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PROLOGUE
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September 30, 1944

Tivoli, Italy

Twenty miles east of Rome

IT WAS a moonless night in west-central Italy. In addition, a light cloud cover provided Martin with all the darkness he required as he followed Jacobs in a jeep he had borrowed from a fellow Canuck in the Princess Pats Regiment. Due to the nature of his off-duty venture this evening, he had also made sure to bring his service hand gun, a Walther P38. He had turned his headlights out as a precaution, and the open Tuscany landscape allowed him to maintain a safe distance of approximately a quarter of a mile from his quarry.

Martin parked the jeep on the far side of the villa after Jacobs had gone into the house and now he crept silently along the outer wall of the building under cover of the veranda roof. He moved stealthily, situating himself beneath a window which he determined to provide him a direct view into the sitting room. He was hoping to see his captain and close friend Reginald Jacobs with the Senorita in familiar surroundings.

Martin was therefore not disappointed when he edged upwards and saw them sitting together on the sofa, sharing a carafe of wine. It was oddly out of setting, however, when he noted Jacobs had spread a document on the coffee table. It appeared to be a map of some area and Martin was highly intrigued.

Suddenly, the same German individual he had seen here yesterday appeared from the kitchen carrying his own glass of wine, smiling warmly at Jacobs as he offered him a pleasant greeting. The window under which Martin was hiding was closed, and he could not hear what was being said.

This was all too strange. The German officer, friendly with Jacobs? All he could do at this point was sit and wait. There was also a hedge under the window which provided some additional cover, so he hunkered down and waited.

He remained hidden under the parlor window for what seemed an eternity. Every now and then from inside the house he could hear muted laughter and he was tempted to simply barge into the room and demand an explanation. Yet he waited.

As he crouched below the windowsill, he sensed movement beneath him. Looking down, he saw a huge, tan-colored spider had crawled beside his left boot and had slowly begun to move up his leg. If there was one thing Martin feared and despised, it was spiders. This particular species was a large Brown Recluse known in Italy as the ‘violini’ because of its distinct markings on its dorsal area, similar to a violin. More significant, it was venomous.

Martin could no longer stand to watch the arachnid approach his middle torso area. He jumped quickly in an effort to brush it off his groin, and unfortunately, his foot hit a rake that had been leaning against the outer wall of the building. It clattered against a metal bucket as it fell, loud enough to attract the attention of the German officer who immediately came outside to investigate. When the German approached, he was surprised to see a young infantryman with the iconic Canadian Maple Leaf insignia on his uniform, pointing a pistol at him.

Martin silently gestured toward the doorway of the parlor and motioned the German inside. As he entered the room behind the German, Jacobs stood in shock to see Martin holding the officer at gunpoint.

“Martin, what the hell are you doing?” he shouted. “This is Lieutenant Kelerring. We are

Friends, for God’s sake.”

“I can see that,” said Martin sarcastically. “Sir, how could you?” he pleaded to his friend, almost sobbing.

“Now wait, Martin. You just don’t understand,” said Jacobs as he edged closer to the sofa which separated them. Unknown to Martin, Jacobs had removed his own sidearm when he had arrived, and it was now lying on the sofa within easy reach. Right at that moment the Senorita called from the kitchen, “Who wants more wine?”

Martin was distracted by the sound of Madellena’s voice, and Jacobs, taking note of this, grabbed his own weapon off the sofa in a quick motion and held it a foot from Martin’s face. He now had the upper hand over his aide. One hand at a time, he carefully pulled his leather gloves from his inside jacket pocket and put them on, smiling menacingly at Martin.

“Okay Martin, place your gun down and I’ll explain everything,” said Jacobs. When Martin hesitated, Kelerring immediately drew his own Luger. This prompted Jacobs to walk over to Martin who was too stunned by what was happening to react, and he viciously hit his friend with the butt of his pistol on the side of Martin’s head. Martin fell to the floor, toppling over behind the sofa, barely conscious. Jacobs retrieved Martin’s pistol and placed it inside the webbing of his own belt.

The German suddenly shouted at Jacobs. “What is happening, Jacobs? Were you planning to double-cross me? Shoot this man immediately,” he yelled.

Jacobs trained his gun against Martin who stared at the small bore of his friend’s Beretta semi-automatic. He was barely conscious.

