

  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      COMES THE CALL: FOR GOD AND COUNTRY

    

    
      First edition. August 4, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Thomas Holladay.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8231691135

    

    
    
      Written by Thomas Holladay.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Thomas Holladay

	    

      
	    
          
	      The American Way

          
        
          
	          Deliberate Justice: The American Way

          
        
          
	          Pursuit: The American Way

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Treasure

          
        
          
	          The Birthday Box

          
        
          
	          Meadowlarks

          
        
          
	          Comes the Call: For God and Country

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Thomas Holladay’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Also By Thomas Holladay

COMES THE CALL: For God and Country

DEDICATION

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Sign up for Thomas Holladay's Mailing List

Also By Thomas Holladay

About the Author


FORWARD

Even though this author endeavored to accurately depict the exploits of Dr. John Scott Holladay, his Uncle Jack, it was necessary to create dialogues and characters to fill the many voids that make his story complete. Thus, this is largely a work of fiction. Any references to actual persons and events are to be viewed as fiction.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

DEDICATION


[image: ]


This novel is dedicated to my wife, Wilma and to my daughter, Michelle Trixie. Thank you both for your patience and suffering through this creative process.

––––––––
[image: ]


ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

COVER IMAGE DESIGNED by FreePik

www.freepik.com

[image: The Birthday Box]

HERE'S A FREE GIFT, a personal thank you for reading COMES THE CALL: For God and Country, inspired by the true-life story of Dr. John Scott Holladay, my Uncle Jack. I hope you left a review and a book rating.
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Chapter One
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At 12:20 a.m., December 9, 1941, Pastor John Scott Holladay sat in his office with his pregnant wife, Marie, patiently watching their 11-year-old son, John Scott Jr., Jacky, fine tune their short-wave radio, searching for the signal from Singapore.

Frustrated with waiting, finding something else to talk about, Pastor John said, “We’ve been here for thirteen years. We’ve nearly finished building the hospital, and now we may not be able to complete it.” He stretched forward, eager to help Jacky tune the radio. He chomped down, held back, and watched.

Jacky slowly turned the large, black knob, finding only squelch and static.

Marie tugged John’s arm and dragged him back into his chair. “Jacky’s better at this than either of us.” She pasted on her reassuring smile, reminding him that he’d previously delegated all radio responsibilities to their son.

He smiled and relaxed.  She’s right, again.

By then, his office had jammed with members of their small staff and their families.

He nodded at Kamonchrisporntip, his assistant pastor. The name roughly meant, heart and mind in Christ’s blessing. He’d changed his family name right after John baptized him more than eleven years earlier.

John had no clue about their given names. The Thai people never used them. They commonly used nicknames. His assistant pastor’s nickname was Preecha, meaning intelligence or wisdom. The name fit in both English and Siamese. Preecha was smart, and he loved to preach the Gospel.

John decided to fill them all in, again. “The Empire of Japan is expanding and setting up defensible perimeters. Now, yesterday, they’ve invaded Thailand. I don’t . . . Nobody knows what Phibun will do.”

Preecha said, “I think he will do what he thinks is best for Siam.”

“Thailand,” said John, reminding Preecha of how their military dictator, Phibun, had recently changed the ancient name of their country. At the time, they’d all questioned why he would do such a thing. Thailand had long been Japan’s name for Siam.

None of that mattered anymore. News over the previous two days had been filled with reports of aggression by the Empire of Japan. They’d attacked the U. S. territories of the Philippines, Midway Island, Guam, Wake Island, and the Hawaiian Islands. They’d also attacked Hong Kong and Malaya, both colonies of the United Kingdom.

Japan had been at war with China since 1937, and had entered into the Tripartite Pact with Germany and Italy on Sept. 27, 1940. Neighboring, French Indochina, had officially gone under the control of Vichy France.

After the signing of the Franco-German Armistice on June 22, 1940, Vichy France had gone into a wait-and-see policy, and were, more or less, cooperating with the Germans. This gave Japan leverage over French Indochina.

John felt the walls closing in.

A day earlier, December 8, 1941, Japan had landed troops in the south of Thailand.

The short-wave radio screeched and popped, finally tuning into the Voice of Singapore.

Jacky feathered the fine tuner knob.  

The voice on the radio was in midsentence, “. . . transmitting from the chamber of the United States House of Representatives, where they’ve just announced President Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Stand by.”

Applause preceded the familiar voice of the American president. "Mister Vice President, and Mister Speaker, and members of the Senate and the House of Representatives: Yesterday, December seven, 1941 – a date which will live in infamy – the United States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan.

“The United States was at peace with that nation, and, at the solicitation of Japan, was still in conversation with its government, and its Emperor, looking toward maintenance of peace in the Pacific. Indeed, one hour after Japanese air squadrons had commenced bombing in the American Island of Oahu, the Japanese Ambassador to the United States, and his colleague, delivered to our Secretary of State a formal reply to a recent American message. And, while this reply stated that it seemed useless to continue the existing diplomatic negotiations, it contained no threat or hint of war, or of armed attack.

“It will be recorded that the distance of Hawaii from Japan will make it obvious that the attack was deliberately planned many days or even weeks ago. During the intervening time, the Japanese Government has deliberately sought to deceive the United States by false statements and expressions of hope for continued peace.

“The attack yesterday on the Hawaiian Islands has caused severe damage to American naval and military forces. I regret to tell you that very many American lives have been lost. In addition, American ships have been reported torpedoed on the high seas between San Francisco and Honolulu.

“Yesterday, the Japanese Government also launched an attack on Malaya.

