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October 5, 2006
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Megan stopped in front of the door with the frosted glass window. The serif letters on the glass confirmed she was at the appointed office: Thomas, Mathews, & Thomas, Attorneys At Law. She opened the door and entered.

The décor was as she expected: old family. The paintings on the walls were oils and watercolors, all originals. The only exception was on the wall behind the receptionist, a well framed Ansel Adams print of Yosemite Falls. The office furniture was of solid oak; the settee and divan covered in brownish-red leather. Even the receptionist fit in, with her well-appointed business suit, her classy yet somehow conservative platinum-to-hide-the-gray hairdo, and her age – late forties to early fifties. The interior decorator must have provided her as part of the furnishings.

Megan introduced herself. The receptionist picked up the phone and buzzed a back office.

“Miss Holcomb is here. She has a one-thirty appointment.”

Megan looked at her watch: 1:18. Oh well, better early than late.

The receptionist hung up, looked at her and smiled. “Won’t you have a seat? Mr Thomas will be right with you.”

Megan sank into the leather settee, grabbed the copy of Fresno State Magazine on the end table and began thumbing through it. She had yet to find anything of interest when a tall, aged, and portly man came out of the hall behind the receptionist. He talked as he walked.

“Miss Holcomb, thanks for coming. I’m George Thomas, your grandfather’s attorney.”

She laid down the magazine and stood up just in time to take his outstretched hand. The gentle but firm clasp enveloped her fingers without jamming his hand into the fork between her thumb and index finger. It gave away his upbringing and his generation, and it went well with the sparse gray hair, the bifocals, and the three piece, dark blue, expensive, probably Brooks Brothers suit.

“I suppose you have heard it before, but I’m taken by your resemblance to your grandmother. Oh, it had been a few years since her hair and complexion matched yours, but those emerald green eyes—they never lost their youthful sparkle.”

Megan smiled. “Yes, I’ve been told before, but never tire of hearing it. I’m sorry I couldn’t be here when you met with the rest of my family. I was out of the country and came as soon as I could finish up my work.”

“No apologies necessary. These things never happen at a convenient time.” He let go of her hand, stood aside, took her arm and gently urged her towards the hallway behind the receptionist. “Let’s go sit down. Would you like coffee, tea?”

“No, no, perhaps a glass of water.”

George ushered her into a small conference room and directed her to a chair at a rectangular, cherry wood table that could easily sit four people at each side. “We’ll be more comfortable in here. I’ll just be a moment.”

While George was out of the room, Megan surveyed the décor, which reflected a more relaxed attitude than the foyer. Photographs, mainly of family, decorated the walls. Complementary photos of orange groves that nestled under the mantle of snowy High Sierra peaks hung to the right and left of the doorway.

The receptionist came in with two bottles of Perrier. She put some ice in a glass and presented one of the bottles and the glass to Megan. “Let me know if you need anything else,” she said. Before Megan could do more than say thank you, the receptionist smiled and left the room. All efficiency, that lady, Megan thought.

George entered carrying a briefcase. Not one of the old-style, leather valise types, but a latter-day version: rigid, rectangular, made of space-age metals and plastics. Probably a Samsonite, Megan thought. George punched the intercom on the phone. “Jackie, I’m going to need the 'Martin Holcomb' file. Thanks.”

He sat down opposite Megan. “So,” he said, “tell me what you were doing in, where was it, Prague? That would be Czechoslovakia.”

Megan hesitated while she chose her words. “The Czech Republic actually. Czechoslovakia came down right after the Iron Curtain. It became two countries: the Czech Republic and Slovakia.”

“Hmm, seems like I remember something about that. I was good at geography in my day. A world war, the Iron Curtain coming and going, colonialism pretty much a thing of the past, I can’t keep up with it. Never have figured out what became of the Belgian Congo. But I was correct? It was Prague?”

“Oh, yes. And I didn’t mean to be so precise. It’s just, that’s what I was doing in Prague. That is, delving into the post-World War Two situation in Czechoslovakia when Communism collapsed.”

He looked at her through the top of his bifocals. It caused his chin to dip towards his throat, giving a suggestion that he was passing judgment on her.

“And what university are you at?”

“Stanford. I did my undergraduate and graduate work at Berkeley. Hopefully, my doctorate is less than a year away.”

