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For those who served, fought, and never came home. 

May we never forget your ultimate sacrifice.















“Only the dead have seen the end of war.”
– Plato




Dedication

This book began as scribbles on a piece of paper in a little black book, written while returning from a mission in Iraq in 2010—fifteen years ago. 

To my wife, Lindsey—thank you for standing by me through long days and endless edits, sitting in the chair pregnant, being silently supportive. Thank you for believing in me and my endless optimism. Words could never express how lucky I am to be in your presence.

To my fellow servicemen—those I served with in Iraq and Syria, and those who never came home. Those who are no longer with us today. This book is, in part, for you. Your stories, your sacrifices, and your brotherhood live on in these pages. With every word written, it was like being with all of you again, stuck in time.

To my sister, Michelle—your unwavering support has meant more than I can ever express. From the earliest days of my journey to this moment, you have been my foundation. You are an inspiration, and I could only ever hope to be half the person you are.

To my friends who encouraged me along the way—your words of support kept me pushing forward. To those who read early drafts, offered feedback, and helped shape this story, I owe you more than I can say.
Finally, to the readers—thank you for picking up this book. Whether you’ve served, known someone who has, or simply wish to understand the weight of war and sacrifice, I hope this story resonates with you as it did with me. It was a roller coaster of emotions, filled with moments of dark humor, laughter, and tears—something that may be hard to convey.

War is the greatest romance—the love, the loss, the sacrifice, and the unspeakable things one man would do for the man next to him. It is something to be kept close to the heart.

This book is more than fiction. It is a tribute, a memory, and a promise that those who walked among heroes will never be forgotten.

James McDevitt






The Letter 
November 1944





Magdalyn,

It started off with a simple letter; words on a piece of paper, thoughts from my head to my hand. Before the ink dried, my life was changed forever. It was my first letter to you. Now, as I sit here four thousand miles away, I fear I’m writing my last.

I gritted the sand in my teeth as the ground vibrated beneath me.

“Get down!” Another explosion. I watch pieces of earth trickle down my foxhole. Then look to my left and see the rising smoke from a mortar pitted about one hundred meters away. “Relax, rookie, that wasn’t even close.” Then get back to reading my letter.

I don’t know where the time went. I can still feel the warmth of your hand on mine, though I haven't seen you in almost six years. I want you to know that I came up to Chicago to see you like I said I would. I was afraid you had moved on and debated not coming at all, at the thought of having lost you already. When I finally came, I knew it was too late. I walked into the church you used to talk about because I didn’t know any other way. It was my last chance. I couldn’t believe my luck that you were actually there. I looked up at you with so much hope. Then, before I could muster up a thought, I saw a man next to you. I saw the ring. It was me that ran away. That moment alone replays in my head; I have to fight away my thoughts. Maybe it’s my fault, after all, for not coming sooner. I wonder if you even noticed me at all. Now I'm numb. 

When you're young, you feel invincible. You think you have all the time in the world. Until you experience the harsh reality of death. Seeing it with my own eyes has given me the ability to truly appreciate all I've taken for granted. Life is so different than I expected it to be. I never thought about war. I never thought I’d be here. I don't think I'll ever be the same. Whenever I feel like I'm about to break, I think of you. I think about the first time I saw you in the theatre, the moment your blue eyes reached mine. I think of that one night when we danced and laughed right in front of the water. I think of your voice and the way your smile would light up before you winked at me. I think of the way you bit your lip and tilted your head down when you wanted something. I think about your laugh; I think about the last time I left you. You're the reason I've survived this long. If I ever make it back home, I'll come back to you. I don't care if it’s only a fleeting moment, but if I could get one last look in your eyes to tell you how much I love you, I would leave this world in peace. 

Peace, what a funny thing. We strive so hard to achieve it, yet we go through hell just to give it to someone else. It’s been years and you probably think the worst of me. You probably hate me for never coming back or trying hard enough. You probably think I don’t care as much as I do. If I don't get that opportunity, you'll at least read it in this letter. You’ll be happy to know I’ve put on some weight and that my baby face looks a little older. You made life make sense. You made me want to be better than I was. I’d think of ways to make you fall in love with me each day. I was a fool for thinking something so good could last forever. Maybe it’s what was supposed to happen. How can one love so deeply without experiencing the heartbreak that comes from being apart? You once told me God will guide, and every day I pray he brings me back to you.   
                            
		       Love, 
			T.J. 

I wiped the blood off my hands before I folded it up after reading it one last time. My nostrils flared, taking in the bitter smell of metallic and gunpowder. 

I slid it in Jackson’s front breast pocket. 

“Better you have it.”






T.J. 
February 1941









CHAPTER ONE
T.J.

I gasped for air, then threw up. I could no longer run. Everything I’d held inside poured out of me. I began to cry as I reached a desolate bench trying to soak up the noon sun. I watched my breath escape into the bitter cold. What the hell was I doing in Chicago in the first place? Who drives seven hundred miles for a woman he hasn’t seen or talked to in years? Mobile, Alabama, felt like a distant memory. There was no point in working a drudgery job for an obscene number of hours with no reward or purpose. It wasn’t the path chosen for me. I was better than this. I didn’t want to work my life away for some dream that had dissipated. There had to be something else worth living for.

I sat there until the sun set, contemplating what I should do, where I should go, and how I could make it happen. The wind cried out. I blew warm breath into my hands, my body numb. I raised in my sunken posture to look up and ask God why. That’s when I saw it, there in front of me, across the street on a billboard: a poster of Uncle Sam pointing at me. It read, “I want you for the U.S. Army. ENLIST NOW.” I pictured the poster of my grandpa after he joined. Maybe it was my time. It was February 11, 1941.

I dragged myself back to the hotel when darkness approached, my eyes heavy. When I hit the bed, I conked out. When I woke up, I had one goal in mind: the recruiter’s office. God had his way of speaking to me. It wasn’t like me to leave Alabama, let alone the city of Mobile. And here I was in Chicago, about to join the army. I couldn’t tell what my thudding heart was trying to say. 

So I set off onto the Chicago streets. They were filled with life, unlike the day before. On my way to the tailor, I passed children wearing pom-pommed hats and winter coats that dwarfed their small frames as they threw snowballs from the sidewalk, a group of women chattering happily as they held their long skirts to prevent wetting in the slush, and a man walking a dog who thrust its whole body in the powder with only a leash left to see. Of course, they weren’t as friendly as they were down south, but there were more smiles than frowns. I walked slowly to enjoy the city. I didn’t know how they withstood the winters. Right about now, it’d be eighty degrees in Alabama. There was no such thing as winter there, only three months of cooler weather. I put my hands in my pockets and made my way to the tailor shop. I had never had a suit before, so I stepped inside to see what they had to offer.

I left that store looking like a new man—brown slacks, a white shirt, an overcoat, and a tie. I caught a few eyes while walking toward the recruiter’s office. It was in a shopping center, right in the middle. I looked at my reflection in the mirror, exhaled one last time, then opened the door.

Inside, there were three desks staggered—two to the left, one to the right. The gentleman in the back stared at papers while the other two looked up. One got out of his seat and walked toward me with an extended hand. 

“Name’s John. How may I help you? Are you looking to join America’s Army today?” He had a firm grip. 

“Yes, sir.” I didn’t know what else to say. My hands shook and I glanced at the door. 

“Sir?” He laughed. “I work for a living, son. It’s Sergeant.”

“Hello, I’m T.J. Montgomery.”

“Just have a seat right here.” He pulled out a packet of papers and handed them over to me. “Fill these out.” He stood up and walked to the steaming coffee pot.

My mouth began to water. I distracted myself with the clutter of the office. I read clippings of papers on his desk, headline news about the front and Poland. The man in the back was flipping through pages of paperwork. I caught a glance at the third man to the right. He was in his cubicle, reading a book inside his army document binder. 

John walked back, stirring his coffee with a wooden stick. 

“It’s a lot; take your time. There’s no rush.“ He peered through the big glass window in the front of the office after taking a sip of his coffee. “Turning out to be a nice day, much better than last week.” 

“You’re right about that.” He was a little older than me. He smiled widely. 

“The questions in the back are about any injuries or illnesses. It’s standard protocol to know your health and go over your past. Try to remember what you can. If you have any questions, let me know.” His words were more boisterous than before.  

“Sounds good.” Fill out, sign, repeat. 

I didn’t have much of a job history. I’d been pretty healthy my whole life. A bruised bone here and there from cliff diving and falling out of a tree, but nothing serious. I was adventurous when I was young. I did things I wouldn’t do today. Maybe I was just a softy. Page after page, I continued to fill in the blanks and check off the boxes. My hand hovered over the line. Once I signed, there was no going back. I took a breath, pressed the pen down, and scratched out my name. My heart fluttered. I was really doing this.

“Sir—uh, Sergeant,  I’m finished.”

“Good to hear, son. I’ll see what the captain says after reviewing your work.  If I were you, I’d put on some weight. Start doing push-ups or something.”

“I’ll be right here,” I said, feeling stupid for having said so.

I watched as he handed my paperwork to the quiet man in the back. The captain. The man went over it page by page, licking his fingers to flip the pages easier. More words that I couldn’t hear were spoken. Then the old man stood up. He was tall and muscular. I hoped I didn’t interrupt a good part in his book. He made his way to me, and my shoulders shrunk. I gripped his hand as hard as I could. 

“Good morning, son. I’m here to tell you congratulations and welcome to the United States Army.” He shook my hand with a firm grip that may or may not have broken a couple of fingers.

“Thank you, Sergeant.” I winced.

“It’s sir. Anyway, you’ll be given a physical tomorrow morning, then in a couple of weeks, we’ll have your report date. You’ll take a bus down to Fort Benning, Georgia, for processing. Keep your head up, and know no matter what they put you through, you can make it. One day at a time, son.”

“Yes, sir.” I had nothing else left to say.

I walked toward the hotel with a smile on my face. I was anxious to get out of there, too. I stopped by a family store beside it for a Coke. I wondered what Michelle would say when I got home or when I started packing up to leave. 

There was a movie theater across the street, so I decided to see Son of Frankenstein that evening. Something to get my mind off the turn my life had just taken. The walk back to the hotel was still, the breeze silent. I thought about going back to the church. I didn’t. It’s not like she’d be there anyway.

I tried not to think about my week’s pay spent on two nights at a hotel and gas to get here. I passed the receptionist on the way to the elevator. She smiled and nodded. The elevators made me a little claustrophobic; I feared I’d get stuck between floors. When I entered the room, it smelled of fresh mahogany. I slid my hand across the king-sized bed linen then I watched the city through the window as I waited for the bathwater to get hot. It was alive. People surged through the streets with intention in all directions, cutting through each other without care. The details blurred from the distance, making them look like ants marching in a vast cement landscape, each set on their task. I wondered how they didn’t slow down and take just one breath to live in the present. An ounce of excitement gave me chills as I slid off my outfit. A hot bath, now that was something I wasn’t used to. 

I slid into the water, letting my body finally warm up. Afterward, I put on the complimentary hotel robe and thought for a minute that maybe I had lost my mind.

Could I be crazy? I had no idea what was about to happen. There were too many emotions going through my head. It sank in—I was joining the army. What if we had to enter the war?

I sank into the bed and tried to push aside my thoughts of Magdalyn and what I had seen. She may have been why I came here, but it was time to let go like she had. I shrugged my shoulders, sank a little further into the covers, and fell asleep. 

The phone rang.

“Hello.”

“Hello, Mr. Montgomery. This is your wake-up call.”

“Thank you.”