“I’m sorry it had to end this way, Martin.” Martin England’s world collapsed. He closed his eyes as he realized his friend and confidant was a traitor who was about to kill him.

The sound of the shot was deafening in the small sitting room.
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WAR’S AFTERMATH
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Chapter One
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April 20,1945

Halifax, Canada

RMS Scythia entered Halifax Harbor just after 4:00 pm on Friday, April 20, 1945. She was carrying some four thousand Canadian troops from the 1st Canadian Army who had finished their service to God, King, and Country following the Liberation of Holland. The Netherlands campaign had begun in the Fall of 1944. It was a hard-fought battle that took the lives of seven thousand, six hundred Canadian soldiers.

For many of the troops on board the Scythia, the ‘real’ war had started with the invasion of Sicily in the summer of 1943. After the Italian Campaign, these participants had returned to France from where they had literally marched across Europe into Holland. It was a grueling endeavor. Now looking back, it was hard for them to realize what they had accomplished. When they had first landed in England in January 1940, after sailing from Halifax, Nova Scotia, they had languished on various training bases for three and a half years. At that time, these same men actually looked forward to seeing action.

They were not disappointed.

Now to a man they were overjoyed to be returning to Canada. In particular for four of these young soldiers, it would only be a mere six or seven hours by train to their hometown of Chatham, New Brunswick. Martin England had enlisted from the local Army reserves at the same time as his two brothers, James and Gerald. James was now standing beside Martin as they anxiously awaited their arrival. According to the last word they had received, Gerald was supposedly returning on the twin troop carrier, the RMS Samaria. It should have left port in Liverpool last month. It was going to be quite a reunion for the three brothers when they were finally all together in Chatham. The return of The Three Amigos, as they had become known to their fellow infantrymen. They were beating most family war survivals.

In addition to his brother, two of Martin’s close friends were on board beside him as the huge ship bore down on the awaiting throngs that occupied the docks. Fred Trainor and John Norman, two regular ‘grunts’, waved to the crowd below them. There was also a third figure with them, their captain, Reginald Jacobs. This man stood with his own thoughts, seemingly unaware of the celebration surrounding him.

From Halifax, the group of five would be traveling by rail to Martin’s small New Brunswick hometown of Chatham. Jacobs would be continuing his journey alone to Montreal, where he would rejoin his law firm. Martin made a mental note to make sure he had Reggie’s address. He was going to sorely miss the daily contact with his captain. For the umpteenth time he wondered who would be welcoming Jacobs home ...

His thoughts were interrupted by the roars of the huge crowds hailing them from the docks below as the Scythia tied up at Pier 21 in the busy Nova Scotia seaport. Martin’s heart swelled at the thought of seeing his wife, Margaret. He and ‘Meg’ had married in ‘39 while he was in basic training in Petawawa, Ontario. Lord, he missed her. He often wondered if he ever would have survived the past six years without knowing he had her love to welcome him home. The letters she constantly wrote to him during those awful years had kept him sane amidst the hell and chaos he had experienced across Europe. Fond memories of her flooded back to his mind as he awaited the transport truck that would take them to the train station.

~ * ~
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The wedding in Petawawa was a small, private affair. His close friend Bill Hachey and Bill’s wife Norma had acted as their witnesses. It felt like it was ages ago, and he couldn’t wait to once again hold Meg in his arms.

Martin was also excited about the prospects of employment in his hometown. He was secretly hoping to get into the home interior decorating business, and he knew there were courses being offered in this field of work in Saint John. He read somewhere there was expected to be a demand for this service because of the huge new-home construction boom presently hitting the country. Mortgages were even being granted to returning vets. Who would have thought? The country was exhibiting an optimistic outlook.

~ * ~
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When the men had settled in their assigned sections on the train, the first thing they did was order a round of drinks: rum and cokes. Martin, who had just turned twenty-nine last month, was the youngest male sibling in his family. His brother Gerald, the eldest, was now thirty-three and James was thirty-one. As a result of their experience in the war, The Three Amigos had developed a strong familiarity with the beverage. This would not go well with their father George England, a strong Presbyterian abstainer.

Martin had two sisters. Marion, the oldest in the family, was married to Percy Bent, a mechanic, and they lived across the river in Douglastown. Next to Marion was Rebecca, his favorite sib, who was dating John Bradford, the brother of his wife, Meg. They were a closely knit bunch.