“Last night, Japanese forces attacked Hong Kong.

“Last night, Japanese forces attacked Guam.

“Last night, Japanese forces attacked the Philippine Islands.

“Last night, the Japanese attacked Wake Island.

“Last night, the Japanese attacked Midway Island.

“Japan has, therefore, undertaken a surprise offensive extending throughout the Pacific area. The facts of yesterday speak for themselves. The people of the United States have already formed their opinions, and will understand the implications to the very life and safety of our nation.

“As Commander-in-Chief of the army and navy, I have directed that all measures be taken for our defense.

“Always will be remembered, the character of the onslaught against us.

“No matter how long it may take us to overcome this premeditated invasion, the American people, in their righteous might, will win through to absolute victory.

“I believe I interpret the will of the Congress, and of the people, when I assert that we will not only defend ourselves to the uttermost, but will make very certain that this form of treachery shall never endanger us again.

“Hostilities exist. There is no blinking at the fact that our people, our territory, and our interests are in grave danger.

“With confidence in our armed forces – with the abounding determination of our people – we will gain the inevitable triumph – so help us God.

“I ask that the Congress declare that, since the unprovoked and dastardly attack by Japan on Sunday, December seventh, a state of war has existed between the United States and the Japanese Empire.” 

The Singapore reporter came back on the air to assure the stability of Singapore, and to welcome America into what had suddenly become World War II.

Under the Tripartite Pact, Hitler’s Nazi Germany and Mussolini’s Fascist Italy would certainly declare war against the United States.

Pastor John took a deep breath. “God help us all.” He stood and looked at Preecha, their doctor, two of their nurses, at Marie, and at Jacky. “I’m tired.”

He left his office, crossed the small courtyard, and retreated into the shelter of his family’s bungalow. He walked across the raised teak floor into their bedroom, dropped to his knees, dropped facedown onto the floor, and spread his arms wide, reaching out to God. “Lord Jesus, what are we to do?”

The door opened in the outer room, accompanied by the soft voices of Marie and Jacky.

John touched his forehead to the floor. “Protect our family, Lord, and keep us safe. Protect this, Thy flock, and this, Thy mission. Guide our path, Lord, through this treacherous time, that we might continue in Thy service.

“Amen, and Amen.”

He climbed back to his feet.

Marie entered, leaving to door open. “The staff is frightened. They’ve never seen you like this.” She softly stroked his chest. “Neither have I.”

John leaned down and kissed her forehead. “Let’s get some sleep. Things always look better in the morning.”

She turned on their single table lamp, crossed to the small wall mirror, and unpinned her nurse’s cap. She set it on their single night table and turned her back.

He unbuttoned the back of her nurse’s gown and helped her undress.

Nearly eight months pregnant, and she was still beautiful. This pregnancy wasn’t as big as Jacky’s had been, but her belly was big.

How could they travel with her pregnancy?

“I am so happy to be married to you.” He cupped her face and kissed her gently. Good night.

She knew him too well, reading his face. “You’re right. Things will look brighter in the morning. They always do.”

*     *     *
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JOHN WOKE AROUND 5:00 a.m., his usual time, and the gloom of the night before had vanished. With the new dawn came renewed hope. He’d been refreshed. He knew, in his heart, that if Marie hadn’t confirmed it, it might not have happened. She seldom made predictions, but when she did, they nearly always came true. It didn’t matter that he’d said it a moment earlier.

He stepped out to their small, private garden adjacent to their bedroom, clasped his hands over the porch railing, and bowed his head under his divine Host. “All blessings in Heaven and on earth to God and Jesus. 

“Bless us now, Lord Jesus; this, your flock in Chiang Mai. Bless them, Lord, during this treacherous time, and keep them safe. Bless our family, Lord, as we prepare to evacuate in front of an angry, evil empire. Bless Marie’s pregnancy and bless our unborn child. Guide us and keep us safe. In Jesus name we pray. Amen, and Amen.”

He and Marie had grown to love the people of Thailand, their eternal optimism, their persistent choice to be happy, and especially their collective joy in their salvation through Jesus Christ.

He turned inside, dressed quickly, and woke Marie. “We need to get packed. Just bring what we need. We’ll be traveling light. We’re leaving at 6:00 a.m., tomorrow morning.”

He lifted and helped his very pregnant, sleepy-eyed wife sit on the edge of the bed.

“Fix yourself and Jacky something to eat, then get over to the clinic and help them form a plan for evacuation.”

She blinked in his direction, still looking sluggish. 

“They need to evacuate, sometime after we’re gone. We’re leaving tomorrow morning.”

She gazed up at him, still sleepy-eyed.

“Are you awake?”

She rubbed her face with both hands, looked up at him, and nodded, finally paying attention.

“This mission needs to evacuate, after we’ve gone. The Japanese might come north. They’ll want to block the Burma Road. Our people need to be ready. I need for you to help them make plans.”

Marie nodded and extended both arms.

John helped her to stand.

She squeezed his hands, let go, and pushed him away. “Good morning.”

“It is.” John turned out of their bedroom, crossed the living room, and opened their front door wide. 

Early light and fresh morning air flooded in. He left the door open and strolled across the stone paved courtyard, gratified by what they’d all accomplished over the previous thirteen years.

At the bottom of the gently sloping courtyard stood their three largest buildings, the chapel, the busy clinic, and the school, all built of hewn limestone. Their overlapping walls and roof spans blocked his view of the busy street below. The new hospital, connected to the back of the clinic, had a street entrance. It would have soon opened to any in need. It certainly would have opened doors to evangelize.