I got up, took a look at myself in the mirror, shaved my face, then put on the same suit I wore yesterday. I looked over the room one last time, thinking it was money well spent. I packed my bag, then I was off to my appointment.
I took the bus to the medical center and waited to get called up for my physical after signing in. There were only a couple of other guys with me. We all had the same folder. An odd bunch of kids stepping into the unknown. We had our vitals checked, our eyes, our hearing. Test after test, then we were told to go into a room and take off everything but our undies. 

“Am I the only one here who feels like they’re about to get violated?” a guy to my left blurted out. 

That got a laugh from all of us, but we did as we were told. In that small room on a narrow wooden bench, one by one we stood. They made us do weird movements and walk around like chickens. What the hell have I gotten myself into? Regardless of the shenanigans, I got a green stamp of approval. The army liaison handed me my packet. 

“Congrats, Private Montgomery, you’re report date is March 9th in Fort Benning, Georgia.” 

“Thank you, sir— I mean, Sergeant.” I held my folder. At least that was close to home. 

My time in Chicago was done. I said farewell to the city before I got on the next train home. I watched the seasons change as I headed south—from whites, to oranges, to yellows, to greens. I thought about how I’d tell Michelle I was going into the army. Then I thought about Magdalyn. I thought about all the things I could have done differently. I had so many questions, and there were no distractions on the train. The picture of Magdalyn’s hand with a ring was etched in the back of my mind. 






CHAPTER TWO
T.J.

It was March 8, 1941.

“So, this is it.” Michelle wiped the tears from her eyes. “You be safe out there, Tommy. The world is a dangerous place.” 

“I know, I know. We aren’t in any war, don’t worry.” She gave me one last hug. 

Me-ma’s solemn face said it all when she walked up to say her goodbyes. She reached out to my cheek with her fragile hands. “You look just like your granddad. Here I am getting flashbacks. I wish he were here to see the man you’ve become.” 

“I wish he were too, Me-ma. I love you guys. Take care of the roses for me. I’ll be back soon enough. I’m sure they’ll let me have a call here and there.” I picked up my bags and headed toward the cab. I watched their image get smaller as they faded into the distance along with my childhood. I was about to get a rude awakening the next day. 



“Get your ass out the bus, Private. Move.” 

“Yes, Sergeant.” I straightened my posture.

“I can’t hear you.” 

“Yes, Sergeant!” I yelled as I ran with my bag with all the others getting off all the other buses trying to find my place.  A massive gaggle formed. 

“All you pissants line up in a formation right now. One behind the other and drop your bag to the right. From now on I am your daddy. You understand that?” 

“Yes, Sergeant,” we all said in unison. 

“For all of you that put your bag to the left, give me twenty-five push-ups right where you stand. If brains were dynamite, you couldn’t blow your nose.”

His big stature paced back and forth, wearing that hat I’d seen on posters. “Listen for your name. The second you hear it, you will fall in where instructed in another formation. That will be your new platoon. We ain't got no time for you gold brickers here. Is that understood?” 

I stood sweating what felt like forever until I heard my name, then ran to my place of misfits. One Smokey Bear after the other yelled. Push-ups, flutter kicks, laps. We could do no right. Hours later, I arrived at the barracks which would be my new home soaked in sweat. 

“Get in another uniform and say goodbye to those locks.” 

The world around me was stripped bare, every piece shaved down to nothing. I looked at what was left of my hair on the floor, dark, uneven clumps of my identity. I wasn’t alone. I could see everyone else’s thrown away beside them too. It’s a hell of a way to get to know someone. It was hard to remember the faces, because we all looked the same. One thing stuck out to me— it was hard to think at all. We were constantly being broken down and built up. Never a moment to think for ourselves, just learn. Even in the dull moments we sat in formation shining our shoes. I took that as a win and fell into the chaos. It made time go by faster.

A familiar pattern set in. Fire watch would wake us up at 0430. My bunk mate Jack would say a stupid catchphrase. I’d tell him to shut up as I groaned and sluggishly put on my white shirt, shorts, and canvas shoes. I excelled on running days. Then I failed miserably on upper body days. Either way, we’d end with muscle exhaustion. I hated being put on the 0330 fire watch. I was particularly moody and tired on those days. 

“Wake up.” Rockwell elbowed me while listening to another lecture on tactics in our new classroom, the one place it was impossible for us to stay awake. The monotony of the chalk striking the board was a perfect lullaby. Occasionally we’d get kicked out and run laps to wake us back up. 

“When do we get our Springfields again?” I liked shooting and I got pretty decent at it, but there was a side I didn’t think about. We’d be carrying it, and all the things that came with it, a lot more than shooting it. 

“Next week in qualification. Bet you can’t hit the broad side of a barn.”

“We’ll see.” 

The next week came and went. I did better than I thought I would. Rockwell turned out to be wrong. It was entirely different when we entered the field. 

I was dying on a road march from exhaustion. The weight was unbearable. I was hoping to get injured for some relief. We were told to dig in and make a fighting position. I was swinging my intrenching tool when Instructor Bryant came up with his haversack. 

“Montgomery, get your scrawny ass over here. You may be good with that bolt action, but you can’t carry a lick of weight. I’ve got just the partner for you. Vance, get your smart ass over here, and you better not have that condescending look on your face when I look at you.” 

A short guy came up and stood at parade rest. “Yes, Sergeant.” 

“Meet your new partner, Montgomery. You can’t shoot worth a damn, and he can’t carry any weight. I suggest you two make that happen. Oh, and if I see you two not together, it’ll be hell to pay.” 

He looked at me with such contempt, glaring at me with beady eyes. 

“Oh great, can’t wait.” 

“What the hell did you just say?” Instructor Bryant’s eyes lit up. Then a smug smile revealed itself. I watched it all in slow motion.

“I said, ‘Yes, Sergeant.’” 

“Everyone stop what you’re doing.” Multiple soldiers collapsed on their mounds. 

“Looks like we have two volunteers to dig your holes for you. Take a break and relax. Make sure you thank them too.” 

I wanted to kill him. I watched the relief on their faces as we got to their foxholes and started to dig. One at a time. Each hole took longer than the one before it. My hands blistered and started to bleed. After hours, each swing stung, and the sweat made it worse. 

“We wouldn’t be in this if it weren't for your lip, you piece of shit.” 

He mocked me. “We wouldn’t be in this—” I threw down my shovel and tackled him to the ground. Instructor Bryant quietly watched us twist around in dirt. The whole rested platoon watched. I don’t know what made me madder, being their servant or their entertainment. 

“New rule, second platoon: If Vance doesn’t shoot in the top 25 percent and Montgomery doesn’t get his marching time down, you will all be digging foxholes everyday until graduation,” Instructor Bryant announced nonchalantly. 

We had now become enemy number one of the platoon, forced to work together. Each time we fought, the whole platoon got to work on their fitness. I couldn’t stand looking at his face. 

“Here’s how you shoot, you blind idiot.” His glasses were fogged, and his positioning was off. I watched him yank the trigger. 

His shooting started to improve. 

“I don’t need to help you lift the weight anymore. I’ve been helping you this whole time by making you dig holes. You’re welcome. You want to be better at carrying weight?” He handed me his rations and ammo. “Carry weight, you tall buffoon.” 

“Thanks, dick.” This is how our conversations carried on. Day in and day out on Sand Hill was fueled by my hatred for Vance. 

The coming months blurred into a screaming, monotonous shooting, marching, and fighting Vance. I’d handled that machine gun more often than not. I tried my best to take it in stride. Ten, fifteen miles into a march, my legs burned like fire. The straps dug into my shoulders, carving grooves that never fully disappeared. And yet, with every mile, I told myself the same thing: “One day at a time.”

That’s how I got through it.

When basic training ended, we donned our crisp uniforms for graduation, a moment of pride that faded all too quickly. I had a black eye from Vance. I thought I might get a change of scenery and never see him again. Instead, I marched straight across the street to Sand Hill for infantry school. It was a whole new world—a tougher one. If basic training was about breaking you down, infantry school was about crushing you.

“If it isn’t the famous duo. I’d be remiss to not put you two together. Welcome to Sand Hill,” Instructor Resto greeted us, along with the rest of the incoming infantry cadets. I was hoping to go unnoticed this time. Infantry school was about tactics and maneuvers, the nitty gritty of combat. At times I regretted my decision to join the army. There were long nights on patrols waiting for simulated ambushes, or we’d play the attackers, storming enemy positions under a hail of blanks. Physical training became even more grueling. One night we were approaching seven miles in the pouring rain. It was quiet. Then out of nowhere, a whole enemy squad attacked us from three different directions. 

“Shoot back, idiot!” Vance dove behind cover. 

“Enemy three o’clock and nine o’clock, fifty meters!” I screamed, then fired my weapon back. It jammed. 

Most of the platoon was taken out. I was point man. My punishment was carrying the heaviest guy in the platoon, Jackson. 

“You really need to know how to fight, man. Are you just going to let Vance punch you in the face like that?” 

I didn’t like him already, but he was trying to lend a helping hand. 

“Jackson, shut your fat ass up. You’re injured. Did I say you had a leg wound? I changed my mind, now you have a throat wound. So shut the hell up.” 

“Yes, Sergeant Resto.” Rockwell and I pulled Jimmy Jackson on a sled for three more miles before we made it back to our base. I collapsed onto the ground, then crawled toward Jimmy. 

“So what’s that you said about learning how to fight?” I was interested. Turns out he was a martial artist, and I had a guy to beat up. 

“Well, it starts with the right position. Then you have to know how to throw a punch or a kick. Quite simple actually.”

“Can you show me?” 

“Can you even lift up your body right now?” He looked me up and down. 

“Probably not. I’m talking about sometime this week maybe.” My face rested on my weapon as I pointed out toward my sector of fire.

“Sure. If you sneak me some Hershey bars.” 

“I think I can arrange that. They beg me to eat more food.” 

“Must be nice,” he said as he placed his weapon out towards his sector of fire. 


Jimmy helped me a couple minutes a day when we found the time. I had a goal. It was the little wins that got us through these trials of discomfort. Just as it came, it went. 

It was August 11, 1941. Graduation day. I stood proud. My march times were better, and I could do more push-ups too. I’d earned a physical fitness award for the fastest two-mile time: 10:45. That little metal insignia with a winged foot over two swords became one of my few victories during those hard months. I whispered a nice greeting as Vance walked past me to receive his top shot award with a black eye. Jackson kept laughing. 

I was assigned to 125th Infantry Regiment, Second Platoon. The Rough Riders. It was a name that carried weight, a legacy we were expected to uphold as we were thrust into a different world with all new people. I walked through the company room and its halls. A group of us were the newest additions. The hall had pictures of previous years, commanders, and trophies. Awards from the Great War. 

“I guess I got the shit company, seeing you here.” Jackson had been assigned to my platoon. I peered over at the other new guys heading in and out of the barracks and the orderly room for the company. Then I turned to see another figure walking up. 

“No fucking way.” I shook my head as he stared at me with his beady eyes, lifting up his glasses with his middle finger. 

“What the fuck are you doing here, Montgomery?” Vance asked with his condescending voice. 

“Apparently, I was sent here to be tortured. I swear, if you give us a bad rep here, I’ll kill you.” 

“Enough, you two. Figure it out. Rough Riders,” Jackson said with a smirk. “Sounds stupid as hell.” All of us started to laugh.

A specialist walked up. “Hey, new guys, you better have our latrines as shiny as Jackson’s bald-ass head. The three of you will be together in second squad.” 

Trantham came in with the welcoming party. 

“At ease,” I said as a sergeant walked up. We all went to parade rest, with our hands behind our backs.

“Welcome to Second Platoon. I’m your platoon sergeant. You three will be assigned to second squad. We just did a realignment, and it has the most senior men. Is this understood?” His uniform was pressed, his chest out, and he had close-cut hair and glasses. 

“Yes, Sergeant,” we agreed. 