By the time the train reached Moncton, which was about an hour and a half from his home, the five of them were feeling no pain. Except, that is, for Captain Reg Jacobs who invariably managed to maintain a more sober presence. Martin and his friends had come to almost expect this form of leadership from their friend. Martin often thought they relied far too much on Jacobs.

For the moment, however, this was not on his mind as he and the captain finished their sixth and last cribbage match. He looked at Jacobs and admired the man’s countenance: a symmetrical face with a strong, dimpled square chin, not unlike that of the actor Robert Taylor. A pair of wide-spaced twinkling, dark brown eyes; an even row of white, smiling teeth; and a mass of dark-brown, curly hair. He was a bachelor, though Martin doubted that would last much longer. Jacobs was a lawyer in a large, successful Montreal firm. He had joined the service as a commissioned officer and Martin sensed he was destined for big things. The man was a born leader.

As the train entered the outskirts of their hometown, James came over to the card table. “Well Martin, you should finish your drink or better yet, just leave it and freshen up. We’ll be at the station in no time and our wives and families will all be there.”

“So what?” Martin groused, and immediately Reg overheard the somewhat belligerent tone his friend’s voice had assumed toward his brother.

“So, nothing,” James said, not wanting to get into an argument with Martin who began to strut around the confines of the railway car, gesturing towards Gerald in an exaggerated way.

“Here’s my big brother, everyone. He’s gonna make sure I conduct myself in a proper manner.” He was getting nasty.

“Hey Martin, take it easy,” said Reg. “We all want to be friendly here when we get off the train, right?” He took Martin by the arm, pulled him close, then looked directly into his eyes, smiled and repeated himself. “Right?”

A sudden change came over Martin and he pulled himself away from Jacobs. He then hooked his arm around his brother’s shoulders. “You’re right, Reg. Hell, we’re The Three Amigos, right Jimmy?” he said, tussling his brother’s hair. Then he left for the WC to clean up. James gave a look to Jacobs while he straightened his hair, and the two shook their heads. This was old stuff. The other two guys were sleeping in their booths and Jacobs woke them.

“Rise and shine, you beggars,” he shouted. “You’re home.” Trainor and Norman slowly awoke and drunkenly made their way to the WC as well.

“Just as well those boys have no friends or family to greet them,” said James, watching the two men reel down the narrow aisle of the train, trying to remain upright with the swaying coach which was now slowing as it made its way to the station. “The state they’re in, it wouldn’t be too pretty. I’ll get a cab for them when we disembark, Captain. By the way, do you plan to ever come back this way from Montreal?”

“I sure do, James. I hear there are some great fly-fishing pools on the Little Sou’West that I’d like to try my hand at.” The Miramichi River and its tributaries flowed through the communities where Chatham was located. It was renowned for the bright Atlantic salmon that came to its many pools, migrating from as far away as Scotland and Sweden to spawn here, attracting avid sports fishermen from all over the world.

“Well sir, let’s try to keep in touch,” said James, and as they shook hands to depart, Martin and Gerald came up to them, Martin looking much better than he did earlier. He embraced his captain in a warm hug.

“Well, Mon Capitaine, I guess this is it. When are we going to see you again?”

“Maybe next summer Martin. I was just saying to James that I’d like to do some fly-fishing for some of your famous salmon.”

“I would really appreciate that, sir. My wife Margaret will certainly want to meet the man who was responsible for saving my life.”

For a brief second, Jacobs seemed bothered by what Martin had said, however, he quickly recovered. “You know that was reciprocal. But I do want to meet the woman who captured your heart. I’ve certainly heard enough about her over the past six years.”

“So, it’s a deal. We’ll see you next summer, then. And be sure to write, eh?” With a final handshake, Martin and his two brothers James, followed by their two staggering friends, stepped off the train and headed for the station platform where a large group of people awaited them.

Martin turned around as the train slowly passed behind them, just in time to catch sight of Jacobs watching them from a window. The two soldiers made eye contact and Jacobs gave Martin a formal salute as it moved west on its way to Montreal.

Martin’s eyes suddenly welled with emotion, not just as he spotted Margaret standing on the platform with her own eyes filling with tears, but also as many visions suddenly passed through his mind: young boys crying in an observation tower, a raped woman lying in a back alley outside of Rome, hundreds of corpses along the back roads of Belgium. There had been so much death and misery. These same visions had been coming to him frequently as nightmares for the past six months.