Jackie, a younger version of the receptionist, entered and deposited a folder and a gray cardboard box on the table. George thanked her and picked up the thick folder that Megan thought must be the requested ‘Martin Holcomb file’.

“Unlike the ranchers who became millionaires when the inland empire south of Los Angeles filled with people, your grandparents shunned retirement in Palm Springs or Scottsdale. I have been your grandparents’ attorney ever since they moved their orchard operations to the Central Valley, where agriculture is still king. As their executor, I have to dispose of the particulars of your grandfather’s instructions to me.” He opened the folder and took out the top piece of paper. “You must have been very important to him. Martin’s instructions with regards to your inheritance, such as it is, were explicit. He always was a stickler for details, and your case is no exception. Are you sure you wouldn’t want coffee or tea? A soft drink perhaps?”

I wonder, Megan thought, would he be offering me something stiffer, something appropriate for the shot glasses on the bar, if I were a grandson rather than a granddaughter? Probably, given his age, given the generation he came from. Perhaps I unfairly stereotype him. Maybe he doesn’t want any of his clients less than alert when he is going over details.

“No. No, thank you. Water is fine.”

“I feel obliged to tell you your grandmother’s and grandfather’s wills each stipulated you would be delivered these materials only when they were both gone.”

“I appreciate knowing. I...” She felt the wet film her eyes, felt the air escape, sensed the involuntary brush of her fingers on her cheeks. “I always saw them as a single entity. In a way, I have a feeling it’s better now...with them together.” Before George could respond, she eked out in a whisper, “Thank you for telling me.”

George turned to the bar behind him, retrieved a small package of tissues and pushed them her way.

“I always have a supply of these around. There’s a frequent need in times like these.”

Megan retrieved a tissue, wiped her cheeks and mouthed another soft thank you.

He was moved. She saw it by his involuntary lean towards the table, towards her, and by the subdued and controlled tone he used when he spoke.

“I know you were important in their lives. Why don’t we get on with it?”

“Yes, why don’t we?”

George cast his eyes to the paper in his hands.

“Except for relatively small amounts left to your grandparents’ alma maters, all their assets, including their controlling interests in the orange, olive, and walnut ranches, have been deeded to your father and your Uncle Robert and Aunt Rachel. The grandchildren received only minor items, ones that in your grandparents’ eyes had sentimental value. Like you, your brother and your cousins have already enjoyed the benefit of your grandparents’ forethought and generosity. They provided for each of your undergraduate college expenses. I understand your brother and a cousin are still in college?”

“Yes, I—we—are grateful for the money my grandparents put up for our college tuition.”

“Yes, good. Your grandparents gave me this briefcase and gray box. They told me their contents represent an unfinished work—a legacy—one your grandfather started but laid aside after he married your grandmother. He had the best of intentions, that is, to make something of these journals—” George reached into the box and pulled out a black book speckled with white, the kind Megan had purchased at college bookstores to record class or lab notes. “But, as he put it, ‘before I knew it, living a life took all my energy.’ This is the oldest of your grandfather’s diaries. Some of them are leather bound, but not this one. He has bequeathed to you all the diaries, there are five, and another seven written by your great-great grandfather. Your great-great grandfather’s writings are in varying degrees of legibility, what with the time that has passed and the rigors of his life, but not your grandfather’s. Your grandfather took care to protect what he had written.

“He wasn’t always a rancher. He held a degree in journalism, you know. And the other journals, those of your grandmother’s grandfather, he lacked the training, but your grandparents said he was more than capable of recording the events and happenings of his life. Perhaps...” George paused. Megan leaned closer, hanging onto his next words. “...your inheritance involves more than what is in the box and the briefcase. Perhaps your gift for writing and research came to you from both sides of your grandparents’ ancestries.”

“I know. Granddad took great interest in my schoolwork, and I’ve seen enough of his writing in letters to the editor to know he was adept at putting words on paper.”

“That he was, and he and your grandmother, they were explicit that you, only you, would decide whether the final form of this work was to be one of scholarly worth, a family memoir, or published for the public. In addition to the journals, you will receive the contents of this briefcase. I have the combination of the lock and will give it to you before you leave. Your grandparents asked that you not open the briefcase until you have read your grandfather’s journals. They felt you would appreciate its contents only when you knew the story.”