“You’ll be on the second floor of the barracks with the other lower enlisted. The NCOs and officers will be on the bottom floor. Find an empty bunk, and remember you’re the new guys.” He leaned a little closer. “You’re gonna get shit, you’re gonna clean up shit, and you’re gonna be the bottom of the barrel. Relax, it’s just a rite of passage, and it has its purpose. Unfortunately you learn that with time. If you have any questions, bring it up the chain. If no one helps, come to me. Do your part, and we’ll take care of you. Trantham here will show you the way.”

“Yes, Sergeant.” We all eased up from being talked to like real humans. 

“Dismissed.” SGT Haas turned around and walked back to his office.

“Not bad is he, just don’t piss him off. He’ll beat your ass too,” Trantham said as he guided us outside to the barracks and up to the second floor. “Open bunks by the latrine. He handed us three toothbrushes. You’ll need them, we don’t have mops.” 

Vance squinted his eyes and gave a half smile, then reached for one. 

“I see how you got that shiner.” Trantham held out the other two. Jackson wasn’t bothered at all when he reached for his. I was indifferent; it was part of the job. 

We dropped off our barrack bags on the bunks we wanted. Jackson got the top, Vance the bottom. I got a bottom with no one on top, which was a relief. I couldn’t stand being shook awake by every movement. 

“Who the hell came up with the idea to clean with a toothbrush? What kind of asshole would you have to be?” Vance stared at his toothbrush, twisting it from side to side. 

“Was your dad in the army too?” I couldn’t help myself. 

“Was your dad in the army too?” he mocked me, sliding his head back and forth, pursing his lips. 

“That was a good one.” Jackson laughed with me. 

There wasn’t much going on. We fell into our weekly routine as a company. Most of our memorable time was in the bathroom. 

I sat there scrubbing the urinal with my faded toothbrush. I became numb to the smell after about a week. The open toilets always brought surprises too. No walls, so we’d see anyone in the company just walk right in and do their business. Luckily, Jackson made a sign and a time to close the door so we could clean. Vance figured out their tactics. 
“It’s psychological,” he said as he scrubbed the sinks. “We clean them once, then after we get told how shitty we did at cleaning it, then we clean them again, and they nitpick the hell out of it, then the third time they say good job.” 

“You’re right. The pattern to it all. Hey, Jimmy, I have an idea,” Vance said. 

“Let’s hear it.” Jimmy was on his knees scrubbing toilet number two out of the four. 

“We clean the first time, then that’s it. If they have something big we missed, we clean that, but no more. I bet they won’t even notice. We will just shoot the shit in here acting like we did, and I bet they don’t notice.” With that idea, another little win was born. He was right. Cleaning time became two hours of stories and forced hanging out. 

Weeks later, no one had noticed a thing. 

“I fucking told you guys,” Vance stated with confidence. 

“You’re still a piece of shit, you know.” My grudge was fading. 

“You’re welcome.” 

“I have to admit, you are a clever little fellow.” Jackson leaned against the wall and spread his legs. “You guys have any gals back home?”

“I did once. She crushed me. Tried to go back to her and it didn’t go so well.” 

“Ouch, did she have herself another man already?” 

“Yep. Her name’s Magdalyn. My first love. What about you, Jimmy?” I saw a smile creep up on his face. 

“Oh yeah, her name’s Miranda. A girl back home from high school. I’m hoping I can ask her out when I go home for the break.” 

“What does she look like?” 

“Dirty blonde hair, shoulder length, and a sassy attitude. How about yours?” 

“Long blonde hair with curls, blue eyes, and a smile to die for.” 

“You guys are making me sick.” Vance stopped scrubbing and leaned up against the wall too. 

“Let’s hear it.” Jimmy pepped him up as he lit a cigarette. 

“I’ll tell you once you give me a cig.” Vance reached out his hand. Then Jackson lit one for him. “Nope, no women here.” 

“You son of a bitch.” I threw a piece of trash at him.

“I said I’d tell you.” Vance wasn’t wrong. 

“I couldn’t put up with you either.” 

“It’s by choice, dick. By the sound of it, it looks like you don’t have any either.” 

“You’re right.” My head sunk to the floor. 

“She really got to you, didn’t she? She couldn’t have been that perfect. Tell me three things you didn’t like about her, and if you can’t, it wasn’t real at all.” 

I sat there for a minute thinking. Time had only brought about the good things in Magdalyn. “Umm, she belched out loud.” 

“Eww.” Vance winced. 

“She sounds pretty cool,” Jackson said. 

“That’s only one. “ 

I thought harder. “She’d lie to me if she didn’t think I’d like the answer.” I did hate that. I couldn’t stand liars. 

“Now we’re talking.” Vance took another drag of his cigarette. “One more.” 

“She left. She said we’d be together, and then she left me. She gave me her address and told me to write, and that was it.” 

“That’s what we do when we’re young. We don’t know what next month brings, let alone next week.” 

“She could have said anything though, but nothing. We said I love you, she hugged me with tears in her eyes, and that was it. Magdalyn was gone.” 

“Looks like she got over you, pal. Time to move on.” 

I let his dig go. Maybe because I was beginning to think he was right. 

“Don’t listen to Vance. If you love her, buddy, go get her. Reach out, and don’t stop until you get some kind of closure. You never know. Write her until she responds. Maybe they got divorced or something.” Jimmy put out his cigarette on the floor then wiped up the ashes. 

“Maybe.” I got up too. 

“Same time tomorrow?” Vance said. 

“Yep.” 

Fridays were a little lighter on the training. If we were lucky, we’d get a weekend pass. 

“This is pointless. What are we doing? Are we going to enter a war or what? They really don’t tell you that the army sucks if you aren’t actually going to war. All this training and practicing to not even get in the game,” Vance complained as he cleaned his Springfield. 

“You mean you didn’t join for a higher purpose or to serve your country?” Jackson asked. 

“Something stable, I didn’t feel like living off canned food and scraps. My mom and I weren’t rich, you know.” 

“Cheer up, pansies, we are getting new recruits today.” Trantham walked into the latrine. “Looks like your time is over. Jones, Ritchie, and Trussel will be replacing you.” 

“Well shit. That is good news.” Jackson stood up and flicked his cigarette in the trash can before he walked out the door. 






CHAPTER THREE
T.J.

“Second Platoon, get to the orderly room right now. The captain has something to say,” Sergeant Haas announced. 

I ran to catch up. I scuffled into the packed room that had fallen silent, when I heard the radio. 

“Turn that shit up,” Ritchie whispered. 

I whispered to Jackson to ask what was happening.

“The Japs. They just attacked Pearl Harbor,” he whispered back.

“Shhhh,” came from the crowd as President Roosevelt came on.
I listened to every word intently, just like everyone else, not knowing what it meant for us. War was inevitable; the words sank in. The bond we made . . . We were going to war. It was December 07, 1941. 

Captain Counihan turned off the radio and stood at the center of the packed room. “You heard it yourself, men. We’re going to war. Pack your bags and be ready on a moment’s notice. If any of you have any questions, run it up the chain. All the training we’ve done is nothing compared to what is about to happen. Soak it all up. It may save your life or the man next to you.” 

The added training began. Maneuvers, training exercises, it wasn’t a question of if but when. When we’d be going, what we’d be doing, and how our men would perform. Time became a blur. 

It was November 5, 1942, when we gathered in an auditorium to hear from the colonel himself. 

The sweat dripped down my back and my eyes burned from the face paint. We had been in the middle of an exercise when we got pulled for this meeting. We pulled up to ten buses and a file of soldiers making their way in. Most were clean shaven and in clean uniforms. We were held back because Jackson thought it would be funny to steal Alpha Company’s guidon. It was funny until they open rank marched us and searched his pockets. 

“You guys smell like shit; make sure you sit in the back,” Hardy from the other platoon greeted us as we approached. 

“Thanks, we’ll get right on that,” I said as I lifted my arm and took a sniff. 

“He wasn’t wrong. I remember—” I snapped to attention. 

“Battalion, attention.” We all got up on our feet and stood at attention. 

Colonel Stockton paced back and forth. We rarely saw him. 

“Listen up, men. Our time has come. Alpha, Bravo, Delta, and Echo, in three days’ time, we will make our way across the ocean. It’s our time. I hope I’ve trained you men enough to do a lot of damage wherever we end up. God bless all of you.” 

We left the auditorium with questions, but most of us just thought about what was going on and where we would be. In the Pacific? Africa? 

Sergeant Haas gathered us around. He paced back and forth in the platoon barracks. 

“You heard what the man said. Get your shit together and your home life in line. Say goodbye to your loved ones and get your finances in order.”

“What about Charlie, Sarge?” Ritchie asked. We were all thinking it. 

“Charlie is staying back to defend the home front. It’s just as important in case we get attacked here again. Those guys will probably not take too kindly to it, so I need you to shut up and not mention it if you see one of the guys, got it? I’m serious, Second Platoon.” 

I cringed at the thought of staying back. We all did.

“Fuck that, brother. I didn’t join the army to sit aside and not fight,” Jackson said. 

“Neither did I.” Vance ate his fingernails. 

“I’ll find out more information on when we are to report. It’s a trickle-down effect, so one company at a time until they get things sorted out. Until then, don’t go beyond fifty miles or your ass is grass. Oh, and one more thing, you guys smell horrific.” He walked out, and there was silence for a moment. 

“Hey, Montgomery, you got some black shit on your face.” Vance let me know about my camouflage paint. 

“You do too, asshole.” I had forgotten about it.

We off-loaded our gear and pealed off our muddied up uniforms. I thought about Magdalyn as I washed the scum off my body in the hot shower. It felt good to get clean again. This time it hit a little different. 


Hurry up and wait. 

The next day I was walking up to meet the crew at our outside area, the smoke pit. Vance, Jackson, and Jones liked to smoke before breakfast. Today Vance and Jackson were arguing as we walked up. 

“Dude, something is fucking happening. Did you hear Captain Counihan?” 

“No, stop being dramatic. He was just raising his voice.” Jackson’s cigarette was burned down to the end, but he hadn’t flicked the ashes off. 

“Oh yeah, I can’t tell the difference because I’m retarded. You’ll see, you fat piece of shit.” 

“Oh, we’ll see alright. Pick up that cigarette butt.” 

“What cigarette butt?” Vance looked at the ground before being smacked upside the head and losing his cigarette. 

“That one. Let’s go eat.” 

I saw fire in Vance’s eyes for a quick second before it fizzled out. He knew Jimmy Jackson would kick his ass. The rest of us thought it was hilarious. 

After chow we made it to our daily formation. Captain Counihan looked upset. 

“Well, men, this may be the hardest thing I’ve had to say. I want you all to know that I fought for it. I almost lost my rank over it.” 

I watched Vance glare at Jackson and nudge him in formation.

My heart beat faster. 

“We aren’t shipping out anymore. We got shafted, and they’re taking Charlie Company instead.” 

“This is bullshit.” 

“Fuck that.” 

“Come on.” 

The formation erupted in anger. 

“Calm it down.” He walked back and forth with his fist balled up.

“Charlie had a couple of snipers and some 60s. We don’t have anyone trained up on them. We lost Ching, and he was our subject matter expert. So based off that technicality, we are to remain here and respond to any strikes on our soil. Try to remain calm. It is what it is. There’s nothing we can do about it. Dismissed.” 

“Fucking mortars, it ain't that hard to drop them in the damn tube,” Trantham said. 

“Tell that to Jones when he put one in upside down that one time.” Ritchie shook his head. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” I dropped my head. Just breathe. 

“I fucking told you, Jimmy. But noooo, you didn’t want to believe me.” Vance was sure to point out. 