Shape up! he commanded himself. It was 1945, the war was over, and he was safe at home as were his two brothers. He had a wife he hadn’t held in six years, and it was time to be grateful, happy, and prosperous.

~ * ~
[image: ]


Meg England watched her husband running to her as she stood at the station. It had been six long years since she had last seen him. She didn’t know what to expect regarding his appearance. From the letters he had written over the years, there had been no pictures. He had told her he suffered a couple of minor wounds: one to his left middle finger and another to his left inner bicep, both the result of bullet strikes while in action. These were not of consequence he had written, and at least there was nothing to indicate such as he made his way to her grinning broadly.

Her fear, however, lay in what could not be physically seen. Their romance and subsequent marriage was typically short for those uncertain times. Like so many other young people in love back then, they felt that they simply did not have the luxury of time on their side to wait for the traditional engagement period to lapse. The world was at war in 1939 and who knew what was about to happen, where or when?

So, while their time together before Martin had to depart for overseas was brief, it was precious. She knew Martin to his core. All his foibles and fears. His dislikes and fancies were opened to her as were his aspirations, beliefs, and values. In some of his recent letters, she thought she could detect a subtle change in his personality. Whereas his letters for the first four years had centered on his longing for her presence, during the last two years, and with increasing frequency, they had revealed a great deal of despondence. She felt from his recent letters that he almost harbored a resignation to the fact that he might not return. She had tried so hard to encourage him with light-hearted notes about their families, local events at home and such. But she wondered at times if her words were having any impact.

Well, he was home now, she thought, so dammit, Meg, make the best of it!

And now Martin was holding her in a strong embrace that had fueled his imagination over time and space for far too long. At last, Martin was home!
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The England home had been built just after the turn of the century. Martin had been born in this house, and he had many childhood memories of the property and the immediate surrounding area. The huge tree from which he had fallen and broken a leg when he was only six was still there, off the front veranda, as was the back shed that contained a rope-swing his father had hung from the rafters for him and his two brothers.

They had arrived home in the taxi after dropping off James at his place several blocks away. As they unloaded his baggage, Martin’s father greeted him and explained that his mother had not been at the station to meet her sons since she was feeling poorly. His father further warned him that he may find her frail looking and that she might not seem to be her old self.

When they entered the large house, Mr. England first brought the two upstairs to see Martin’s ailing mother and Martin recalled his father’s earlier words concerning his mother’s appearance. Even then, he was certainly not prepared for what he now witnessed. His mother lay in her bed, and she was so small. She was dwarfed by it. Her hair was totally white, and her eyes had lost their twinkle over the years. Hearing them come into the bedroom, she awoke and had managed to rise to a sitting position.

“Oh dear, Martin. Is that you? And Margaret?”

“Mom, yes. It’s late, but I just wanted to see you before we retired for the night. We’ll talk at length in the morning, so why don’t you go back to sleep, and get your rest. We love you,” he said, and he brushed his hand lightly over her cheek.

His mother did not need any further coaxing but simply lay back and closed her eyes. Martin cast a glance at his father who was holding back his tears at seeing his wife in this state. He motioned for Martin and Meg to follow him to one of the back rooms where they would be sleeping.

“The doctor is worried about her condition, Martin. She ran a fever two nights ago and her mind seemed to wander off in a different world. She was unaware of who I was or even where she was. In addition, she is afflicted at times with chest pains and severe headaches. I didn’t want to say anything to you or your brothers until you were home, Martin. But there, you have it. He said it could be the onset of tuberculosis. He is awaiting the results of tests made yesterday. If that turns out to be the case, she will no doubt have to be moved to the Sanatorium.” At this, he turned and silently stifled his weeping, his shoulders trembling. Martin walked over to his father and wrapped his arms around him.

“Dad, I’m so sorry. What can we do to make her comfortable?” A diagnosis of TB could almost be a death knell. Not many of the elderly survived.

“We’ll talk about it in the morning, son. You two need your rest as well. So welcome home, son. Goodnight, and God bless us.” The elderly man left them alone in their room.

As they lay in bed, Martin was silent, and Meg asked him what he was thinking about.

“Nothing,” he said. “Everything, Meg! Life seems so unfair... what can we do? Did you see her? She looks so weak and frail ...”

