for a moment, then took it from the guard. A young Asian man was seated on the other side of the glass. He picked up his handset. 

“Hello Mr. Holland,” said the young man. “My name is Kuomo Musaki. I am a lawyer who is interested in your case. May I please ask you some questions concerning your involvement with the Navy during World War II, especially the events that led to your incarceration?” The old man sat silently for a moment, then said, “I suppose that will be fine.” Musaki asked Holland a few initial questions. The old man hadn’t spoken at length to anyone in years. It felt good to tell his story again.

...

It was a hard crossword puzzle by most standards, but Lt. Mike Holland filled in the squares as fast as his pencil could write. Today he had duty in the radio room. His job was to record Japanese naval transmissions.  So far there had been nothing but static on his headset. He would rather be working on decrypts, but there was no getting around the Navy duty roster.

Japanese Naval fleet code was called JN-25 by the American code breakers at HYPO in Oahu Hawaii. Lt. Holland knew JN-25 as well as anybody in HYPO. He had been there in the early days when JN-25 was still mysterious. Those were exciting times. Now it was 1943 and unless the Japanese changed their code - which they did occasionally - it was business as usual. For now, the code was cracked, which meant HYPO’s main job, until further notice, was to receive transmissions, decode those transmissions and disseminate the information to the proper recipient. He turned the page and started a new crossword.

Again, his pencil danced across the grid filling in blocks. Minutes passed as Holland meditated on word structure and character probabilities. Much of the time he did not need to read the hints. He solved words through the process of elimination and deductive reasoning. His headset hissed white noise, which had become a subconscious background emanation. More minutes passed unobserved until, from somewhere distant, like a voice whispering across the room, Holland thought he heard a pattern.

Holland’s pencil slowed and he realized he had been hearing it for a while but had just noticed it. The pattern was more a feeling than an actual transmission. His subconscious had recognized a series buried deep in the radio noise. He stopped writing and focused on the static from his headset, concentrating intently. Several minutes passed, but there was just normal static. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was there.

The next day Lt. Holland returned to HYPO HQ a half-hour early, as usual. The static was still in his head. It was not unpleasant, or overbearing, but it was there. He decided to ignore it. After pouring a cup of coffee, he sat down at his desk and began working on the JN-25 intercepts for the day. He was tired. The static had affected his sleep, and the coffee didn’t seem to be working. His head was cloudy, as if he was drifting in and out of consciousness, but he stayed awake. Then his mind latched onto an image, hazy at first, but growing more lucid with each second. 

He was under water. His body floated over the Japanese aircraft carrier Kaga, sunk at the battle for Midway Atoll. Below him, a cavernous hole was torn into the flight deck of the gigantic warship. Before him, the massive ship stretched into the darkness, and out of sight. He tried to scream, but there was no sound, nor could he move. Water filled his mouth. It tasted like tears. Many voices spoke at once, a loud cacophony in Japanese. Each voice urgently trying to communicate. The yell of a single powerful voice overpowered the other voices. It was a command. The voices fell silent. 

With the silence came release. It emanated from Kaga, and surrounded Holland like a warm blanket against the frigid waters. Again the voices started. But this time they were in unison. Calmly, they spoke, “we are not afraid.” The words echoed off the immense flight deck of Kaga, and were amplified by the surrounding water. They sounded friendly. Lt. Holland tried to speak. He couldn’t.

He watched as small stingrays- or perhaps butterflies?- ascended from the jagged hole on Kaga’s deck. Just a few at first, then many. They glowed yellow and orange and green. Their delicate wings flapped slowly, and they moved gracefully into a line that extended into the darkness of the sea. The first in line broke away and approached Holland. It was indeed a butterfly. It spoke Japanese. 

“I am Iroku Watanabe. My family lives at 2-11-5 Akasake, Minato-Ku, Tokyo 107 (, Japan).” It turned away from Holland and swam pleasingly back into the hole on Kaga’s deck. The next butterfly in line approached. It too recited its name and its parent’s address, then descended into the hole. This went on again and again... until the last butterfly had descended. 

Holland looked down at the hole in Kaga’s deck. Warm light shone forth from it, and radiated from each of the portholes along Kaga’s smooth bulkhead, and from the broken windows of the island that jutted up near the stern of Kaga’s flight deck. The dark water that had previously obscured much of Kaga was illuminated. For the first time he could see the entire ship, immense, and beautiful. 

Then the lights vanished. He sensed the butterflies had gone. All was still and silent except for a grumble from a single voice. He could not understand what it said, but there was no mistaking the hatred that propelled it. Kaga faded into darkness. 

In the decrypting room, Lt. Holland laid down his pencil. On the steno pad in front of him were the names and addresses of eight hundred fourteen Japanese sailors and officers.

On the days that followed, Lt. Holland stopped at the Oahu public library each evening on his way back to the barracks. There, he seated himself at a small table, far away from prying eyes, and wrote in Japanese. He began at the top of his list.

Mr. and Mrs. Watanabe,

I am Michael Holland, a member of the U.S. Navy. This is not an official letter. I send it at great personal risk.

Your son, Iroku, is no longer alive in the way that you and I are alive. Nevertheless, he has asked me to tell you that he is at peace and in communion with his ancestors. He wishes you to be happy for him, and for yourselves.

I do not understand why I have been entrusted with this knowledge, but I know without doubt that it is true. Please find comfort in Iroku’s words.

Sincerely,

Michael Holland

Each letter was different, some very short, others quite long, but Holland knew that the words he penned were not his. They belonged to the young men who died on Kaga. He was certain they would bring comfort to the parents and friends, wives and loved one’s, of Kaga’s sailors.

It took Holland one month to complete the letters. He put all eight hundred fourteen of them in a sea bag, and took it to the commercial seaport at Oahu. He handed the bag to an Argentinean merchant sailor along with an envelope containing three hundred dollars. 

A week later Lt. Holland sat at his desk in Decrypting. The static was gone from his head. He sealed a packet containing the day’s decrypts that he had completed, then carried it over to the duty officer, LtCmdr. Clyde Burger, a good officer and friend. “How’s it going Clyde?” He asked as he handed over the packet. “Not bad, Mike.” Burger stopped working and looked up at Holland. “You’re done already?” he asked. 

“All finished,” replied Holland. “Unless you have something else for me to do.”

“No. I’m just not used to seeing you leave this early. Normally we have to kick you out.” Burger smiled. Holland smiled back and scratched his head. “Yeah, I’m not feeling so good today. Didn’t sleep well. I think I’ll try to get some shut eye.” 

“Anything I can do?” asked Clyde.

“No, I’m fine, really. I need to stop hitting the coffee so hard before lights out, that’s all.”

“Okay Mike, get some rest.”

“Will do.” 

Holland walked out of the decrypting room, and down the hallway toward the white French doors that exited HYPO HQ. He couldn’t quite pinpoint
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