Maybe after the war, God willing.

White stucco cottages mingled with giant trees, wild orchids, and big-leafed philodendron, wove their way up the slope on both sides of descending courtyard. The wide, overhanging, red tile roofs wrestled their way toward sunlight from under tall teak and mango trees, adding perceptive depth to their mission community. Beautiful.

Thank you, Lord. He swiped a tear from his cheek.

He would miss this place, inspired by the Lord, and all the work they’d done.

He knocked at the front door of Preecha’s small cottage.

Sukhon, Preecha’s pretty young wife, opened the door. “Pastor John. Good morning, sir.”

John smiled, projecting calm. “Good morning, Sukhon.”

Preecha opened the door wide and stood behind his wife, surprised to be summoned so early. “Yes, sir.” He pulled his wife aside. “Please, come in.”

“No, no. Sorry to disturb you so early. It’s going to be a long day.” He turned sideways, beckoning Preecha to come outside.

Preecha kissed his wife’s forehead, stepped outside, and closed the door.

John asked, “Is the bus running?”

“Yes, sir, but we need one tire in back.”

“What about Thaksin?” Thaksin served as bus driver and handyman.

“He’s okay. Dengue all gone for now.”

“Ask him to get the bus in good order today. Fill the gas tank, change the oil, fill the tires with air, get two five-gallon cans of extra gas, and two cans of fresh water. Early tomorrow, we’re heading up to Taunggyi, then across the mountains to the railroad.”

“Myanmar?”

“That’s right.”

“Ah! Good for you. Sukhon speak good Bamar.” The Bamar were far-and-away the majority of Burma’s population.

John hadn’t thought about that. One of those small items to remind him that God had known beforehand. Sukhon was in the right place at just the right time. He smiled and nodded. “I need for you to send runners over to the Baptist Church, and down to the Methodist and Catholic Missions. They all have American clergy. It’s about 350 miles to Taumggyi. Maybe that far again to cross over to the Burma Road. If it’s still running, the railroad can take us down to Rangoon. Tell them we’re leaving at 6:00 a.m., tomorrow, first come, first served. We can only carry sixteen passengers. With us, you, Thaksin, and your wives, we have room for ten more. Thaksin will drive. He’s number seventeen. We won’t have room for a lot of luggage.”

Preecha nodded and turned to leave.

John hooked his arm. “After you get that done, call everybody into the chapel. We’ll have a prayer session, and a final meeting at noon today.”

*     *     *
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BY NOON, THEIR SMALL chapel had filled to overflowing. John, Marie, and Jacky squeezed through those standing in the aisle, saying hello, touching shoulders, shaking hands. Some smiled, glowing with faith. Others wore wrinkled faces, fraught with worry.

John would miss them all. He climbed two steps onto the altar and turned to face his congregation.

Marie and Jacky stood in back, near the entry, quietly saying their goodbyes.

John said, “Thank you for coming.”

The chapel grew quiet. Traffic noises seeped in from the street outside.

“I’ve called you here to report on the events of the last three days. The Empire of Japan is now at war with the United States and the British Empire. As American citizens, I, Marie, and Jacky will depart for home, early tomorrow morning. Should God allow, we will see all of you again.”

He waited for their murmurs to die, and for their eyes to return.

“If Japanese troops should come north into Chiang Mai, you should stay clear of them. They are unpredictable and are proving to be brutal in their treatment of others. They are not Christian, and their actions defy the teaching of Buddha. If they come up here, stay in your homes.

“After we are gone, there will be no way to pay those who work here. If you choose to volunteer your services, the Lord’s joy will reward you. Of His unspeakable joy, you are already aware.”

He looked from face to face. He’d baptized most of them.

He swallowed the lump in his throat, but he could not block his tears. He blinked and they tumbled down his cheeks. He wiped them away. “We have entered into dark times. Let us pray.”

He waited for his congregation to bow their heads before he bowed his. “Lord, guide us and guard us through this dark period. Protect this, thy flock, and bring them peace in their ever-growing faith. Shield them, Lord, from the forces of evil, and bring them safely to the other side.”

He looked at their still bowed heads, “Amen!  And, Amen again.”

Their heads turned up, looking at him, waiting for more.

“If any of you know other Americans or British in the area, we’ll be leaving at six, tomorrow morning.” He had seen other Caucasians from time to time. “Our bus can only take ten more passengers. It will be first come, first served.”

He shook hands on his way out, as his congregation pressed in on all sides, kissing his hands and touching him.

Lord, protect them and keep them safe.
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Chapter Two
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At 6:00 a.m., December 10, 1941, rain fell at a steady pace under a dark sky. They’d put their bags on the roof of the bus the night before, and had secured a waxed canvas tarp over the top.

Moderate rain in Chiang Mai usually meant hard rain in the mountains. That could present problems.

Thaksin stood under the roof of the school with Preecha and Sukhon. John, Marie, and Jacky hurried under the roof to join them.

John dragged Thaksin closer. “Did you bring shovels, a pick, and some prybars?” They’d had to deal with rain related problems before.

Thaksin said, “Got three shovel, one pick, two prybar. Got two new tire in front, now. Move both of old front tire to back. Got two good spare now. Got a jack. Got a full tank of gas. Got two extra five-gallon cans. Got two five-gallon cans water. Got plenty oil. Got good headlight, both side. We all set, now.”

John smiled and nodded, knowing they’d forgotten something.

Preecha said, “The Catholic priest gonna stay here. Methodist already gone. Baptist come with wife and two daughters.”