George handed Megan the journal. She grasped it without taking her eyes off of him. Again, her eyes filled with tears. It wasn’t that she expected anything of great value; paying the four years at Berkeley was, in Megan’s mind, more than she could have ever hoped.

She knew about the journals, had even sneaked a peek now and again. She had always felt that buried somewhere in those pages she would find a magic potion, a hidden talisman, or prophecy that would explain the aura that surrounded her grandparents when they were together. To have these journals in her possession touched her. She smiled through tears, then wiped them away.

“Thank you, I didn’t think this would catch me this way. It’s been five weeks since I heard about Granddad.”

* * * *
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Three quarters of an hour later, Megan piled the box and the briefcase into the back seat of her ’97 Honda Civic and headed down Shaw Avenue. She merged onto Highway 99. Forty or so miles south of Fresno, she took the offramp and made her way through Visalia, then to her parents’ orange ranch, eighty acres nestled at the base of Sequoia National Park’s ten thousand foot peaks just outside of Exeter.

She had been in Europe for the better part of ten months. The reunion with her parents included the hugs, kisses, and excitement that always attended her return home. Her brother, Sean, was in the middle of exams at Cal Poly San Luis Obispo, and couldn’t make it home.

“But he promised to be here for the weekend,” her mom said.

That night, they drove over to her Uncle Robert’s olive farm in Lindsay. He and his daughter were the only two living there since Robert’s divorce. Robert’s youngest son was flying jets off the deck of an aircraft carrier somewhere in the Indian Ocean, and his older daughter was hitting the books at UCLA. Not long after they arrived, Rachel and Dave, and more cousins and their spouses, arrived to share in the family camaraderie. They barbecued steaks in the backyard, drank air-cooled California cabernet, remembered their grandparents, and relived the great times of their youth.

The clock was pushing midnight by the time they returned to Exeter. Climbing between the sheets and falling asleep with the aroma of oranges outside her window pulled the childhood memories of Hacienda Del O’Toole, her grandparents’ ranch in Southern California, into the present.

The next morning she vanquished the red wine headache with her mom’s strong black French roast coffee and a toasted bagel with orange marmalade. After breakfast and after her parents left for their days’ activities, she retrieved the box and the briefcase from her car and brought them into the dining room. She poured a fresh cup of coffee and picked up the top journal in the box, the oldest one, George Thomas had said.

Megan sipped from her cup and opened to the first page. Except for a single hand-penned paragraph, the page was blank.

Carefully, she read these first words. Why, she wondered, did he choose to make this single entry on the opening page? She sipped her coffee, while she contemplated, then ran her eyes over the short paragraph and read the entry once more:

February 23, 1943

By the middle of February, the Japanese had evacuated all that was left of the Guadalcanal force. Honshu and Tokyo lay beyond the horizon, some three thousand miles away, but Henderson Field was ours.

She ran the date through her head—sixty-three years and then some since her grandfather wrote the words. Thoughts of him triggered emotions that threatened to lay siege to her composure. She waited a moment, allowed herself time to conjure the familiar rush, the one that comes with impending discovery, and turned the page.
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Part 1
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I watch the fan and listen to the mockingbird, the one that sang in the wings of night’s stage while I, like a leaf caught in an eddy, twirled stage center in alternating spells of semi-consciousness and opiate visions.
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Sunday, March 7, 1943


War Casualty
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––––––––
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I stare at the ceiling and force myself to think about how falling snow used to close school, and I would lose myself for a day or two in adventure stories. In the blizzard year, the year I turned twelve, I sat by the window and watched the snow drifts while I worked my way through Treasure Island, White Fang, and the big-game hunter’s autobiography, the one that devoted a whole chapter to attacks on people by predators—lions and leopards mostly, an occasional hyena or wild dog. At the moment of the attack, all the book’s victims felt fear, but no pain and no clear memory of the attacks themselves, even as claws and teeth ripped through flesh and bone. “Nature’s way,” the author speculated, “of minimizing death for the prey of predators.”

Is that what’s working in me, nature’s way with prey? Is that why the attack comes to me only in vignettes—flashes of recollection between bouts of searing pain? Perhaps. Perhaps nature consigned me to the brotherhood of gnus and zebras when the mortar’s fractured fragments ripped into my body. Perhaps my prey psyche took control, blocked out the snarling slayer, absolved me from the horror of the cold-steel fang that pinned me to the ground. Perhaps. Perhaps that’s why only now, weeks after, I find myself in the middle of cool San Diego nights, my finger on the button that brings a nurse with brief respite in a needle.