“I’m sure things will work out Martin. In any case, there’s nothing we can do about it tonight. It will have to wait until tomorrow and then we’ll see, okay? Right now, I just want you to hold me. No more talk.” She reached for him in the darkness  and he softly moaned as their bodies meshed.

~ * ~
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They awoke to the aroma of fresh coffee and frying bacon as it climbed the back stairs that led down to the kitchen. After they had washed and were downstairs, Mr. England sat them at the old wooden table in the kitchen and delighted himself in waiting upon them.

“Consider this your honeymoon home,” he exclaimed. “You two didn’t have much time by yourselves before the war separated you, so it’s time to correct that. Eat up, Martin, we’re going to put some meat on those bones of yours.”

Martin dug into his breakfast, now and then stealing a sly smile at Meg as she did the same. “So, Dad, what’s happening with your house-painting work? Are you busy?”

“Ah, I’m getting too old Martin. It’s time to hang up the brushes and rollers, I guess. What about you, any plans?”

“Well, I’ve read there are courses that the government is sponsoring at a trade school in Saint John. There are a couple of these I might be interested in taking. Interior Home Decorating and maybe a sheet metal course. What do you think?”

“There will definitely be a demand for new housing in the country with the return of all you young men from overseas,” he said. “And I would think any of the related trades should prove worthy of attention. Until you decide, you can always continue with my business that I’ve established over the years, both residential and commercial. You’ll not get rich, Martin, but it’s honest work.”

“We’ll see, Dad, Say, will there be people coming to visit today?”

“James and Audrey will be here, and I believe your sister Rebecca, and her fiancé, John plan on coming. Oh, and Gerald may be landing from Halifax but that has yet to be confirmed. His boat arrived in the wee hours this morning.” Then George seemed to come up with an idea. He smacked his hands down on the worn old table.

“In fact, why don’t we plan on a big dinner for this evening and have as many of the family here as we can round up? Meg, your mother will come, yes? And how about your sisters?”

Meg wasn’t sure about her sisters. They were younger and they all had boyfriends. She’d have to call them to see what they were up to. “I’ll check with them Mr. England, but probably they can make it. It will be fun.” In the back of her mind, she was concerned about having so many people around the house, and whether or not Mrs. England would be in favor of the gathering. Just then who should appear in the kitchen, dressed in her finest and looking fit as a fiddle, but Martha England herself.

“Why Martha!” exclaimed George “You’re up, dear, and looking very nice today if I may say,” George added, a twinkle in his eye.

“You may George, since it is not yet Sunday, otherwise you know I won’t abide your lies on the Sabbath.” Martha was not about to appear frail in front of her youngest boy and his wife, so she had taken pains to fix herself up. They need not know about the seriousness of her illness at this point, she told herself.

“Mom, I’m glad to see you up and around. Dad said last night you were, er, not feeling well?” Martin caught himself from saying something awkward at the last second.

“Yes, of course I’m fine dear, just a touch of the spring cold, I’m afraid. And how are you this morning, Margaret?” she said with a small smile, but to Meg it was not quite as sincere as it could have been.

“I’m feeling wonderful today, Mrs. England,” replied Meg with a huge smile on her face as well, as she beamed at her husband.

“Yes, I see,” said Martha. “Well, shall we have breakfast?”

The family of four sat at the kitchen table and finished their simple meal of hot coffee, bacon, eggs and toast. It was the best breakfast Martin had in quite some time, and he admonished himself to watch his intake of food, at least until he had some means of contributing to the household expenses. His thoughts were interrupted by his mother.

“Martin, you know I am anxious to hear all about your adventures overseas. But perhaps in the interests of efficiency, it might be prudent to save these tales of derring-do until the others are all here. I believe I overheard talk of a dinner party this evening.”

Well! Meg thought, Mrs. England seems to be in fine enough fettle today! Then she immediately scolded herself for harboring such thoughts. It was going on ten o’clock, so she decided to get in touch with her family and start making arrangements for tonight. But first she decided to call her mother.

Matilda (Mattie) Bradford was a widow, sixty-five years old, though she did not look a day over fifty. Her husband had been killed in an industrial accident at the local sawmill over twenty years ago and she had never remarried.

Today Mattie was busy hanging out wash. The girls, as usual, were sleeping late since it was the weekend. When Meg had called, her mother was happy to hear her oldest daughter, the sensible one. They chatted for a while and Meg then invited her and the girls over to the England’s for a dinner party this evening.