The gate between the school and clinic swung open, and Kevin Donaldson, the Baptist minister, came in with his wife and two teenage daughters. Kevin and his wife each carried two small suitcases.

Preecha waved toward the chapel and three men hurried out into the rain. Two climbed up the back of the bus and untied the tarpaulin. Thaksin and the third man took the Donaldson’s suitcases and handed them up. The two men on top slid the suitcases into position and re-secured the tarpaulin.

Five women carried out bananas, mangoes, coconuts, and some food wrapped in palm leaves. Preecha’s wife helped them load the food into the bus.

Kevin Donaldson stepped close and shook hands. “Thank you, John. I don’t know what we would have done. Pastor Jensen, over at the Methodist Church, retired last month and went home. It’ll Probably be a long while before they send anybody to replace him.” He looked down and shook his head. “We were not ready for this.”

“Happy to have you.” John smiled and nodded hello to Kevin’s wife and daughters.

The gate opened again, and a tall, well-dressed man marched into the courtyard. “You have room for one more?” He had no suitcase.

Two other men followed the tall man into the courtyard. Both looked about thirty-years-old, and physically fit. One wore a black suit, the other wore a gray suit.

Donaldson fanned toward the taller man. “Bill Thompson, this is Pastor John Holladay. This is his bus.”

John shook hands with Thompson. “We still have a little room.”

The other two men hung back, waiting under the clinic roof.

Donaldson said, “Mr. Thompson works for the railroad. He kind of supervises things up here.”

“Happy to have all of you.” John turned and smiled at the suit-clad duo.

The gray-clad man stepped into the rain and extended his hand. “My name’s Tony Masso.”

John shook hands. “Welcome.”

“This here’s Joseph Cipriano.” Tony Masso hooked a thumb toward his companion. “We’re here from Chicago. We intended to open a restaurant and bar in city center.”

Two guys from Chicago might mean prostitution, opium, and liquor.

God’s in charge. John would not judge them, even if they were into illegal activity.

Joe Cipriano crossed in the rain and shook hands, a powerful but friendly grip. “I hope you can find room for both us.” His toothy smile seemed friendly. They both seemed friendly. They each carried one medium-sized suitcase.

John poked a thumb at the bus. “The top is full. Go ahead and get on board. You’ll need to find room for your bags.”

The two men from Chicago climbed onto the bus and walked all the way to the back bench.

John said, “Okay, open the gates.”

*     *     *
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BY MIDDAY, THE PRESBYTERIAN Mission bus from Chiang Mai had climbed twenty miles up the mountain road, well outside the city. Irksome, bumper to bumper traffic had not thinned, slowly weaving from pothole to pothole. Horns blared in front of them, and from behind. The gated truck directly in front of them blocked any possible view of what might be ahead. At least the rain had stopped, giving way to blistering tropical heat. 

The pothole-strewn, paved section of road ended, and traffic slowed all the more.

A full hour later, the truck in front of them turned off onto a narrow dirt road under road-hugging trees. The bus moved slightly faster, steeply winding into higher mountains. Hopefully, a higher altitude might be cooler.

All the men, including John, had long since removed their jackets. John’s shirt clung to his skin, drenched with sweat.

Only Jacky had managed to find sleep.

Marie looked the most uncomfortable, slightly turning back and forth, with her soaking wet dress tightly stretched across her pregnant belly.

Thank you, God. Her thick bra and panties hid the rest. 

She smiled, never one to complain.

He shook his head. “Yeah, this is going to take longer than I thought. You should try and get some sleep.”

She laughed softly. She’d already told him, she had too much to think about. They both did. Both knew their well-ordered lives had been suddenly and permanently changed. John worried most about her pregnancy. It would have been difficult enough, without this flight before an ongoing invasion.

The Chicago pair reclined on the back bench, their heads in opposite corners, their feet tangled in the center. They looked to be sleeping.

Kevin Donaldson and his wife sat on the right side, directly in front of Joe Cipriano. Their daughters sat on the left side, directly in front of Tony Masso.

John and Marie sat in front of Kevin Donaldson and his wife. Jacky had stretched out on the other side, closer to the Donaldson’s teenage daughters, both older than him.

Bill Thompson sat behind Thaksin, their driver.

Preecha and his wife sat on the right-front bench.

Nobody looked comfortable, not even those who looked to be sleeping.

Food baskets, water cans, and fruit had been stored along the overhead racks. Everybody could help themselves.

John caressed Marie’s knee. “Need anything?”

She shook her head and held his hand, stopping him from standing. “Did anybody remember toilet paper?”

“Good grief! I hope so.” He shook his head. “I knew we forgot something.”

He stood and lumbered the short distance to the front of the bus and leaned over Thaksin’s shoulder. “If you need a break, I can drive for a while.”

Thaksin smiled with a glance. “Maybe later. I let you know.”

John turned back. “Can you drive a bus, Mr. Thompson?”

“Sure. I can drive anything. And, please, it’s Bill.” He offered his hand again and smiled.

John shook hands again. “John.”

John turned to Preecha and his wife, then to the others on the bus. “If any of you need a rest stop, just tell Thaksin.” He poked a thumb toward the driver.

Preecha smiled his toothy smile. “Sure, boss. We going to stop for the night?”

Before John could answer, the din of aircraft engines approached overhead, growing louder.

John and Bill Thompson leaned forward and looked up through the windshield. Four Japanese aircraft flew over at about three thousand feet.

Thompson said, “Mitsubishi Ki-30s. Japanese light bombers. They’re probably headed up to the Burma Road, near the Chinese border.”