“It doesn’t matter now, asshole. We’re stuck here for more bullshit training. Sidelined.” Jimmy kicked some rocks. 

We were pushed to the side and left behind. We were the only company left, assigned to coastal defense, away from the action. What a joke. Guys left to be reassigned one after the other. 

It’s one thing to go to war; it’s another thing to be left behind. We felt shame for not doing our part. The morale was at an all-time low. 

September 05, 1943 

“Congratulations, Montgomery and Jackson. I’m proud of you two. A little rough around the edges, but I’m glad you’ve come along to be a part of the army’s backbone.” 

We were in our pinks and greens, lined up in formation after getting pinned.

I had been promoted to sergeant with Jackson; Vance didn’t care much, so he remained a specialist. I took my leadership position seriously, so I stayed close to Staff Sergeant Haas and followed his every move. He was confident we’d end up going, and at the right time to get in the real action. I studied tactics. The bald sergeant knew his stuff. I made a lot of mistakes at first with every combat patrol and mission. We ran them so many times, until it became like clockwork what to do if we were ambushed. Clearing out pillboxes, bunkers, caves, and the damned tunnels were the worst. We didn’t have a mission, but we assumed it would be somewhere in the Pacific. The days turned to weeks, then the weeks into months. The perpetual cycle of war lost to time. Years had gone by.


March 11, 1944

I was tired, on line in my sector in the rain. The water swished around in my boots. 

“Fuck you, Jimmy, and your black belt. How many times are we going to do this?” I was over it.

“Until we get it right, you sack of shit.” The waiting was getting to us all. 

“I told you, if we keep getting killed going that way, we need to find a new way. It’s pretty simple.” The rain picked up and made me angrier. 

“Yeah, let’s walk out in the open and say, ‘Hey, Tojo, mind if we try another entrance?’ I’m sure they’ll welcome us with open arms.” Trantham made a good point. 

“Throw a fucking grenade in there and kill those bastards first,” Vance chimed in. 

“Then it would collapse the hole, genius.” Jackson rolled his eyes. 

“Yeah, case closed. Well, hole closed. I don’t see the issue.” 

“I hate going down there.” My lanky size didn’t give me much of a choice. Me and Ritchie were it. Jimmy spit his dip out and got ready for another go at clearing the rat holes the Japs loved using. At least that’s what we were told. We were still in Fort Benning, Georgia. The so-called Japs were imaginary. 

Sergeant Haas walked up. “I know, it’s shit. It’s wet, but we have to get it right. This shit is serious. The marines are holding up the front with eight divisions; we have twenty-one there too. Our time is coming.” He was right. 

The afternoon storm had passed, and now it was uncomfortably hot. I watched the steam rise off Jackson’s head. I was distracted by the distant chatter on the radio. 

Sergeant Haas walked back to us in a hurry. “Pack up your shit, men. The exercise is over. Grab your gear and get on the busses. The CO has something to say.” 

I had a pretty good idea what it was about. We went back to the company area, put our things up, and began cleaning our rifles as we waited for the news. Again. 

“Well, men, I hope you cleaned those rifles good. We’re about to be knees-deep in Japs.” Jimmy gave his rifle one more inspection. 

“A clean rifle isn’t any good if you can’t hit anyone with it, Jimmy . . .” Vance was always right on cue. 

“Shut up, I heard you couldn’t shoot before Montgomery either.” He nodded toward me. 

“Fuck off.” Vance’s beady eyes scowled at Jackson. 

I just gave my weapon a quick wipe down. I wasn’t concerned with its cleanliness. I paced back and forth, waiting. 

We saw the captain come out of the orderly room and everyone hustled to make their way in front of him in a semicircle. I walked at a casual pace. The smell of the rifle bore cleaner burned my nostrils with its ammonia. This wasn’t the first time we’d been told we were going and then been let down. My mouth felt dry all of a sudden. A looming doom rushed over me, then left as soon as it came. 

“It’s time, men. This time it’s not a joke, and we won’t be fighting the Japs.” Captain Counihan made sure to make eye contact with as many as he could as he walked in the center of the company with a book under his left arm. I couldn’t make out what it was. “I know the training has been long and hard. I know the morale has plummeted, but I pray some of it sticks for the days to come. I’m proud of all of you men. We must stick together and come home after the madness. It saddens me to think we will lose someone here, but in war it’s inevitable.” His words echoed in the silence. This was the first time I looked around at the faces of those in the company thinking about death and how someone would be lost. 

Then when all attention was back on him, the captain threw down a book, How to Speak German. “Learn the basics. I hope you have some warm clothes; I heard it gets cold in Europe.” The company lifted up in a roar of excitement and cheer. 

“About fucking time!” Ritchie yelled as he high-fived me. 

“Let’s go show them how it’s done.” Trantham stood up and grabbed Jackson’s hand, shaking it hard. 

It was both exciting and terrifying. I stared at the book in disbelief. Germany hadn’t even been a thought in my mind. 

“We’re going to take a trip to England. They need our help. The Germans are by far the most superior military in the world. They took France in three weeks, and Poland in days, for Christ’s sake.” It was so quiet, I heard Jackson gulp. Vance walked over and picked up the book, looked to his left and right, and put it under his arm.  

We didn’t have much to say that night.

I read the newspapers daily, keeping track of what was going on. We got brief updates from the commander every week in the leadership meeting. We rehearsed when we’d leave, and our timelines kept changing. We were finally given a date and a week to pack and repack our haversacks with everything that we’d be taking with us. It was tedious, and it took a while for us to pack everything right. We needed to be a certain weight, so we could take nothing extra.

The last pass I got was for the weekend before we departed. The worry of never coming back made me think about finding a way up to Magdalyn. I made a decision: I’d drive there one last time. Vance and Jackson shook their heads when I told them.

“You owe me some money, Vance,” Trantham said. 

“Technically, he hasn’t gone yet.” 

“You just won’t give up, will you?” Jackson said.

“I’ll be back on Monday!” I started jogging toward the truck.

“You better. If not, your ass is hosed. We’re leaving without you.”

“Ha, I’d find my way over. Or I’ll never come back. I guess it depends on what happens in Chicago. I mean, you know how it went last time.” 

I left Friday morning. Vance told them I went to the infirmary. I thought about what I’d say, and about how much time had passed since I had last seen her. Almost five years had gone by since we’d said goodbye, fresh out of high school. What did we know anyway? At times, I thought I was crazy. What was I thinking? 

Instead of fifteen hours it took almost twenty-four. Halfway through the drive I stopped to put on my big coat as the weather got colder. Right when I got into Indiana, snow began to fall. By Indianapolis, it went from fields of patchy white to all white. I listened to the static radio. It would only get worse. By the time I was in Chicago, the only thing I saw was white. I squinted my eyes to get to the hotel by Our Lady Hope. It was the only place I knew. I was glad to get out of the truck. Thankfully, my heater worked. I wouldn’t have made it otherwise. The drive had taken longer than I had expected. I stretched my body; my feet were swollen from being in that position so long. I took a hot shower, then went to sleep.

When I woke up, I was glad to have come. It was Sunday. The snow was serene and a completely different set of scenery from yesterday. I blew heat into my cold hands as a I walked out of the hotel. 

It was still snowing. I kicked it while walking and picked it up to play with it. My hands froze after touching it. I remembered playing in it as a child on a trip to Tennessee. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I was about a hundred meters from the bakery. My nose inhaled the most delicious smells of bread, pastries, and coffee. My mouth watered. I didn’t realize how hungry I’d been. I’d eat pretty much anything now. While walking up to the door, a kid threw a snowball at me. I laughed.
“Sorry, she’s just learning how to throw. Luckily it was just snow.” The little girl hid behind her mom’s thighs glanced at me shyly through her legs. 

“It’s okay, ma’am. She has a great arm.” I opened the door for both of them. 

When it was my turn to order, I said, “I’ll have a glazed donut, a chocolate donut, a cream cheese bagel, and a ham, egg, and cheese croissant.” 

The young lady at the counter’s eyes widened when she looked to see I was alone. “Anything else, sir?” 

“A coffee, extra cream.” 

“That’ll be seventy-five cents, sir.” I handed her a dollar. “Keep the change.” A big smile came across her face.

I grabbed a barstool while I waited. I watched all walks of life make their way in and out. A consistent rhythm of diversity. Families, friends, colleagues, and lovers. All in their snow day attire. Gloves, pom-pom hats, scarfs, and smiles all around. 

I ate the donuts on the way back to the hotel and sipped the coffee while keeping my hands warm. The snow started to fall heavily before I made it back. 

I laid down and listened to the radio before I dozed off. I woke up about an hour later and laid out my church outfit before I put it on. I saw Meet Me in St. Louis on the billboard out the window,. I changed the words to “Meet Me in Chicago.” I had a crush on Judy Garland too. There weren’t many beauties like her, except for Magdalyn.

I sat there in my Sunday best, finishing my morning feast and watching the fan spin around, and thought how much of an idiot I was for being here and doing this. All on the slim chance a girl I once dated would come into church in a blizzard . . .  I knew I’d regret it for the rest of my life—even if it was for a short amount of time—if I didn’t do this. 
I walked to the door then stopped at the mirror to wipe the cream cheese off my lapel. 

I walked outside to something completely different from earlier. The wind was blowing, and everything was white. I cinched my jacket down to combat the chill and held onto my hat. I didn’t see anyone outside. It was as if the world stood still, at least the city. I made my way to the church at a slow, careful pace. I didn’t see many cars in the parking lot. I shook my head, figuring it was just my luck that I wouldn’t find her.

I grabbed the door of the church and fought against the wind to let me in. I powered the door shut behind me. 
“It’s getting pretty bad out there, isn't it?” The priest shook my hand. “Good morning, and God be with you. I’m glad you could make it through the storm. I’m Father Keith.”

“Good morning, Father. I’m Thomas Montgomery.”

“Please, make yourself at home and be seated.”

“Thank you, I’m looking forward to your service. There aren’t that many here today, are there?”

“I’m afraid not. I wouldn’t want them driving through all that snow. Sometimes even the devout Christians can’t make it.”

“I wouldn’t either. Luckily, I was within walking distance.” 

He smiled. 

I walked down the aisle, took off my gloves, and found a seat in the middle row. I waited and prayed she’d show up.
The service was quiet and long. All I could do was picture her here the last time I saw her. I sat where she sat. I held my head high, knowing that I had at least tried. She was a no-show, like I had expected her to be deep down. I took it as a sign from God. I decided not to let it get to me. I was glad I took the trip to get away. I was thankful to see the snow and a new place. Last time I was here, I had joined the army. The city of Chicago had an effect on me. The congregation, or lack thereof, was invited to a reception after to share stories and meet the others. I watched as they greeted each other with familiarity. I felt like an outsider. I walked around shaking the hands of the few that were there. I used the food as an excuse not to talk. 

“Hey there, son, it’s nice to meet you.” I looked up at a tree trunk of a man and a woman I assumed was his wife.

I swallowed a mouthful and almost choked. “Hello, sir, how are you and your wife today? My name is T.J.,” I said, trying to perk up my shoulders and look more manly as I looked up at him.

“What brings you here, T.J.? I remember seeing you a while back.”

“How did you see me? I’ve only been here once.”

“You came in for a short moment then left. I’ve been told I’m good with faces.”

“Wow, you have a great memory. Uh, um, I wasn’t feeling well that day.” My voice sank a little.

“What brings you back? You don’t sound like you’re from here. I can recognize a southern accent when I hear one. Mississippi or Alabama?”

I was impressed he had gathered so much from so few words.

“Alabama. I’m here because I’m looking for someone I used to know. She told me she went to this church, and that’s all I have to go by. Her name is Magdalyn.” I hoped they’d know.