“If they come, they’ll want to bring their flyboy friends,” warned Mattie.

“The more, the merrier as they say. Is John there?”

“John is with Becky and they’re down at the farm helping Doug with a new foal that’s due.” Doug was a brother of Mattie’s that lived a short distance outside of town on a farm that grew mixed vegetables. He also had several dairy cows, some chickens, and a couple of horses he used to help him haul lumber from a nearby woodlot he maintained. Doug had been a savior to the family over the tough Depression years, providing them with fresh produce they so dearly needed and appreciated.

“Tell them about the party, Mom. Bring what you can, there will be lots of people, and Martin says ‘Hi.’”  She hung up and went to see Mrs. England to find out what tasks she could perform to get ready for the dinner. It was going to be a grand time.

At around four, Martin heard a car in their driveway, and he watched through the kitchen window as several people climbed out of a 1942 Plymouth coupe and approached the back door to the house. There were four of them. The two girls he immediately recognized as Rita and Rosalind Bradford, Meg’s younger sisters. He didn’t know the two guys with them, but they appeared very friendly with the girls, hand in hand as they were.

“Hey, the soldier boy is home,” cried Rosalind, seeing Martin as he stepped out onto the back porch to greet them. “Well, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes.”

“Hi Rosie. You’re looking pretty good yourself. Who’s the little girl with you?” Martin loved to tease Rita, the youngest of the girls.

“Martin England, don’t you dare start,” yelled Rita. “I’m seventeen now, you know.”

“Well, c’mere then, and give me a kiss. Both of you...” The girls jumped into Martin’s open arms, and they hugged him fiercely while the two boys who had escorted them looked on, a bit askance. “And who might these two fellas be?” he asked.

Rosie said, “Martin England, meet my boyfriend Dave Jensen, and this is Bob Kenny, Rita’s friend. They are both stationed here at the base, newly enrolled in the Royal Canadian Air Force.”

“Well, we can’t all be perfect,” he said to the guys, just to see if he could get a rise out of them. Both of the young men took it well and, for the moment at least they stood in deference to the ‘veteran’. Martin thought he could get to like these guys.

“Are you folks here for the dinner party?” Martin asked.

“We were invited by Meg,” replied Rita.

Martin looked at the two young men. “Just so you know boys, this is a dry household.” Then he leaned closer and whispered to Jensen. “I don’t suppose either one of you would have access to a little nip or two of something?” He gave him a smile and a wink to accompany his request.

Jensen was quick on the up take. “Say, let’s go for a short drive Marty, and we’ll get to know each other a bit,” replied Dave. “Rosie, maybe you can help Meg while we show off the coupe to Martin,” he said to her, also with a wink.

With that the four young men took off in the Plymouth and the two girls ran into the house to find their older sister. When they told Meg that Martin and the two boys had gone off for a short drive, Meg just looked at Rosie suspiciously and let it go. She was afraid something like this might happen.

God Martin, she thought, I hope you don’t do anything foolish!
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Chapter Three
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THE ROYAL Canadian Legion Branch # 3 in Chatham was in full swing when Martin and his new friends entered the premises Saturday afternoon around four-thirty. Only men were at tables which practically filled the downstairs main room, playing various card games. There were also several groups throwing darts, a sport which had been brought over to Canada from the pubs in wartime England. Of course, everybody was drinking. After all, it was a Saturday afternoon on the Miramichi River.

As Martin surveyed the room, he spotted his two war mates Fred Trainor and John Norman, sitting in a corner by themselves, so he guided Jensen and Kenny over to that table. Catching the waiter as he went by, he ordered a round of beer pointing to the table where they were headed and when they got there they settled down for a chat. Introductions were made and their drinks were delivered.

By the time they had each consumed four or five glasses of draft ale, it was close to six. Martin realized with concern they had better be getting home for the dinner party. His new friends agreed, but as they rose to leave, John Norman drunkenly got up with them and insisted they stay for one more. Martin shrugged and spoke to Dave Jensen. “This will definitely be the last drink, Davey old pal. I don’t want to get you in trouble with Rosie,” giving his new friend a wink as they reclaimed their seats.

“Sounds like your flyboy friend is a little hen pecked,” slurred Norman.

“Are you suggesting something?” Jensen retorted, pushing his chair back and standing up. Other members around them stopped their activities and sensed something was about to happen.