John answered Preecha’s question. “We’re not stopping for anything longer than ten minutes.” He said it loud enough for everybody to hear. “If anybody needs a break, let us know. Short stops on a long trip are necessary.”

Marie waved.

“You need to stop?”

She shook her head, shy.

Oh, yeah. “Did anybody bring toilet paper?”

*     *     *
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PREECHA SMILED FROM inside himself, happy to be in the service of the Presbyterian Mission of Chiang Mai. He jumped at any opportunity to provide special services for Pastor John Holladay. Seated on the right front bench, his job was to help Thaksin watch the road. Sukhon, Preecha’s wife, was to make sure Thaksin stayed awake. 

They’d been on high-mountain terrain for more than two hours and, finally, the sun had set behind the mountain and a cooler temperature rushed down the steep slope.

The bus stopped and Preecha stood. The traffic ahead had come to a full stop. A Thai man got out of the driver’s side of the dark-colored, muddy sedan in front of them.  

Thaksin set the brake, turned off the lights, turned off the engine, and opened the door.

Up to then, they’d only stopped once. And, yes, to Ma’am Holladay’s relief, Ma’am Donaldson had plenty of toilet paper.

Pastor John tapped Preecha’s shoulder. Stalled traffic probably meant trouble.

Preecha led Thaksin and Pastor John onto the rain-soaked dirt road, where tiny streams flowed downhill through ruts, runoff from on-and-off rain all day. 

They’d been traveling uphill along the eastern face of the mountains since 10:00 a.m. In some places, the mountain on the west side of the road rose steeply. The mountain slope on the east side of the road dropped off just as steeply.

Preecha led Pastor John and Thaksin uphill past a string of cars and trucks. All had turned off their lights and motors.

Fifty yards ahead, two men pushed and rolled rocks off a mound of dirt that had blocked the road. Roadwork had apparently removed uphill vegetation and a mudslide had been the result. This was not an uncommon occurrence. 

Pastor John scratched the back of his neck. “We’re lucky. Most of the road is still intact.”

Preecha said, “I go get some tools.” He hurried back downhill with Pastor John and Thaksin right behind.

Ma’am Holladay and Jacky stood on the road with Sukhon, all eager for news.

Preecha said, “Mud slide onto road. We be longtime job here. 

Pastor John laid a hand of Preecha’s shoulder, speaking to Ma’am Holladay. “Think you ladies can muster up something to eat?” 

Thaksin opened the lower cargo door, pulled out, and handed two shovels to Pastor John, a pick to Preecha, slid the jack aside, and dragged out two prybars.

Pastor John moved forward in front of Preecha and handed a shovel to Mr. Thompson. He grabbed a prybar from Thaksin and handed it to Pastor Donaldson.

The two Chicago boys climbed down to the road, their white, short-sleeved shirts tucked neatly into loose trousers held up by suspenders. Both carried shoulder holstered revolvers. Nobody cared.

Preecha propped the pick onto his shoulder and trudged uphill to the mudslide.

A crowd of spectators had gathered around the front car. Seeing the tools, the driver of the front car turned on his headlights. The gathered watchers moved away from the headlights.

Pastor John waded into soft mud near the downhill side of the road and jabbed his shovel into it. Mr. Thompson climbed next to him and slid his shovel under the mud. Both men tossed mud off the road and down the steep slope.

Preecha loved Pastor John for this. He always worked hard, no matter the task. He did everything the best way he knew, always looking for a better way, always learning, always teaching, always finding joy in his work. His spirit seemed always at peace.

Preecha climbed into the mud above them and slammed the pick into a hard, dry clump.

Pastor Donaldson and Thaksin climbed higher up the mound and jammed their prybars behind a large rock, slowly nudging it downhill.

Preecha drove his pick under the downhill edge of the rock, clearing dirt from underneath. Weight had buried the rock deep. This would take time.

Both Chicago guys leaned against the side of the lead car, casually watching the progress.

An hour later, Preecha had cleared enough mud from under the boulder to allow Thaksin and Pastor Donaldson to slowly slide the boulder with their prybars.

Several Thai spectators climbed up to help, and, together, they slowly slid the boulder off the road. Everybody watched it roll down the steep slope and stop against a fat tree.

The Chicago guys passively watched from their now seated positions on the hood of the lead car, their arms crossed, half hiding their weapons. The only spectators remaining were those two, and, of course, most of the women and all of the babies.

Three women had joined in the work with Jacky, pushing with their hands, stomping with their feet. The ever-growing crowd cleared the road at a much faster pace, making visible progress.

The driver of the first car climbed in and turned off his dimmed headlights. 

The Chicago guys climbed off the hood and stood aside.

The driver hit the starter but it only clicked.

Not good.  

His car blocked the road and the string of cars and trucks, stretching downhill, far past their mission bus.

Pastor John handed his shovel to Preecha and moved down behind the car. He took a position to push the car uphill and looked around. He could never do this alone.

The Chicago guys stepped aside, making room for several other men to join Pastor John at the rear of the lead car. The Chicago guy with the gray trousers positioned himself at the driver’s window, ready to push the windshield post.

The driver waved out the window.

Pastor John and the others, as many as could touch the back and sides of the car, pushed the car uphill, slowly building speed.

The driver let out the clutch, but the car stopped, too steep to build up enough speed. 

Pastor John looked back down the road. He motioned to the others. “Let’s push it another twenty feet, then we can push it in reverse to build up enough speed.” He leaned against the back of the car and the others joined him.

They stopped at about twenty feet, the driver set the brake, and everybody moved to the front of the car, including both guys from Chicago.