“Magdalyn? Well—” Evelyn didn’t finish her sentence before the giant of a man interrupted, “She comes here from time to time. You must be determined. With this weather, I didn’t think we’d even make it, but Evelyn insisted.” He leaned down and nudged his wife. 

“She’s such a sweet young woman. How’d you two meet?” Evelyn asked with eyes wide. 

“We met a while back in Mobile.”

“Ahh, Mobile, Alabama. I bet there isn’t any snow down there right about now.” The man shook his head. 

“No, sir, there isn’t. I’m actually in Georgia now, in the army.” 

“And you haven’t kept in touch with her? How long has it been?” He leaned in. 

“Years now.” My head sank. 

“Maybe we could relay a message for you, if you want?” Evelyn suggested.

“I’m leaving soon, across the Atlantic, and I may never get to tell her something. I was hoping she’d be here. It’s the only place I know to look.”

“What would you like to tell her?” Evelyn asked.

I hesitated to say anything at all, and then it just came out.
“That I love her.” I was defeated. 

“You love her? Oh dear, bless your heart.” Evelyn grabbed my hand. Hers were warm. 

“Thank you, ma’am.” I tried to smile. 

“Well be sure to get her that message if we see her. As for you, be safe out there, and we’ll be praying for you. Let me walk you out.” 

“Thank you.” They had been incredibly nice. 

As we walked outside, Evelyn headed toward a restroom. “I’ll be right out, Robert, you two go ahead,” she said.

“So is it Mr. Robert?” I asked. 

“Robert Smith. Most call me Smitty,” he replied as we headed out the door.

“Thanks again.” 

He silenced me as he put his finger to his lips and then pointed off in the distance. It was a raven crouched on a fence post. The shine of the black feathers reflected the light off the snow. “Looks like someone’s watching over you.” 

The raven’s eyes met mine and its head tilted to the side before it made a guttural kraaak, then flew off, disappearing into the snow. Evelyn walked out the door and put her hand in his. 

“Good luck, kid. If we happen to run into Magdalyn, we’ll be sure to give her your message.”

“Thank you, Mr. and Mrs. Smith. Drive safe.”

I said my goodbyes and thanked the priest. I left the church once again. This time, it wasn’t the nightmare it was before. Acceptance was something I was getting used to. In what world would she be running back to my arms, like I was all she ever thought about? I waited for the snow to slow down before getting back on the road, then I drove back to Georgia. On the way back, I stopped by a town called Edinburgh for a Coke and some gas. The clerk was an old man, which got me thinking about Smitty. I couldn’t help but be envious. He and his wife were the definition of how I pictured my life in my dreams—a woman to grow old with and raise a family. I guess it didn’t matter now that I was shipping off to war. I wouldn’t want some woman waiting for me while I entered the devil’s playground. 

My body ached, and I caught myself dozing off on the way home. She hadn’t been there. She had probably already started a family. Stop. I had no time for negativity. Maybe she was with her family. It was a blizzard, for God’s sake. I thought about my family. My sister Michelle had just been married and was starting her own family. It was just me these days. Sure, I had Jackson and Vance, but they had their families too.

It’s hard not to think while alone and driving for so long. I turned off the radio when I got into the Kentucky mountains. There was no reception. 

I was happy to serve my country, excited to test all my training, and scared to death that I wouldn’t be able to handle it.







CHAPTER FOUR
T.J.

“Holy shit, he made it back,” Haas chimed in along with the platoon. “I bet that hospital was rough . . .” 

“Uh, yes, Sergeant.” I fought my eyes to stay open as I dropped my bags in front of the bus. 

“Any luck?” Jackson asked with his arms out in anticipation. 

“No.” 

“That’s oh for two, man; you really just need to get the point. It’s over.” Vance shook his head.

“Thanks for the encouragement, dick.” Maybe I was foolish.

The company area was packed with families, friends, wives, and children, all saying their goodbyes. I said my goodbyes over the phone line. I told Michelle and Me-ma I’d write them too. 

The final call was made to load up. I watched the hugs and tears of others. A small part of me felt left out. 

We loaded the buses, then headed to the train station. I conked out before the bus started to move, but the nap was brief. 

“Get up! I want First and Second Platoons to put your bags on Railcar Fourteen. Third and Fourth Platoons go after on Railcar Fifteen. Load the train from rear to front, and enjoy the ride. Get accountability. We’re off to war, boys. Make it happen.”

I gave the best cheer I could along with the others. We crammed into the railcar as best we could. I found a seat, then it was back to sleep. 

I heard a faint noise, then jumped up at the feeling of something going in my nose. Our railcar erupted in laughter. I woke up to the whole company looking at me. 

“Real funny, guys.” I saw Vance try to hide the feather behind Jackson’s back. Even Sergeant Haas was laughing. 

“You’re welcome we let you sleep that long,” Trantham said as he laughed. 

“I appreciate that. Are we there yet? And how the fuck did you get a feather?” I looked at my watch. 

“Jones’s pillow, idiot,” Ritchie jumped in. 

“You didn’t sleep that long.” Jackson sat to my left. “You did miss some good scenery though. So let’s hear it . . .” 

“Hear what?” I knew what he meant, I just didn’t feel like talking about it. 

“Give me a cigarette, Jimmy.” Vance reached out his hand toward Jackson.  

“She wasn’t there. There was a damned snowstorm. That’s about it.” I was honest. 

“What a loser.” Vance blew smoke rings in my face.  

“You want another black eye?” I waved my hand to disperse the smoke. 

“I don’t know, do you?” He glared at me. 

“I’m sorry to hear that. We were rooting for you.” Jackson put his hand on my shoulder. 

“Thanks, man.” 

It was hard to be upset with all the excitement of travel and finally heading off to war. 

We arrived in DC the next morning. Command wouldn’t let us out in fear of losing some of us. It made sense, but I didn’t enjoy only seeing the capital from the window of a train. The next leg to New York City was only eight hours long. 

The deafening sound of the train’s horn, the cheering of the crowds, and the red, white, and blue—everywhere we looked, there were waving flags and free meals. The USO treated us well. We were glued to our windows as New York City approached. We were in the biggest city in the world. Nothing prepared us for Grand Central Station. Its grandiose terminal carried a unique smell of trash and hotdogs. 

We unloaded the train at Camp Shanks about twenty miles north of Manhattan, placed our gear in a company holding area, and had an accountability formation. It was the fastest I’ve seen a company shove off to enjoy a couple days of freedom.  

“Consider this a threat: Our ride won’t be here for at least three days. Once that happens, we are leaving with or without you, and if you don’t make it out, it’ll be your career and a visit from the sheriff. A bus drives to the city every hour on the hour. By God, you better do some living. Watch out for each other. Dismissed,” Captain Counihan said before dismissing us into drunken oblivion. 

We scattered in a free-for-all toward the city. We had time before Queen Mary returned from her repeated voyage. 

“Perfect timing,” Jackson said. A bus with New York City on the front pulled up as we stepped out of ranks. Our squad ran to be the first ones on it. I flopped into the front seats with the others. Then we watched men fight for dwindling, precious seats until it was full. It was a good time to be alive.

“Better luck next time, buddies!” Vance flipped the others off through the window. 

“I’m going to be honest with you, guys, I don’t know if I’ll make it back before the ship leaves.” Jackson looked serious with a twinge of excitement as he lit a cigarette. One for the road. 

“I’m going to have to agree with you, comrade,” said Vance, grabbing another out of his pack.

The smell of roasted chestnuts and hamburgers filled the brisk city air. Horns, voices, and trolley bells got louder as the bus made its final approach to freedom. 

“You know we could eat in a different spot every single hour for a year, and still not be close to what this city has to offer?” Ritchie was one for random facts.

“Did you know if you shut up for three minutes, we’d all be saved from your stupid facts?” Vance quipped.  

“Ritchie has a point. I heard the food is exquisite.” My mouth began to salivate. I’d missed all the snacks in my slumber on the train.

The streets were crowded, and people stayed up all through the night. The lights never turned off. The next couple of days were a drunken blur for most of the guys, except me.  I found alcohol repulsive, the way it burned all the way down. I enjoyed keeping my wits too. Someone had to save those reckless maniacs.  

We kept to our squad mostly—a hard thing to do with all the amazing food, women, and dancing. The Commodore Grill off 42nd Street was a favorite. The live jazz music vibrated through the streets, even at a distance, which drew us in. The thick cigarette smoke made it hard to find each other. I peered through the crowd with watery eyes. Jimmy was making out with one gal, Vance dancing with another. Trantham was face down on the table, passed out. 

For once, the war was out of our minds. A moment of happiness. But it was short-lived. An argument broke out over who’d win the World Series, and a fight ensued. I looked towards the bathroom and saw Ritchie punch a belligerent sailor in the face. I was proud. Jackson threw out his rank and practiced his karate on a couple of others. Hell, I joined in for the action too, mostly protecting Trantham from the aftermath. Our emotions ran high. Our resentment about being left behind and all the frustration that had built up came roaring out.

We had a plan. We’d make our way toward the original bus stop each day, so even if we were incoherent, we’d be close enough. On the last night we made our way to a tavern by Battery Park. I was over it. I watched as the squad walked toward the dock. That’s when I saw her, standing there in the moonlight, her torch held high, looming over the city lights reflecting off the water: our Lady Liberty. I made my way to a bench through the fog of my breath in the air. She was a symbol every man left behind to protect. I never thought I’d be one of those men too. The weight of the task at hand sunk in deep.

She was the wife, the mother, the daughter—she was Magdalyn. A man could lose almost everything, but there’s one thing that just can’t be taken away: hope. The distant noises began to fade. Why’d she have such a grip on me? Why couldn’t I just let go? 

The distant sun started to make its way up toward the horizon. We got on the bus to head back to camp. I held Jackson’s collar as he threw up outside the window. Ritchie and Vance were passed out. Once we arrived, roll call was taken. Most of us had made it back; some didn’t. I would like to say I knew where they had gone, but I’d never see them again. We trudged over to get our haversacks and got on another bus headed to the docks. Queen Mary’s thunderous horns roared, signaling last call before departure. 

The whole city of New York waved as we departed. More girlfriends, wives, and family members hugged and kissed their soldiers goodbye. It was something I’d never forget. I waved back and watched the city until it was no longer in view. It was the last time I saw so much joy and excitement.






CHAPTER FIVE
T.J. 

I gripped the rail to balance myself against the sway of the ocean. The cold salt water sprayed my face. This was not a good start to the next seven days. At least the sea was calm. It felt endless. I was sure Vance, Jackson, Ritchie, and Trantham would still be hungover for a while. I wouldn’t call alcohol and the open sea a good combination.

I had been on plenty of boats before to fish and travel up and down Mobile Bay and the river delta, but it was nothing like traveling the Atlantic on the Queen Mary. No birds, no land, nothing else but us. I stood there on the deck, lost in thought. There were so many soldiers packed together. I shouldn’t have waited so long. I thought about all the things I could have done. I pictured her face.

“You’d come find me, wouldn’t you?” she said as we lay on the grass in Bienville Square. Her smile creased upward as she looked up at me. I noticed the scar on her eyebrow.

“I have a scar on my eyebrow too. When I was young, my dad came home with food, and I rushed toward the door. Right as I approached—wham! I went flying.” We laughed.

“You must have been pretty hungry. I got mine from running into the countertop. It was the perfect height.”

Did I fail her? I did what I said I was going to do, but it wasn’t enough. My future remained a mystery. What once brought me peace was now a distant hope. Nothing puts a nail in the coffin like a proposal. At least I had gone. That’s what I’d tell myself again and again. It wasn’t that I didn’t date other women or try; I just couldn’t replace the void I had in my heart.