“Whoa, back up,” shouted Martin. “John, you should apologize to my young friend.” He looked at Jensen to explain, “I was only kidding about Rosie.” Then back to John Norman, “Besides, it’s none of your business.”

“Is that right, Marty? Well, who are you to tell me what to do?” and he took a swing that connected with the left side of Martin’s face. Martin reacted swiftly, hitting his friend squarely on his nose, causing blood to spurt freely over the table. By this time, the doorman at the Legion had heard the ruckus developing in the corner and now made his way to see what was happening.

The bouncer, Vince Daley, was a large man of middle age who was accustomed to this type of thing occasionally happening and he clearly had the temperament and physical size to bring it to a quick conclusion.

“That’ll be enough, lads,” the bouncer yelled, and grabbed hold of Martin who appeared to have the advantage over the less sober John Norman, even though by this time the fight was probably going to be settled of its own accord. Martin again reacted quickly, and struck out violently at Daley, landing a solid right on the man’s jaw. The bouncer fell amid a table full of glasses, sending broken glass and ice all over the floor on which several other men in the vicinity began to slip and fall, one blaming the other for their clumsiness.

Chaos soon erupted. It seemed everybody was bleeding, albeit they were all probably suffering only minor cuts. Yet it was still a terribly ugly scene. It would only be a matter of time before the town law officers would be making an appearance.

Martin felt an arm tugging him toward the front door away from the group of fighting men, and he was led to the outside of the building by Dave Jensen, just as a town police car arrived at the site with its siren blaring. They quickly reached Dave’s vehicle where Bob Kenny was waiting and the three sped home for the dinner party.

When they arrived, there were at least six vehicles lined up on the lane in front of his home, three or four of which he didn’t recognize. Martin had a wild, disheveled look about him. His hair was mussed, and the left side of his face was bruised and swollen; the arm of his sports jacket was torn where the seam met the shoulder, and his shoes were spotted with blood; and to top things off, he was still not completely sober.

His two companions, while also a tad tipsy, were at least somewhat presentable. The three of them, together however, emitted a strong smell of alcohol as they entered the kitchen where Martin’s mother was alone, busying herself getting items from the refrigerator. When she saw them, she gasped loudly. This brought Meg running from the den, thinking something had happened to her.

Martin gazed stupidly at his wife and a look of dismay came over her.

“Oh Martin, look at you” she cried, clearly angry. Then she shifted her gaze to the two young airmen. “And you two. Where in God’s name have you been, and what have you been up to?” She was irate, and Martin had no idea how to get out of the predicament.

Just then Meg’s two sisters entered the scene. When they assessed the situation, they both quickly hauled their two friends out of the house and into Dave’s vehicle. From there, Jensen unadvisedly but quickly drove off with Bob and the girls before having to face the crowd who were all sitting in the living room, apparently awaiting the arrival of Martin and the others before commencing dinner.

Martin decided to face the situation at once and get it over with. He strode into the den where at a glance he could see his father, Meg’s  mother Mattie, John Radford and his sister Becky, his brother James with Audrey, and be damned if his brother Gerald wasn’t home as well. Finally, there was an unknown fellow who wore a formal three-piece grey suit over a white shirt and maroon tie. Probably the minister, thought Martin. When he entered the room, all conversation came to an abrupt halt. Everyone stared at him, some aghast, others with knowing grins; but all awaiting an explanation from him.

“Hello everyone,” Martin said. He bowed in an exaggerated manner. When he rose to face the group, a stupid grin on his face, he could not avoid a small hiccup in the process. He simply slurred “Scuze me,” and then looked at them, almost daring them to say something.

Gerald let out a huge laugh at seeing his young brother in this drunken state, quickly followed by roars of laughter from James and John Bradford. However, the three men immediately received a stern look from Mr. England, which was duplicated by both Mrs. England and Meg, and they were silenced.

“Martin,” George England said. “You are a disgrace to the family. Please go upstairs immediately and clean yourself up.” Martin glared at his father, then cast a beseeching glance at Meg before turning sharply towards the front stairs.

George ushered the group into the formal dining room and sat them around the extended table, there to await the son who had just been severely admonished as if he had been a child of eight or ten. Most of those there had mixed feelings about the situation. Certainly, Martin had exhibited bad behavior, and without knowing the details of everything, they were all too aware Martin had a reputation for acting out. An awkward, quiet conversation resumed around the table. At a nod to Gerald from Mr. England, they began eating. Meg politely excused herself and went upstairs to see to her husband.