Pastor John nodded.

The driver put his car into reverse and released the emergency brake. 

“Okay,” said Pastor John, leaning into the front of the car. 

The other men, including Thaksin and Preecha, pushed downhill, quickly building speed.

The driver let out his clutch, the engine started, and he stomped on his brakes. His wife and daughter climbed in, his headlights came on, and their car moved quickly up the side of the mountain.

Pastor John grabbed his shovel and hurried to the back of the bus.

Preecha and the others followed with their tools.

Thaksin loaded all the tools into the rear compartment of the bus and closed it.

Pastor John unfastened a water can from the back of the bus and opened the cap. He picked it up by the handles, with one hand at the bottom, and offered it to the rest of the men.

Pastor Donaldson headed the line, washing his dirty hands. The others followed, as Pastor John slowly poured clean water over their hands.

Mr. Thompson took the water can, and Pastor John washed his hands last.

Thaksin grabbed and refastened the can to the back of the bus, spun on the cap, and everybody filed back onto the bus. Inside, the women had set plates of food on the front two benches.

A car horn blared behind them, followed by several more.

Thaksin started the bus, closed the door, and turned on the headlights.

Pastor John said, “Thank you all for helping.” He looked at the guys from Chicago and smiled. Nothing in his voice had indicated disappointment over their laziness.

They showed no sign of caring, one way or the other.

“We’ll eat on the move.” Pastor John lowered his head and clasped his hands. “Thank you, Lord, for your guidance and protection. And, thank you for bringing us such a capable team to see us through this dark chapter. Bless this food that it might nourish and refresh us, and bless us, that we might better serve Thee. In Jesus name we pray, Amen.”

The darkened bus filled with murmurs of “Amen.”

The bus jerked forward.

Preecha waited for Pastor John to sit. I will miss him.

*     *     *
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AFTER RELIEVING THAKSIN, Bill Thompson drove the bus across the mountain crest shortly after midnight, still traveling north-by-northwest.

John finally closed his eyes and relaxed, listening to Marie’s steady breathing. She liked using his shoulder as a pillow.
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Chapter Three
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John woke in early daylight. The bus had stopped, and he was alone.

He climbed down to the dirt road and walked downhill to join the others, standing near a bridge crossing over a large river.

Tony Masso and Joe Cipriano stood at a distance, having a private chat.

John suppressed a yawn and stretched, keeping his arms down, not eager to show his fatigue. “Where are we?”

Thompson turned and smiled. “This is the Salween River. I was here last summer. The river’s a lot higher now.”

The bridge spanned more than one hundred yards of deep, fast-moving water, flowing at about twelve inches below heavy timbers running from stone pilaster to stone pilaster. Thick wood planks ran across the heavy timbers and looked structurally sound, though many showed signs of wear and probably should have been replaced.

John nudged Bill Thompson. “What do you think, Bill?”

“The water’s about ten feet higher now, than when I was last here. The stone pilasters are constructed of huge stones but the old mortar is barely visible after years of denudation. I don’t know. It’s probably okay, but it’s not my bus.” He stared at John. 

“Do you have any suggestions?”

Marie grabbed and hugged John’s arm.

Bill Thompson turned to look at the bridge then turned back. “Some of those cross planks worry me. Maybe I should have turned south a ways back. The other traffic went that way, but this is the shortest route to Taunggyi.” He wagged his head. “Like I said, it’s your bus.”

John refused to yield to frustration. “You’re the engineer. What’s your recommendation? I don’t think we have enough gas to . . .”

“If I was alone, I wouldn’t hesitate. But I’m a good swimmer.” He turned to study the bridge. “That bridge has been here for a long time. It’s survived many monsoon seasons.” He turned back to John. “But, everything built by engineers wears out. It eventually reaches its limit.”

“Meaning, it might fail.”

“Meaning, given the right circumstances, it will fail.”

John said, “Okay. Let’s all walk across the bridge with our luggage. Once we’re all across, I’ll come back and drive the bus across.”

Marie pinched the underside of his upper arm. It hurt. She yanked him down and whispered in his ear. “Why must you always be the one?”

He looked into those eyes, speaking privately. “I grew up on the Colombia River. Remember? I’m a good swimmer.”

Bill Thompson stepped in front of John, looked back at the bridge, then back at John. “Why don’t you all go on across and let me drive the bus? I don’t have any luggage.”

John said, “I couldn’t live with myself, if something happened.”

Bill said, “You think I could?”

John smiled. “My bus, Bill. If you want, you can help Jacky with our bags. That’ll save a little time.”

*     *     *
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“WE’VE BEEN VERY LUCKY," said Tony Masso, back on the bus, relaxing with Joe Cipriano on the rear bench. “When that preacher drove across that bridge like it was an Illinois speedway, I thought we’d be walking.”

“Yeah. He’s got guts.” Joe felt a lot safer now, with the Siamese driver back behind the wheel. “That guy, Thompson, he drives like a maniac.”

Tony showed Joe that smile, the one says everything’s okay.

Joe couldn’t hide his sneer. Didn’t really want to. “Yeah, things are gonna work out fine. Your Uncle Vitto’s gonna be real happy, us leaving Siam with nothing to show.” Joe hated returning to Chicago empty handed.

Tony touched Joe’s arm, maybe cautioning against others hearing, especially that preacher.

Okay. Okay. Joe could talk plenty quiet.