I held the wired railing and replayed the image of Magdalyn in my head: the first night, the first kiss. Even if she was gone, she represented something that I could never let go of.  If I could feel that way once, I could feel it again. To have even had it at all—I was quite the lucky man. My heart sank when I realized how close we were getting to the thick of it.

“Give me a smoke, Jimmy.” The voice stuck out in the sea of people. Vance and Jackson approached.

“You better not be thinking about jumping off. I’m not going in after you.” Jackson always had a way with words.

“We’re finally going to war. We may never see that shore again. This water. All of it.” I wasn’t deterred by humor this time.

“That’s true. So we might as well make the best of it.” Jackson pointed off as the vast skyline faded. “That’s our home over there.”

“Say goodbye to innocence.” Ritchie walked up as we all leaned over and looked.

“I know this may be too soon, but since this might be the only time I get to say this—we need to stick together so we all come back. I don’t know what my mom would do without me.” It was rare to see this side of Vance.

“What kind of shit did I just walk into?” Trantham said as he walked up, completing the crew. I looked at him and shook my head in unison with the rest.

“Well, shit.” He pursed his lips in agreement.

“My mom would kill us all if we didn’t come back to her. Betty would wake us from the grave to kick our asses again.” Jackson flicked his cigarette into the ocean.

“I hope Michelle would be okay. It would kill her.” My sister was always there for me.

“I couldn’t do that to Steph.” Trantham clenched his fist.

“Well, boys, write your letters. I’m not saying it’ll be our last chance at writing them or that we aren’t coming back, but we have no idea what’s on the other side of that ocean, waiting for us.”

Vance flicked his cigarette into the Atlantic. I took a mental snapshot of the men beside me—my best friends. Then the moment was gone.

“Let’s go get something to eat.”

America faded away into the distance. Her last speck of land reached out until our new home gave way to the open sea. I turned around and got a glimpse of distant luxury: a transatlantic liner-turned-troopship. I wondered what she had looked like before the years of war had beaten her down.

“Dear Lord, how many guys are on this ship? Ten thousand? Fifteen thousand?” Ritchie squeezed through three others, making his way to our huddle. “You know it’s only designed to carry about two thousand.”

“How the hell do you know that?” I looked around to see if it was on a sign. The line was so long, the mess hall wasn’t even visible yet. Maybe one day we’d get our trays. 

“How do you not? Did you pay attention to anything? We have been at war for over two years now.”

“Man, this would be the jackpot for a U-boat.” Trantham’s gaze swept upward at the decks of servicemen that appeared, as if they were ants overflowing their hill. “I hope they weren’t lying about her nickname.”

“I bet Ritchie knows that one.” Vance looked at Ritchie.

“Actually, I don’t.” Finally, he didn’t know a random fact.

“Grey Ghost.” Trantham’s tone drifted off. “Apparently, it blends in with the water because of the paint. It’s saved a lot of Americans on their voyages.” 

The dining rooms were now mess halls. I could feel the heat as we snaked through the line with our hands clutched to our metal trays.

“I have a feeling this isn’t going to be New York food.” I watched as the cook’s ladle dumped some stew on my plate as we moved on.

After chow, I made my way to the confined space of the living quarters. Modifications had been made to limit the openness, replaced with bunks stacked three to four high, tightly packed to maximize capacity. I now knew why the decks were so full. This place was suffocating. The air carried the scents of sweat, damp uniforms, and oil from the ship’s engines. I took a tour of the ship, weaving through bodies and taking it all in.

Cigarette smoke wafted into the salty ocean breeze as men leaned over the rails, staring at the endless expanse of sea. Below deck, conversations, laughter, and the occasional argument echoed through the narrow corridors. I made my way to the upper deck before I was pulled aside.

Jones yanked me with wide eyes. “We’re going to come back, aren’t we? Is it like everyone said it is? Where are we going? Are the Nazis on drugs?”

“You’re going to be fine. I don’t know where we are going to be. Just relax. It’s going to be okay.” I tried to calm the anxiousness in his voice. He wandered off to the next guy, repeating himself.

I let out a breath and tried to focus on something uplifting. I had no desire to indulge someone else’s self-defeat. I found Jackson and Vance after a while on the rear of the deck where we had met before. I admired their connection. They were like a married couple—side by side, laughing, telling jokes, and smoking like chimneys. I’d had one of their cigarettes once, then choked up a lung and got laughed at. That was about the extent of my smoking. They told the story at least once a week. It was an ongoing joke between us. 

“Are you fucking kidding me, Jimmy? No smoking topside? Airing hours?”

“Yeah man, U-boats are out there, idiot. What did you expect, a fucking picnic? The whole ship will be blacked out too, once we get into international waters.” 

“We better find a spot in the stern deck so we can actually breathe then. It definitely can’t be the back or middle either.” 

“I can’t wait to hear your theory on this one,” Jackson said.

“I can’t wait to hear your theory on this one,” Vance mocked. 

—and they were back at it again.

“That’s oddly specific,” I tried to interrupt their banter. Ritchie was by my side. 

“That’s convenient. Ritchie, tell this idiot why I’d want to be on the stern deck in the front.” 

“It’s the place least likely to get hit by a torpedo. Plus it’s close to the lifeboats.”

“I’m glad someone has some sense here.” Vance gave Jackson a condescending look. 

“Yeah, I—” Ritchie started to agree. 

“Shut up. You made your point,” Vance continued. 

Ritchie flicked the cigarette out of Vance’s hand.

“We came here to get you two women back for some more bullshit from the CO. So get your shit together and come on.” I gave Ritchie an approving nod. 

Captain Counihan gathered us up for the in-brief. We were assigned our sleeping quarters. We shoved our duffels into the tight space allotted to us. Everything was crammed. After we got “settled in,” we had another brief. This brief was on the dangers ahead in the water and what we’d be expecting upon entering the Celtic Sea and the English Channel. We’d be escorted by the Royal Air Force. U-boats patrolled the areas all through the region, and hundreds of battles and skirmishes had claimed thousands of lives already.

The constant reminders of imminent danger were never far from reach. The day lingered—a calm before the storm. I adjusted my shoulders to find some sort of comfort in my cot. Please God, give me the strength to make it through this. 

The sea had different plans for us in the morning. The sway of the ship rocked hard. I looked like a drunk wedging my way to morning chow, swaying back and forth. I threw each hand up on the narrow walls to steady myself. The ship creaked and the metallic sound of the trays falling became louder the closer I got. The smell of coffee lingered from broken glass on the floor. I tried to shove the chow into my mouth before it ended up on the floor too. 

I searched for their new spot on the stern deck; they weren’t hard to find. Jimmy and Vance had their smoking spot picked out. I could see the overcast sky as I made my way over to them. 

“What’s up, dipshit?”

“Nothing much, Jimmy.”

“Ha, he called you a dipshit,” Vance chimed in.

“You guys are hilarious. I’m not in the mood today.” I started feeling the nausea.

“What, you can’t take a little motion in the ocean? A little wave here and there got you sick?”

“Maybe I should head back to the bunk, that might be- be . . . it might . . .” I swallowed some chunks, then ran to the rails and leaned overboard.

“Dear God, how much slop did you eat?” The mumble of Jimmy’s voice was barely audible as I gave up my morning contents to Davy Jones’s locker.

“Holy shit, Battle, did you get it all out yet?” Vance looked over.

I was only dry heaving now.

“I think so. I’m going to see you two later. Good thing I didn’t join the navy.”

I made my way to the latrine to wash my face and mouth. I looked at my pale face in the mirror. The look of misery was apparent. God, make this storm go away soon. I made my way through the rocking to my bunk and lay on my back. I seriously considered tying myself down so I wouldn’t fall out. I held onto the side rails, trying to will the dizziness away.

I woke up hours later to a softer sway. My eyes drifted toward Jackson’s bunk. The guys were playing spades.

“Good morning, precious. You feeling better?” Trantham asked.

“Never felt better. I’m hungry as hell though.”

“I figured that since you got rid of a week of meals this morning.” Vance flipped over a two of spades and threw it in the middle.

“You up for a game of poker later? I got five bucks says you aren’t.” Trantham threw a seven of spades down.

“Of course. I can’t say no to free money.” That was a lie. He beat me last time for a little more than five bucks.

“Who’s winning?” I asked.

“Your spades champs, of course. I don’t know why you even ask,” Jimmy said. They had the game down pat.

“I’m going to find me one of those fancy European girls.” Stamp nodded his head up and down.

“With how much you talk, she’ll probably pay you to shut up.” Ritchie had a point. Stamp rolled his eyes. We all started laughing. I watched the smiles on their faces fade into silence as I looked around at the men that had shaped me. In reality, it was just a bunch of guys thrown together from all walks of life, to join a cause that was beyond their limited knowledge of the world.

Nothing was taken too seriously; we didn’t have it in us to dwell on what was to come. It’s easy to see how good life is when death is around the corner.






CHAPTER SIX
T.J.

After worrying constantly about U-boats and being sunk at sea for a week, I looked forward to touching land again. The trip over had given me serious doubts about other adventures on the open sea.

”Everyone get your gear and get off the boat. Assemble over there where you see the unit flag. There, you’ll have an accountability formation and then you’ll be briefed,” Sergeant Haas let us know. 

The sky was cold and gray like the water, and the steep shoreline was draped with pebbles—nothing like the coast of Alabama. 

I walked with my duffle and haversack. If there’s one thing I hated about the military, it was the constant moving. Always packing up your things, sleeping on the ground in the elements, then doing it all over again. Repeatedly for your whole career. If it wasn’t one place, it was another.

”Good thing it isn’t that far of a walk,” Jackson said.

”Shit, you could use a walk, fat ass. All you did was eat on the boat.” It was my way of telling him I was glad he was there.

”You could have done the whole Montgomery diet, where you threw up all your food,” Vance suggested.

They both started laughing.

I don’t know what I was expecting of a country that had been carrying the burden of a world war for years now. If I had one word to describe it, I’d say muggy. Once we were lined up in formation, we headed over to get a brief.

”Gentlemen, I’m General Jack Potter. Many of you can take a guess at what’s about to happen. If you don’t yet know, you’re about to get your feet wet.”

He picked up his wet feet.

”Here we stand on a place called Slapton Sands. This is where we’ll be conducting a large-scale exercise. The beach was evacuated last week so we can figure out a way to fuck up those Krauts once and for all.”

He walked back and forth, making eye contact with as many as he could.

”I can see most of you are barely twenty and don’t know the importance of what’s about to happen. I’m here to tell you that what we’re about to embark on will write its name in history, now and forever. It’ll be the biggest amphibious assault ever done in the history of the world. A plan to cut the throat of the Third Reich. Pay attention to what you learn here. Look at the man to your left and right.”

I realized I was one of the older ones at twenty-four. I looked at Vance to see his middle finger pointed at me. Then I looked right to see Jimmy flaring his nostrils and crossing his eyes. I blurted out in laughter. The general stopped his pacing and looked at me. I was terrified.

”Men, it may not seem serious now, but it’s likely the men you just looked at may not be going home. The importance of what’s about to happen is worth dying for, and I will gladly lead the charge to death if that’s what God wants of me. I stand before all of you brave men to tell you that I’m proud of you. I’m honored to stand here today and be in front of all your impressionable minds. Have fun while you’re here. Get laid, get drunk, don’t get too out of hand, and don’t tell your first sergeants I told you that. Take a hold of your old lady’s photo and make some good memories of your own. You’re going to need them. Those very memories are going to help you move forward.”

I looked up at the planes flying over.

”If you’re not looking up now, I want you to take note of these guys in those planes. They’re your eyes in the sky, and they’ll save your life. They’ve saved mine a time or two. Pray that if you see planes overhead, they have one of our flags on the wing.”