I reach up to my shoulder and caress the bandage that covers the carnage from the bayonet’s thrust. I push, feel a twinge shoot up my neck; push harder and quit before the sparkling stars in the back of my eyes explode. I lie back, wipe wet globules off my forehead, shutting my eyes to ward off the pain. For a heartbeat, visions of jungle combat upstage the stars, allowing me a glimpse of war’s bounty, warriors’ commission. The stars recede. The present returns. I use the pain-free interlude to contemplate my fate.

I think about marines, sailors, and soldiers who stay in the hospital at Pearl. How they are either close to death or able to undergo a quick fix and return to the front. How the rest of us, the lucky ones, alive but unable to see regular duty ever, or at least anytime soon, are ferried to the mainland as afterthoughts—ballast maybe—on airplanes and ships.

I call up images: the belly of a Navy cargo plane, a corpsman attending me and five other stretcher cases, ominous wooden crates, cardboard boxes with pictures of Phillip Morris decorating their sides, a Navy ambulance—vague visions during brief breaks from numbing pain, dipping in and out of consciousness.

I lie in sweat-soaked sheets. Thoughts ricochet off shards of white heat that slice through my brain. Then, relief. Breathing that came in gasps returns to normal. I grapple with panic, with hopelessness, with fear, push them away and force myself to acknowledge this lull, this lucid moment.

The quick grating sound of steel on flint; I turn my head and watch the leatherneck captain light up a cigarette with his Zippo. Smoke drifts out of his nose. He inhales and slides the lighter under his pillow; the smoke retreats down his throat. He holds it there. Seconds. Long enough for me to recite the ditty that pops up in my head; LSMFT—Lucky Strike Means Fine Tobacco. He smiles, as if he read the words in my mind, then laughs. Smoke chugs out of his mouth in little puffs. Another ditty, the little engine that could – I think I can, I think I can. I laugh.

We both laugh. Neither one of us knows why. At least I don’t. It just beats the hollowness that is slowly turning me inside out. He takes another long drag, tilts his head back, sending a procession of smoke rings towards the ceiling.

We direct our attention to the door, watching it swing open. The captain’s face registers disappointment—not Nurse Carol. Nurse Betty, fat Betty, waddles through the door. An orderly carrying a bedpan squeezes in behind her before the self-closing door slams shut.

“Owooo!” Someone lets out a wolf call. The captain snaps up a Lucky and holds the pack out as Nurse Betty passes by. She slaps his hand without stopping. “You know I don’t smoke!” She hip-sways her way down the center of the room and disappears out the far door. He pulls the pack back, tucks it under his pillow, rolls over and pulls one last deep draw, sending the smoke in a steady stream to the ceiling. The orderly stops and looks for the source of the howl.

Words waft through gauze that covers all but the eyes on the face of a stricken sailor.

“Not you, stupid—her.”

I hear scattered snickers. The orderly’s face flushes; he takes up Nurse Betty’s trail. As he flees, another “Owooo!” followed by laughter and crude remarks. I watch him disappear and ease back on the mattress.

Nerves send searing messages. Fright flitters up and invades my lungs. Breathing is an effort. A moment of respite. I force my mind off the present, compel it to wander back to a safer time and place – my senior year at the University of Idaho in Moscow. Graduation in the spring, a degree in journalism with a minor in languages. Emphasis—German.

German—that’s what brought me to Elaine.

Pain, morphine’s alter ego, knocks at my mind’s back door.

German—that’s what should have sent me to Europe after Pearl Harbor.

A sliver shoots up from my back. I straighten my legs and arch my back. The pain retreats. I lie flat on my Navy mattress.

Elaine. German, and Elaine and studying the musical words of Goethe in his native tongue. More pain. Try moving my legs without arching my back. There. Gratitude fills me, floods me with relief.

Elaine and Goethe. A hillside south and east of the UI campus. The smell of wild flowers in May. Goethe and Kant and Remarque’s Im Westen Nichts, and Mozart’s biography written in his native tongue. Elaine and wildflowers—syringas and camas, and little white daisy-like things. The smell and touch and taste of Elaine. Below us: Moscow. Moscow and the First Presbyterian Church we’ll both attend on Sunday.