Tony spoke softly. “Uncle Vitto’s okay. We still have his investment funds.” He hugged his small suitcase. “He knows, we’re at war now.” He spun a hand through the air, his way of thinking out loud. “Actually, it’s very fortunate we didn’t make any investments. The Japanese would own it by now.” He leaned over the bench seat in front of him. “Reverend, I want to thank you for the ride. If there’s ever anything we can do, let us know.”

“Sure,” said Joe. He’d already decided not to spit on the preacher’s shoes.

“We’re not there yet,” said the preacher, nodding toward the front of the bus. They slowed and stopped behind a string of cars.

About fifty yards ahead, some kind of blockade had been set up across the road, manned by four guys in uniforms. They all carried rifles.

The preacher stood and spoke to everybody. “Relax. Have your passports out. I’ll go talk to them.” He glanced back at Joe. “You boys might want to put on your jackets.” He looked at Joe’s gun.

“Good idea.” Tony stood and slipped into his jacket.

For the second time, Joe appreciated the preacher. He’d never have thought about his Smith and Wesson being exposed at a stupid roadblock.

The bus started and moved forward by two car lengths.

The preacher walked to the front of the bus and motioned to the Siamese couple. They talked softly for a few seconds, then the preacher led them off the bus.

Tony slid their money satchel under the preacher’s seat and used his foot to slide it against the rear tire well.

Good idea. It’d be hard to see.

Joe stood and pulled on his jacket, already sweating like a beer guzzling wrestler.

Tony smiled that smile. “Relax. You’ll make them suspicious.”

“Sure, sure.” Joe sat and tried to relax. “You bet.” He hated cops, especially soldier cops.

Just ahead, two soldiers swung the traffic gate aside, and one car drove through the blockade. The soldiers closed the gate, and the bus moved forward, second in line.

The preacher and the Siamese couple got back on the bus and took their seats. The preacher said, “These are British soldiers. I think it’s probably a normal border check. Remember, there’s a war on. They’re probably looking for Japanese.”

Five minutes later, the car in front drove away and a young soldier climbed onto the bus. He wore a flap-cover holstered pistol with a shoulder strap and belt. He looked person to person, taking his time. He spoke to the tall maniac, Thompson, sitting behind the driver. “Are you Americans?” The soldier sounded like a limey.

“Yes, we are,” said the maniac.

“Are you with the Chiang Mai Mission?” He must have read the side of the bus.

“I’m not.” He motioned toward the preacher.

“That would be me.” The preacher raised his hand and pointed as he spoke. “I’m Pastor John Holladay. This is my wife, Marie, and our son. That’s Reverend Donaldson, his wife, and their daughters. They’re with the International Southern Baptist Church in Chiang Mai. That tall gentleman, next to you, is an engineer with the railroad system in Thailand.” He poked a thumb back, no need to look. “Those two are businessmen from Chicago. The driver, and the couple next to you, are Thai citizens working for the Presbyterian Mission in Chiang Mai. May we know your name?”

“Lef’tenent Bryce.” He wasn’t friendly. “Are you carrying any contraband?”

Joe smelled his sweat. Bad as ever, it was.

“No sir, we are not. America is at war with the Empire of Japan. We’re just trying to get home. Is the Burma Railroad running?”

That got the soldier’s lime-juice up. “Burma's British rail system is working all the way from Rangoon, up to Mandalay.”

The preacher waved it off. “Easy, son. We’re all on the same side.”
“I’ll need to see your passports.”
He walked up the aisle slowly, checking everybody’s papers.

The preacher asked, “Are the roads open all the way through to Meiktila?”

“You should stay on the main road and go through Taunggyi. Be careful about bandits. We’ve had reports.”

“Any hotels in Taunggyi?”

“City Center should have some available accommodations. They’re sure to be expensive, considering current conditions.” He handed passports back to Tony and Joe. “You gents have any associations with Mussolini?”

Joe jumped to his feet, ready to punch the arrogant young limey’s face. “We’re American!”

Tony grabbed his arm and held him back, smiling politely at the stupid limey. “We don’t like Fascists.”

The officer stood his ground, staring back hard at Joe. “You’re living in Siam, are you not?”

The preacher said, “Siam, or more recently, Thailand, is currently a military dictatorship under Luang Philbunsongkhram, better known as Phibun. Yes, I would call him a Fascist. However, the Siamese people are far from it. The king is in America, and very much favors a system similar to that of Great Britain. Chiang Mai is a long way from Bangkok. Thailand is a country in transition. We, sir, are Americans. Our loyalties are American. Are we not your long-time allies?”

“Very well.” The limey lieutenant spun on his heel, walked forward, and stepped down off the bus. He waved, and the road guards opened the gate.

The driver closed the door, revved the engine, shifted into gear, and drove slowly through the blockade.
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Chapter Four
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Sukhon, Preecha’s wife, pointed to a four-story building on the left side. “This one!” The driveway looked easy to turn into.

Finally.

John had been musing all day about the young British officer’s arrogance. British.

They’d been driving on the left side of the road since leaving Thailand. He hadn’t yet seen any vehicle with right-side British steering. Every car, truck, or bus had been manufactured in America.

Thaksin drove slowly up the driveway, weaving between and around pushcarts and rickshaws. He found a parking spot in the small, front parking area. He set the brake and opened the door.

Sukhon jumped out and hurried through the front door of the small hotel. Overlapping Burmese writing crowded the wall nearest the entry. This being their third stop, John could only hope. None of the other hotels had enough available rooms for all of them.

Sukhon ran from the building and hurried onto the bus. “Have three double room, two bed each. Have plenty couch in lobby.”

John stood. “What about bathing facilities?”

“End of hall on each floor have three toilet and three shower. Wash basin in every room. Have restaurant and bar, inside and outside dining.”