I thought of Grandpa. He had been one of those pilots, a good one at that. Who knows how many lives he had saved.

”I won’t keep you here long, men. I briefed your leadership on what’s supposed to happen here. It’s going to be a rough couple of weeks. Stay focused and pay attention. God bless.”

He then stood to attention and saluted us. We reciprocated. It was a powerful moment to be saluted by a general. He was the first one I’d ever seen.

Then the moment passed. The men got into a gaggle.

”Pick up your gear, women. We’re going over there. Form it up and break it down into squads.”

First Sergeant Flanders stood up and began to speak, ”Listen up. You’ll all be assigned a boat per squad. I know we don’t have much training in the water, but we’re about to start. Get your gear settled and shed the excess. You want to be light when you’re running off those boats. I’ll have more information soon, and I’ll pass it down to your squad leaders. It’s time, men. We’re here. Squad leaders, take your squads and get them set up about two hundred yards to the west.”

We were told it was called Exercise Tiger. It would be a mock invasion of what we’d be doing in France. No real locations were given yet, but we had some guesses. For training, we’d go out on the water and come back to shore, running through the water and bounding up. Over and over. When we weren’t training, we were off-loading supplies for the war effort. 

I looked at Jones. He looked like a wet puppy. We were cold and wet most of the time. 

“What the hell are you- you laughing at?” His helmet was too big, and his teeth chattered. 

“You alright, bud? You sure you don’t need to see a medic and get warmed up?” The concept hadn’t crossed his mind.

“Good idea.” He walked off to the aid station. 

We stared at him as he sunk his shoulders and began to stagger.

“You mean to tell me it’s that fuckin easy?” Trantham spoke with confusion.

“We’re stupid as hell,” Vance interjected. 

Our squad stood there contemplating who’d follow next.

“Look at the bright side, guys, at least this isn’t sand. I’m beginning to enjoy the pebbles.” 

Jackson looked at me, disgusted. “Shut up. Where do you come up with this shit?” 

“I’m from Alabama, jackass. I’m sorry you’ve never seen an ocean before. Try being sandy now too.” 

“Cheer up, fuckers. This weather is perfect. Almost time to wreak havoc.” Hardy, from the other platoon, marched past us vigorously. 

“I want what drugs he’s on.” Vance pulled up his equipment strap. 

“Me too.” Ritchie had the same glare. 

It was a never-ending loop of boarding ships and taking off all the supplies. When we realized the boats were bigger than we thought they’d be, we added another squad. It was First and Second Squad on ours. They were custom-made just for this. All in all, it was impressive that this much effort was being made to do this mission.

Training for the invasion was not as tiring as the lifting of supplies was. All in all, it was exhausting. A week passed by in what seemed like a day. The Canadians and the British would be taking part in the mission as well. It was April 28, 1944. 

We woke up at 2 a.m. to get ready to load the boats,then come in as if we were storming the beaches of France. There were so many boats in the water. Some confusion about who went where. The channel was rough, and the water was cold. I looked forward to it being over with. Right when we were waiting to get the order to move, all hell broke loose.

German E-boats started torpedoing our tank-landing ships. Explosions started going off. We began looking for U-boats in the water. We had heard about them, but it wasn’t like we could see them anyway. Some asked if this was part of the exercise.

”Load up, men. This is no longer a drill. Get your asses back to the beach. We aren’t set up for this shit,” Sergeant Hardy said.

We got to shore. The explosions were distant. We were frantic, looking around. I saw guys crossing themselves and praying aloud.

”It’s a whole damn fleet of E-boats!” Sergeant Haas yelled.

I checked to see if everyone was okay.

”They must have found out about our exercise. Keep your head down. If you see anything out of the ordinary, you better let it be known.”

If it wasn’t real enough yet, it would be after this.

The move back felt like ten years, not knowing if we’d be caught by a torpedo.

”What the fuck just happened?” Ritchie asked.

We were kept in the dark. I was confused about what had happened. Our first taste of war, yet we couldn’t see an enemy. We couldn’t help. Once we got back on shore, we found out eight hundred men had died. This was only supposed to be an exercise.







CHAPTER SEVEN 
T.J. 

There were five points on the beach, and we had to take two. They were called Utah and Omaha. Our company was assigned to Omaha, the mouth of the beach off the coast of Normandy. The Canadians and British were taking the beach to the east of us. Sergeant Haas let us know everything, though he was told not to. He wasn’t one to keep his men uninformed, which was why we respected him.

It was June 4, and we were asked to board the ship, thinking this was the time to go. The tides wouldn’t let us go. After hours of waiting, we were asked to get off again. We never knew if it was training or the real thing. The waves slung us back and forth as we tried to climb down the nets to the shore boats. The landing craft we were assigned to headed back as we tried to get some sleep. 

I lay there in the dim light, gazing across the bunks at the men who slept. I could hear Specialist Spence snoring across the room—an old man with a ridiculous mustache and beer belly. He didn’t give a damn. I laughed whenever I looked at him. I liked something about him. The rest of us were tucked away in our own worlds. I wondered what they were thinking about when they stared off into the distance. I looked at Jackson, his eyes closed, curled up without his covers. I could see the black of his hairy chest and the white of his legs. His shiny bald head. He was in his underwear, his mouth open. Then I turned and looked under my bunk at Vance. There he was, wide-eyed, looking at me. It scared the shit out of me.

“What the fuck are you looking at?” he asked in a serious tone.

“I guess you can’t sleep either?”

“Nah, man. I just can’t decide whether to piss in Spence’s bottle or walk a mile to get to the loo.”

“I figured you didn’t think much.” 

“What if this is it? Are you ready to die for our country?” His tone was serious now.

“No, we aren’t going to die, man. We’re going to fuck shit up and go home.”

“Good, ‘cause if I know I’m about to get shot, I’m reaching for you to be my shield.” His tone was dead serious, like most of his humor.

“I knew God made me this size for a reason.” We both laughed, and that was the end of it—or not.

“Can you toss me that bottle?” 

The PA system ended our conversation: “All personnel will report to the deck to be briefed. I repeat, all personnel will report to the deck.” 

We put on our field uniforms, packed up our things in our haversacks, and headed up to the deck. The sun was approaching the horizon, and the wind brought a chill across us. After we assembled, we made our way to formation. All was quiet in anticipation.

“Attention on deck!” said the lieutenant.

“Does he think he’s in the navy or something?” Vance whispered as we snapped to attention and the captain of the ship walked down the stairs from his quarters.

“Good evening, men. You’ve probably been wondering what the hell our plan was for quite some time now. You know good and well we’re kept in the dark until the last moment. We are here now. Our orders are to amass every vessel the United States of America, Canada, and England has for the biggest amphibious assault in history. We will help our allies overcome the Nazi scum, and we will take the victory home with us. It’s not going to be easy, and lives will be lost, but I want you to make sure you know who you are fighting for and why. You’re fighting for the whole world; you’re fighting for the millions of lives lost for diabolical reasons. You’re fighting for the greatest country in history. You’re fighting for each other, and most importantly, you’re fighting for your wives, your mothers, your fathers, and your children. I’m proud of each and every one of you. Fill up your ammo, carry as much as you can, and watch each other’s backs. God bless you all.”

All the joking subsided. An eerie quiet had taken over. We were in it now. No turning back. This was our time to shine. Our time to fight. A sense of pride lit up the crowd. So many grown men looking at each other, giving hugs filled with brotherly love.

“See you on the other side!” one said to another. There were so many different people from all walks of life banding together as brothers. A hundred thousand littered the beach, boats and soldiers as far as the eye could see. 
 
We had about an hour left before we made our way across the channel on the big boats. Then we’d be boarding Higgins boats for a treacherous five-mile journey. If all went well. 

The once-silent and peaceful ocean was now filled with boats, ships, and subs as far as the eye could see—civilian ships too. No one in Europe was spared from this fight. I tried to eat, but my nerves wouldn’t let me. Our platoon gathered next to our boat, loaded up, and then bowed our heads to pray. Sergeant Miller said a prayer, thanking God for all the opportunities in life. Then he prayed for a safe return home, and if we didn’t make it, that we’d walk beside God in heaven. Trantham cried. It was the last peaceful moment for all of us. I closed my eyes and saw her face smiling as she looked at me with her soft blue eyes. I traced her lips as she said the words, Come home to me. Magdalyn’s voice startled me. 

“Montgomery, you alright? Did you see a ghost?” Jackson shook me out of my trance. 

I came to. “I’m good.”

We all got on board, and I looked around at a sight I never thought I’d see, in a place I never thought I’d go, with the greatest men I never thought I’d meet. We had to push forward, or we would all die trying. Sergeant Haas gathered us together.

“All right, men, put all those thoughts of home aside. It’s time to think about our mission and the man next to you. We are all going to die someday, and if I had it my way, it would be doing what I love next to the ones I love. So, if we must go out, let’s go out fighting until we have no more bullets in our rifles, no more shots left in our pistols, and no more breath to carry on swinging. This is the life we chose. Let’s go out there and hold the line.”

My heart was racing, and I was fighting back tears. We all were. I couldn’t show it. My hands shook as I fumbled to get the magazine seated. We locked and loaded, then headed out to get a taste of what it was to be a real man. About a half-mile out, we started hearing the explosions and guns. The snapping and light booms sounded like fireworks on the Fourth of July.

We weren’t the first to touch the beach, but it didn’t look good at all. Right about then, I could feel my heart pounding in my chest. It muffled the sound. It was like a slow-motion capture of war, a movie. I looked to my left and to my right to see the dark waters ahead with soldiers running out, shooting, and getting shot themselves. The explosions from the artillery blew the water up, splashing over the boats. There we were, headed right toward it.

About two hundred yards from the shore, Sergeant Haas turned and said, “All right, men, get your heads on straight and get your shit together. We’re all going home, one way or another. Today, we make history. Today, we fight.” Right as he said “fight,” Private Jones got shot in the head and fell in the water. Blood splattered on my face. Henry screamed out in pain. He got shot too. Our medic, Wise, rushed to Henry’s aid, but he was too late. Henry was gasping for his last breaths. For the first time in my life, I saw death firsthand. I choked up a little and wondered how bad the shoreline would be when two men had died before we even hit the water. But there was no time to think. 

The metallic taste of blood and salt on my lips registered when I jumped. I followed Sergeant Haas as he forged into the water. The bullets sang through the sky and snapped as they passed my head. The bodies began to pile up. The weight of the water soaking through my uniform kept me off balance. I had to wade my way through, thinking I’d be safer just diving in and swimming to shore. I lost my footing with the weight of my gear and fell in face-first. I could hear the bullets entering the rushing the water. I swallowed the sea and began coughing up water through my nose and mouth.  

The Krauts were dug in deep and fortified, but we had to keep moving forward. We had to make our stand and take the beach, or we would all die trying. My lip trembled. Running and shooting for what felt like days in the knee-deep water, I made sure Jackson and Vance were close every five seconds. Looking forward, I saw Sergeant Haas take out the first Kraut he saw on the hillside.

I shot at everything with a shadow in front of our lines. Not even ten minutes had passed on dry land before I made my first kill. It was a headshot. Not as dramatic as I envisioned it to be. Just a squeeze of the trigger, and he went down. I hadn’t even aimed—just a lucky shot. After that, it seemed easy taking a life. I’d take down as many as I could before they ended up getting me. We picked up ammo and grenades from the fallen men who had gone before us. I could see my hands shake as I searched their gear. We took care of wounded men from one place to the next, until the medics got there to do further assessments. The cries for home or family members buried a hole deep in my heart. All I thought to myself was just keep going. It was going to end. It had to end. Maybe I’d end.