Martin was sitting on their bed in the back room, his head in his hands. “Meg, you don’t deserve this,” he said, gesturing to himself. “I have embarrassed you in front of the family and I’ve only been home for one day.” He reached for her, and she reluctantly allowed him to hold her. He was now sober, and he wanted to obliterate the past ten minutes. However, what scared him most was the fact that at that moment, his only thought was the one sure way to do that was to go back to the Legion. What is the matter with me, anyway? He wondered.

Meg knew Martin had a serious problem, but she was not sure how to go about helping him. In fact, at this point she was unsure if she even wanted to help him. She wasn’t a doctor or a psychologist for God’s sake. She was convinced Martin needed professional help but where or how could it be arranged?

Martin got up from the bed and started to leave the room. “I can’t go back down there now,” he stated. “Meg, please ask Gerald if he could meet me in the back shed. I need to talk with him, okay?” To avoid the others, he walked down the back stairs to the kitchen, then out a back door to the shed where his father kept his painting supplies and equipment.

While he waited for Gerald to show up, he gazed around the outbuilding and noted the various business signs his father had produced. There were hand-painted store signs to indicate ‘Open’ or ‘Closed’ even advertisements for local merchants. He wasn’t aware his father had this talent, and he realized there was much to learn from him should he decide to continue with his business.

Gerald then came into the shed and gave Martin a huge bear hug. He looked at Martin seriously. “Well little brother, that was quite the homecoming display.”

“I apologize for that,” said Martin. “It was stupid of me to get involved in a ruckus at the Legion knowing this special dinner was about to take place. I don’t know what came over me. I tell you, Gerry, there are times I get so angry at the least thing. It’s like a red fog rolls over me and I just have to lash out at something, you know?”

Gerald again looked seriously at his younger brother. “Maybe you should think about going on the wagon for a while, Marty? Lots of guys have a similar problem with alcohol. Some people simply shouldn’t drink, and I think you’re one of them.”

“Right, you’re one to talk.”

“Look, Marty, this isn’t some kind of competition here. It was just a simple suggestion. You’re a married man now, with a lovely wife. You don’t want to screw up your marriage, do you? Sure, I like my rum as much as the next guy, but I’m single. Plus, alcohol affects me differently than it does you. I go to sleep when I’ve had too much. But you usually get your skivvies in a knot, and you just want to fight. Where the hell does all that come from?”

“Good question, Gerry. I’ll give some thought to your suggestion. I mean, how tough can it be, eh?”

They went out through a separate door to the back yard. It was an unusually warm evening for late April. The sun had gone down but there was still warmth in the air, and it held a promise of an early summer. They walked to the top of the yard and reminisced of previous years playing as children. They recalled throwing groundballs to each other here in the summer on the more level part of the lawn, playing ‘S.K.U.N.K.’ The three amigos were competitive, and it was always a test on Martin’s part to keep up physically with his older siblings.

“You’re looking well, Gerald. I gather you made it okay through France?”

“Well, I’m here, brother. What can I say? It was hell, though ... never again, eh?”

“No sir. There were some things I hope to never see again...” Martin started to say more, then decided to let it ride. There would be other times to talk about all that!

They walked down the yard to the back door of the house where people were saying their good-byes, starting to leave. Martin approached each of them individually, thanked them for coming and at the same time whispered a brief apology to them for his behavior.

When he went into the house to help clean up dishes, he found that his mother had retired to her bedroom and Meg was attending to her as she made ready for bed. It was awkward being alone with his father, but it was necessary, so he returned to the kitchen to face him.

“You know, Dad, I am extremely ashamed of myself. I’m sorry for all the embarrassment I’ve caused you and Mom. It could have been easily avoided if I hadn’t gone to the Legion for a couple of drinks.” He was still downplaying things. It was five drinks he had, why couldn’t he even admit that?

“Martin, were it only myself, I would not have been so upset. The fact is your mother is in poor health. You were aware of this. I thought you would have given consideration to her condition before satisfying your need for alcohol. Hopefully the morning will bring a better day. You might want to think of something nice to do for her, okay?” He left Martin alone with his thoughts.

His father, of course, was right. He would buy his mother a nice bouquet of spring flowers first
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