“Thank you, Sukhon. Good job.” John looked at the others. None objected. He turned back to Sukhon. “How much?”

“Ten dollar, American, for each room. Two dollar for lobby, and can use bathroom on second floor.”

“Get back in there and sign us up.”

“We take. I already tell them.”

John smiled at Sukhon, then turned toward Tony and Joe. “We’ll take the lobby. You guys can have a room. We’ll give a room to Reverand Donaldson, and the other to Preecha and Sukhon.” He looked forward. “Bill, you'll get a couch in the lobby. You get first pick.”

Bill stood and stretched. “Stop it. I’ll take whatever’s left.”

“Wait a minute.” Tony stood and stared at Marie. “You’ve got a pregnant wife, and a kid.”

Relief and gratitude flooded across John’s shoulders. He’d always put himself last, but not his wife and son.

Joe Cipriano dragged their satchel from under John’s seat and stood. “Sure. We’ll take the lobby. I don’t think Tony could sleep, knowing your wife was on a couch in the lobby.”

“Thank you.  I . . .” John didn’t need to say more, the way they both looked at him.

Tony squeezed John’s shoulder, being friendly. “We’ll probably spend all night in the bar, anyway.”

John said, “Behave.”

*     *     *
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AFTER BATHING AND CHANGING clothes, John, Marie, and Jacky entered the outside dining area and bar, about two hours after dark. A high bamboo fence stepped up the hillside, separating them from dense forest. Three stone dining-terraces stepped up with the slope, a few tables with chairs at each level. Oil lanterns had been strung from over-hanging tree limbs, creating the potential for a nice atmosphere, spoiled by two wall mounted floodlights.

“Oh, no.” Jacky froze, wide-eyed, staring at the upper terrace.

Three well-dressed locals sat at the nearest table, spooning and eating chunks of brain from a live monkey’s open skull, while laughing and joking with each other. 

John had heard of this barbaric practice, but he’d never before seen it. 

A wire cage had been tightly fitted to the bottom of the table, with a live monkey inside. His head had been clamped into a six-inch diameter hole in the center of the table, and the top of its skull had been removed.

The monkey stared at John, with no outward signs of pain.

Dear God.

John shielded his son’s eyes and spun him away.

Seated at the outside bar, Tony frowned and shook his head in apparent disgust. Joe stared at the monkey, showing no emotion.

John led his family into the inside dining room, a little hotter than outside.

“What’s wrong?” Marie hadn’t seen the monkey.

“I think it might be a little cleaner in here.” He held Jacky’s shoulders and knelt to study his face.

Jacky frowned, but he would not cry. He was too big to cry, or so he’d repeatedly said since returning from the British boarding school in Mumbai.

“You okay, son?”

Jacky blinked and looked away. He wasn’t okay.

John said, “I’m going to have nightmares about that.”

Jacky gritted his teeth. “Me too.”

“They never do that kind of stuff where we’re going.”

“In America?”

John smiled, nodded, and straightened, still holding his son’s shoulders. He hadn’t carried his son for years. Jacky was too big to be carried, or so he’d said. John picked him up anyway. 

Jacky didn’t mind.

“Let’s get some fish for dinner.”

Jacky agreed.

So did Marie.

*     *     *
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TWO SMALL BEDS HAD been packed into their tiny hotel room, with barely enough space to walk between them. John opened the window, three floors up, and turned off the light.

Jacky laid down on one of the beds and fell asleep, shortly after his head hit the pillow.

John knelt at the foot of the other bed.

Marie laid down, twisting and turning, trying to find a comfort zone. The more pregnant she became, the more she struggled to find comfort.

John prayed silently, thanking God for their safe journey, asking for Marie’s health, asking for the health of their unborn baby, asking for their son’s mental and spiritual healing, and asking for continued blessings on their journey. He softly said, “Amen,” and laid down next to Marie.

“What happened out on the terrace?” She snuggled into him.

"I’m not sure you want to know."

“If our son saw something that bothered him that much, I need to know.”

“Maybe you’ve never heard.” He kissed her forehead. “In parts of Southeast Asia, particularly in Burma, monkey brains are considered a delicacy.”

She nestled closer. “Hmm.” Getting sleepy.

Thank you, God.
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Chapter Five
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The hotel had set up a buffet breakfast consisting of local fruits, rice, bread, and an oily, curry flavored stew with what might have been pork. John couldn’t be sure and nobody dared to ask.

By 7:00 a.m., their small flock of war refugees had gathered around the mission bus, where Thaksin stepped in front of John, displaying a fistful of Myanmar kyat. “I gas up bus and gas cans, and fresh water, too. They take bat, very okay. They give change in kyat.” 

“You keep that, Thaksin. You’ll need money to get home.” John counted faces. The Italian duo had not yet arrived.

Preecha read John’s face and rushed back into the hotel. Half-a-minute later, Tony Masso and Joe Cipriano followed Preecha from the hotel, nodded at John, and climbed onto the bus, first to board. 

John fanned an arm and the others boarded the bus. John climbed on last.

At 7:36 a.m., Thaksin closed the door and started the engine.

The highway between Taunggyi and Mandalay was narrow but paved, and in pretty good condition. Moderate traffic made it seem like the Burmese people had not yet heard of the Japanese invasion of Thailand and Malaya. It didn’t make much difference. Where could these people go? The Burmese people had now no place to run to. 

John hated their need to run. He’d abandoned his flock. Protecting an eleven-year-old son and a pregnant wife offered only moderate relief from his feeling of guilt.
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