“Oh shit! Where’s the nurse?” I fumble for the button. Press the button. Press the button. Press the button! “God damn it! Bring me morphine for the pain!”

* * * *
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I’ve heard that coming off a drug overdose is like waking up after drinking all night in a smoke-filled bar. Never drank all night in a smoke-filled bar. I do know that waking up from my last shot of morphine was peaceful. No headache, no bloodshot eyes, just a feeling of detached, don’t-give-a-shit awareness of where I am.

The large fan that hangs down from the ceiling is out of balance. I watch each slow, shaky rotation of the blades. I watch the fan and listen to the mockingbird, the one that sang in the wings of night’s stage while I, like a leaf caught in an eddy, twirled stage center in alternating spells of semi-consciousness and opiate visions. It’s morning; he’s stage center now, his voice full-throttled, his repertoire unoriginal and repetitious. I listen and watch the blades spin and wobble. Before long, that bird’s incessant singing, his gift of mimicry, intrigues me. We don’t have birds like that in Idaho. In Idaho, only sparrows sounded like sparrows, only jays sounded like jays. The mockingbird arias arouse my curiosity.

I raise my head. The barren bed that butts up to the far wall under the wooden casement window is freshly made up. Where did the sailor with the gauze mask go? I can’t see out the window. I lift up on my elbows for a better look. For brief seconds, before the twinge in my back awakens my fear, I study the eucalyptus trees lining the field beyond the hospital grounds. I lie flat and wait for the twinge to surge and become that mind numbing hurt that sends me clawing for the button.

I twist on the mattress a fraction to tempt the twinge, bait the surge. I push the mockingbird out of my mind and focus on the pain. I twist again, harder this time and feel it. Not mature pain; instead—adolescent pain, tolerable pain.

My fingers brush past the adhesive tape on my right side and I touch fresh bandages. The act of discovery causes me to wince from my mutilated shoulder, and I feel new sources of hurt underneath the fresh dressing that covers my lower right back above my kidney, the one the doctors wanted to let heal before they did anything more. Cognition comes slowly, and when it does, I am washed with newfound optimism. They have removed the last of the shrapnel; I’m going to get well.
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Wednesday, March 17, 1943


Recuperation
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The days stretch into nights, the days and nights into a week, the week into a fortnight. Each day brings more consciousness and less pain, but cramps, chills, chattering teeth and wild imaginings. Nurse Carol tells me it’s the morphine. “Doc’s pulling you down,” she says. “A little less each day. Painful now, but you’ll thank us in the end.” I buy the cramps and shakes part, but combat demons live deep in the catacombs of my mind. They stand in the stairwell, anarchists, waiting for their cue, chaffing to create chaos, anxious to disrupt the order of my peaceful state.

Between shakes and spasms and feral bouts of fear when visions boil up day and night, I’m up, mostly walking to the head, sometimes out on the steps, then back down the hall. No more living through the indignity of crapping in a bed pan and lying there while a corpsman or, God forbid, one of the nurses cleans up. Showers are still out. I continue to live with what the Captain calls whores’ baths—a washcloth, soap, water in a pan and a towel. I can now take care of this myself, except for my back.

Whenever they change my dressings, Nurses Carol and Betty knead new life into both muscles and mind with magic fingers, soap, and warm, wet wash cloths. Their goal is to scrub away the dead skin and dirt, but the resulting back rubs help keep the loneliness at bay.

* * * *
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Today, I venture outside and stand on the landing of the one-story barracks that has been turned into a makeshift hospital ward to handle the overflow of casualties, maimed men caught in war’s inevitable outcome. Are they like me? While their bodies heal, does war’s chaos still chafe on the raw recollections like new shoes on a newly-born heel blister? Does fear wrap around their minds and repel comfort? Like me, do they constantly battle with panic brought on by sure knowledge that, no matter the healing of the flesh, wounded psyches may never mend?

Each day I look out at the white clouds and watch seagulls cavort in the wind. Each day I test a wooden step and retreat, not quite ready to risk the stairs that take me down to the sidewalk and ultimately to the street curving up from the bay, where I’m told one can see the conning towers that belong to gray ships of war.

My isolation in a building full of people consumes me at times. God damn it! My parents are a two, maybe three-day ride. And Elaine? She didn’t send me one of those infamous Dear John letters. It was over before I left Moscow. Over when it had barely begun. It was as if what happened on the hillside cooled fervor, cooled commitment—hers, not mine. She still plays on my mind, a dull ache, one I force myself to when fresher, deeper hurts threaten to overpower me.

* * * *
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Nurse Betty, fat Betty, has me flat on my stomach while she changes the dressing on my back. I’ve already succumbed to the pleasures of her cleansing massage on my shoulders. As she lays back yesterday’s bandage, I sense her closeness and the naked vulnerability that comes with first-shared intimacies, which is strange, since she’s exposed my wounds and cleaned them before. The adhesive rips at the stubborn hair that keeps trying to grow back; I wince. Her fingers brush my undressed skin and arouse feelings, feelings until now anesthetized by shock and pain and morphine. It’s only Nurse Betty, an innocent imitation, but my excitement is real. Titillating images fill my mind.

“There you go.” She pats my good shoulder. “Is there anything else you need?”

“Nope, think I’m going to get some shut eye.” I reach around, wince at the latent shoulder pain, find the corner of my blanket, and pull it up enough to hide my neck, which must be bright red, given the flush I feel.

“All right then, I’ll check with you later in the day.”

When the far door shuts, I hear the flick of the Captain’s Zippo and the smoke escaping through his pursed lips before he chuckles.

“You can come out now, she’s gone.”

I ignore him, lie here, confused by my maleness, not knowing if my longings are borne in “honor, not love,” as Elaine said before the tears welled up in her eyes, before she left me sitting at the corner table of the Palouse Pharmacy. Or now, an even crasser possibility; the stirrings of passion. Christ! What’s the difference? I turn my back on what we once hoped for before our hand-in-hand surrender of innocence on a Moscow hillside in May. What a bitter outcome!

I drive these disturbing thoughts from my mind. I can’t deal with the here and now and knowing she’s moved on with her life. I turn away from yesterday’s whys, what-ifs, and maybes and contemplate today’s realities: my loss of youthful immortality, rapidly healing wounds, visions of horror, and the bizarre antics of the Captain, who has become my safe harbor in this tossing sea of recurrent nightmares.

The Captain and I talk about home, about sports, about the weather, about women, about anything, except what circumstance brought us here. He can walk now, even though he needs crutches to compensate for the calf muscle mostly missing from his left leg.

Around us, sailors and marines come and go. A few walk out; most leave on stretchers and wheelchairs. To other hospitals? Long Beach, Seattle, who knows? Who cares, really?

One dies. A private paralyzed from the waist down. He’s well and good, talking about walking again, driving a cab when he gets home to Brooklyn. Then, like that, he’s dead.

The Captain and I and the rest of the ward watch the gurney come in empty and leave with the private underneath a cotton shroud. No one says anything for long moments. Then, from the back of the ward, “Shit!”

No words pass lips for a long minute or two. All the bed-ridden sailors and marines lie silently on their backs. I sense they’re doing what I’m doing, contemplating the fragile circumstances that keep me alive, calculating the price of not dying: youth’s credo of immortality. The fan wobbles and spins, wobbles and spins, wobbles and spins.

* * * *
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“Hey, Admiral.” The Captain always calls me Admiral. “Ever play cribbage?”

I look over. He is sitting up on the side of the bed. That meatless shin pokes from his pajama bottoms and splays out into his still swollen ankle. He holds a deck of cards in one hand and a cribbage board in the other. That familiar smile decorates his face.

Cards and cribbage; before I answer I let the memories fill my mind and drive the wartime horrors into a corner, where they linger, waiting their chance to counter punch.

I’m barely nine years old and anxious to be part of what exists between my father and my brother. Dad says I’m too young for hunting, except to bird-dog for him and Grant while they scour the cornfields for pheasant and quail. “Deer and elk—they’ll come,” my dad says, “when you’ve mastered the twenty-two and can shoulder a real rifle.” I’ve consigned myself to being on the outside of the circle and looking in when Dad breaks out the cribbage board. “Let’s play cards,” he says. We do, an hour or two after dinner for two or three nights a week until I’ve learned how to play, even win once in a while, and math grades at Collister Elementary start to improve. I’m in the circle now—my dad, my brother, and me. In the years that follow, we all play cribbage, hunt up above Gramps’ ranch in Long Valley, fish Clear Creek, the Deadwood, Payette, Snake and Salmon, and tinker together with ham radios in Dad’s shop. On Sundays, full of Mom’s after-church dinner, we sit on the porch, lazy, like the Jerseys chewing their cuds in the pasture, and watch afternoons fade into evenings. My last cribbage game? Dad and me, the night before I leave for Seattle to take up my commission, May 9, 1942. My brother, Grant? Gone to Georgia, a sergeant teaching radio electronics for the Army.

“How ‘bout it, Admiral? Ever play cribbage?”

I look at the Captain and return his quizzical grin with a smile of my own. “Cribbage? Sure.” I sit up, wheel my legs out of the blankets and place my feet on the floor. “Cut the deck, low card deals.”

We play for cigarettes. Neither one of us has any money until the Navy catches up with our billets. Only now is the mail starting to dribble in for those of us who’ve been here these past three weeks. The Captain got two letters from his sister today. What about me? Does anybody know where I am?

* * * *
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When morning comes, it’s Nurse Carol who changes the bandages. While she finishes, I direct our idle chatter towards the object of my real concern.

“Say, Lieutenant, isn’t there supposed to be a chaplain standing by for those of us who may need one?”

Nurse Carol rips off a piece of adhesive and lays it on my back.

“You know there is, Ensign. And which one will you be needing? We got us a Catholic, a Protestant, and a Rabbi. Take your pick. ‘Course the Protestant and Catholic have been pretty busy. If you’re not fussy, a Rabbi could be here real quick.” She finishes taping.

I roll over and face her. “The Protestant will do, since I’m a church-going Presbyterian back home.”

“My, my. With all the cursin’ I been hearing, I’d never guess. I’ll let him know. I was only part funning you. He really is busy. It may be a day or two.”

Her remark about my cursing causes a momentary pause. She is right, of course. I’ve taken too freely to associating barracks language with God, blaming him, maybe. I return to now and Nurse Carol.

“A day or two? I bet you can get him here faster than that if you let him know a back-sliding Presbyterian needs to be pulled away from the brink.”

She smiles, not the funnin’ kind of smile, but the courtesy smile that puts a respectful distance between a nurse and her patients. “Well, I’ll let him know.”

As soon as she about-faces and works her way down to another patient, the Captain catches my attention.

“Hey, Admiral, how about I trade you your Chesterfields for my Luckys, we call it even and start over.”

I reach into my stash of loose Luckys. “Seems to me I got a whole hell of a lot more Luckys than you’ve got Chesterfields.” I toss a couple of handfuls of Lucky Strikes onto his bed covers. “Seems like you need to concede the match before we start over.”

The Captain looks at the cigarettes scattered about his bed, raises his eyebrows, reaches under his pillow and tosses two empty lucky packs now filled with Chesterfields over my way. He smiles. “Done,” he says. “You win.”

The hours become days and days become nights and nights turn into yet other days. I collect another surplus of Luckys; the Captain really isn’t a very good card player. To be exact, it’s five days before Nurse Carol’s chaplain shows up, but not before I drive off wild imaginings with my thrashing in the nights, not before mail call brings letters from home.
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Tuesday, April 20, 1943


Letters
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––––––––
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This morning an orderly drops three letters on the foot of my bed, the first I have received from anyone since weeks before that fateful night on Guadalcanal.

All the letters are written on that tissue-paper stuff that becomes an envelope after the letter is written, Victory Letters they call them. Two of them are from my mom or dad, I’m not sure which, and one is from my brother. I check the postmarks and lay them out in chronological order, oldest to newest, left to right. I can’t help but notice the one on the right carries an address that points the mail to the Navy hospital at San Diego. My heart picks up its pace. They know, Mom and Dad, and the forwarded letters mean the U.S. Navy knows too; my personal belongings and a paycheck can’t be far behind.

Grant’s is the letter on the far left. I resist the writing that covers the back of the envelope and carefully tear back the seal. The letter is dated December 18, 1942, eight or nine weeks before the night I was cut down on the edge of Henderson Field.

My eyes fall on the salutation: “Hey Bud:” I stretch out on the bed. The whirling fan hides behind a sudden, inexplicable wet screen that covers my eyes.

For a moment I’m back on the farm, eleven, maybe twelve years old. The hot August sun soaks into Grant and me as we lay in green
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