After the initial adrenaline wore off, chaos turned into some kind of order. Training reared its head. The navy had softened the target with shell after shell of artillery prior to our landing. We ran from one shell hole to the next, laying down suppressive fire while a section ran ahead to the next shell hole to do the same. We repeated that process throughout the day, all while watching Haas drag men to safety out of my peripheral vision. I felt like I wasn’t doing enough. I caught my breath with Jackson and Vance, then reloaded as we waited for everyone else to catch up and regroup before we took the next hole. They were all I had, so I kept a close watch on them.

“This is fucked up,” Jackson said aloud.

Grenades and artillery shells were constant. Pop shots came from all directions. It was hard to tell the good guys from the bad. All of a sudden, an explosion from a mine sent Haas flying toward us—not enough to hurt him, but enough to throw him into the air. I wasn’t sure which one of us had set it off. We dragged Sergeant Haas into the foxhole, making sure he was okay. 

He was screaming, “Where’s Mitchem?” I tried to calm him down, but my attention turned to something else. The thud of a grenade hit the ground in the middle of us. I watched it in slow motion as it tumbled to a halt. For a second, time stopped, and before anyone could react, Sergeant Haas pushed me aside and threw his body on the grenade. In an instant, the explosion ran through my body. The sand stung as it pelted my face. I saw his body flop a couple of feet into the air from the frag before being blinded by his blood. The sound echoed in my ears.

For a moment, we all stood still and stared, bracing ourselves against the sides of our sand pit. The vibrations softened and my ears blotted out the sounds of death. My muted scream echoed as I punched into the sand. Then the world came back to focus. 

“Get the fuck up! It’s time to go! We’re going to take that fucking hill from those good-for-nothing cunts! Cover me!” Jackson shouted, then got up and pressed on.

Half of Private Holt’s jaw was shot off when I first saw him. His teeth were exposed, part of his ear was hanging off, and his uniform was dyed red from his blood and others’. He glanced toward me and kept walking. It was all a bad dream turned reality as muffled sounds from the blasts turned the heat of the battle into silence. Echoes of distant voices were heard, and then a guy jumped into the hole to bring us back into the fight. It was Sergeant Hardy.

You never really know what will become of someone until they’re at war. Men much braver than I could ever be died that day. Inch by inch, we went up that sand dune and made our way toward the bunkers. With a pull of the pin and an accurate throw from Vance, one bunker was taken out to our left, and with Jackson another. We left a little piece of our heart in that foxhole with Sergeant Haas. With one blast, we had become heartless killers. Jackson and Vance were clearing paths in the bunker when I saw a Nazi come up from behind with a Luger. I squeezed the trigger of my rifle to find that it was jammed. No time to try and clear it. I took out my Ka-Bar and jumped across the room, onto his back. He fired shots that grazed the wall. I slit his throat ear to ear and fell with him as he hit the ground. Choking on the blood as it squirted out of his carotid artery, he looked at me with one glance, then became lifeless. I felt nothing, but that face is forever seared into my memory.

“Next time just shoot the bastard and don’t go Billy the Kid on us,” Vance said as he got up.

“Anytime, you bastard,” I let out with a sigh of relief knowing he was okay.

What felt like ten years passed in the course of twelve hours. I didn’t think I’d make it out alive that day. The fog lingered low, and the smell of metal pierced our noses. The shore was littered with bodies, the sand laden with the bodies of great men, soaked with the sweat of now battle-ridden heroes, and blessed with the tears of those lost. Out of the forty men in our platoon, only fifteen survived, and only eight were capable of going on. We were only a hundred yards from where we’d landed on the shore.

“Jesus Christ, we made it,” Jackson said as we made it to the top of the hill. “You better finish that letter, Montgomery.” 

“Yeah, yeah. It’s almost done. I just need to go over it a few more times.” 

We spent the rest of the day retrieving bodies and looking for survivors. We put them in a mass grave one by one. Subconsciously, we made our way toward Sergeant Haas. He made his last brave act on his first day in combat. I grabbed his dog tags, wiping the blood that still remained with my thumb, then my uniform, and then I used my canteen to clean off the rest of the blood. I kissed them, then put them in my pocket. Piece by piece, we assembled what was left of him. The rest of the squad looked over him as he was laid to rest. I looked up at the aftermath of a nightmare. The red and white waves broke, carrying the men that had passed. My limp body collapsed into the sand, and I cried. This was day one. 






CHAPTER EIGHT
T.J. 

In my times of doubt, I remember your smiling face as we danced on the pier overlooking Mobile Bay. It’s my special moment that calms me down. A special moment that no one can take away, no matter what pain I’m in or how much suffering I endure. It’s a place where I find peace again. Late at night, when I’m looking at the stars in my foxhole, with brief moments when I can hear the frogs croaking and the crickets chirping, I go back to that moment. I see you. I see that smile. I hear that laugh. My hell on earth becomes heaven, if only for a moment. That’s worth everything in the world. I may not live until tomorrow, but I can relive that moment with you forever; that’s what keeps me going.

You’re all I want, you’re all I need, you’re everything. I wish I could have told her that. It’s a brief moment of doubt that leads me back to reality. By some miracle, I made it through another day. The morale was getting low. We could barely keep up with the new guys coming to replace the ones we lost every day. We stopped trying. Our original group was down to a handful. Command told us that our company had the option to leave because of our mortality rate. We’d seen all we needed to see and would be assigned to the rear in a support role.

“Fuck that,” I said. “There’s no way those men are dead for us to just stop now. We’re going to continue the mission for Sergeant Haas.”

“For Haas,” Ritchie agreed. 

“For Henry,” Vance chimed in.

“For Jones,” Jimmy said. 

I prayed that someone made it out. I prayed every time I got a chance. I had lost faith in God several times since this started. It wasn’t hard when everyone you knew was dead or straddling the fence. I prayed that if he had to take one more, it would be me.

I wanted to survive. In all honesty, I was scared to death. I tried not to cry, but sometimes the tears refused to hold back. I did it silently; I didn’t want them to see my vulnerabilities. Dad always told me what Grandpa told him: “Be steadfast; you never know who’s relying on you.” It’s one of the few things I remembered my dad telling me, but it stuck. I realized that I had to be tough for the others; it was contagious. I thought that maybe if they saw it wasn’t getting to me, it wouldn’t get to them. We all knew it did anyway, but it was something we never brought up. I’m glad we didn’t either.

I’d often think of ways to sleep in different positions, and when I drifted off, I was usually woken up with a friendly gesture.

“Get up, shithead, it’s your turn to watch.” Vance put out his cigarette in the dirt, then curled into a ball. It was the routine we stuck to. Some nights we’d get more sleep than others. Then again, some nights we couldn’t sleep at all. Flashbacks of what we’d been through ran through my head repeatedly. I imagine some of the guys felt the same, except maybe Hardy. He was a hard-charging son of a gun. 

“Blood makes the green grass grow!” was his pitch line. Before we moved to another position, he’d follow it with, “Let’s make the grass grow, men. It’s our time to show them a little piece of America.” He was field-promoted to Sergeant First Class and took over another platoon. It was indeed motivating to hear so much positivity in a terrible situation.

“Montgomery,” Jackson said in a loud whisper, “throw me one of Vance’s cigs.”

“I’m not sure if Vance would agree to that or not.”

“Fuck off and throw me one.”

“Alright, I’ll make sure to tell him what you said.” I pulled one out and tossed it over his way. Well, maybe not his way— I threw it far enough away from him that he had to step over Trantham.

“Were you a pitcher in high school? With that accuracy, it’s hard to believe you didn’t make the league.”

I watched as he lit it up, then scanned my field of fire. If something were to happen, I was responsible for the opening of the field to my left and the road to my right. Surviving was what mattered. We knew that if we made it to see sunlight again, we had survived another day. All I tracked was the movement from point to point and if we were any closer to our main objectives, which were briefed by the commander. 

I did a lot of things to stay up; unfortunately, looking into the darkness wasn’t one of them. It was easy to fall asleep with all the adrenaline gone and our bodies exhausted. I’d sometimes draw in the dirt or count the shells of the rounds on the ground. I’d often wipe the dirt off my rifle or make a paper football I’d flick around. When it got colder, I did air squats to warm up some. When I was close to dozing off, I’d slap myself in the face trying to wake up. With enough time in the foxhole, you’d be surprised at what you’d come up with to stay awake.

I’d check my watch repeatedly, only to be disappointed. With enough rounds, I’d stop looking until I was sure it was time to wake the next man up, or even past it. I don’t recall a time I ever went past it. The last ten minutes were always agonizing. Then I’d fall asleep almost instantly after waking the next man up. It was never enough though. I thought of getting a new bed when I got back. I had had the same bed since I was three years old. My feet hung off the edge, and it was like sleeping on concrete. I often fantasized about being able to sleep on a good bed. 

The sun came up at an alarming pace. The day meant it was time to move forward and repeat the same thing we had done yesterday. By sunset, we’d get in our new positions to dig again. It was exciting when we took a village or a house, because we wouldn’t have to dig. At least not that day.

I was lucky enough to get a small bed one day. I didn’t want to leave it. It took mere seconds before I was out. I found out that it was the little things that mattered the most when it came to morale. Leaving the bed was sad. It was sad carrying on, knowing the war wasn’t over and that I still had to move on. Maybe this war would end, maybe I’d be able to return to sanity. That was a hope I had for all of us. The rest of us.





CHAPTER NINE
T.J.

A mortar came with a thunderous boom. I woke up in a panic before I composed myself. When you’re accustomed to a certain way of living, it becomes the norm, even if it’s a 110mm mortar shell that could kill anything within a hundred-foot radius.

No one at home would possibly understand how this felt or looked like, just like Vance and Jackson couldn’t picture what I talked about when I talked about Magdalyn. They’d just make fun of me and tell me to get over her. They meant the best, but I didn’t need to hear it. They wouldn’t understand and they were sick of me talking about her anyhow.

“What crawled up your ass?” Vance retorted.

“Go fuck yourself,” I replied.

That was the end of that conversation. We were waiting for resupply before we began our assault forward. For the first time, I could see we were gaining ground. Maybe an end was near. Maybe there was a God to stop all this madness.

“Dammit, Jimmy! I need my cigarette!” Jackson said to Vance in a strange, distorted voice.

“Shut it, Jimmy.” Vance threw the cigarette just out of reach.

“Thanks, dick.” Jackson’s stare was menacing.

Those two had kept me somewhat sane over the past three months, hell, my whole army career—especially during all the training, false calls, and then the push just over a month ago. All of us buried the real fear we felt inside. We had our fair share of others crying, like Rogers. We avoided him the most. He was a nice guy, but he brought the rest of us down. There was no room for anymore sadness. He had come a week or two after the invasion. The look of fear in his eyes was something that we tried to stay away from. We didn’t want anything negative to bring us down. Was there not enough negativity already? We’d deal with that down the road, on our own.

Operation Neptune was succeeding in pushing back the Axis forces. From D-Day to the end of August, I heard over three million Allied troops had entered France. We’d successfully cut off the Cotentin Peninsula and captured the port facilities at Cherbourg. Now we advanced toward the River Seine. The Kraut positions were heavily fortified and almost impossible to penetrate, at the cost of three-quarters of our company, to be precise. The fighting was constant, and at times, we felt there was no end in sight. Little morale boosts helped us get through. We combined companies and platoons constantly for manpower. New additions arrived almost daily. Anything that took us out of the reality we were in, we welcomed; chocolate and cigarettes were the favorites.

“When are we going to move out? This waiting shit is for the bees. If they tell us we are about to move on one more time and don’t, I’m going to slap someone!” Ritchie said. 

“Shut the hell up, loser,” Vance chimed in.

“You should slap yourself!” Hardy yelled.

“Do you want us to duct tape your mouth too?” I couldn’t help but join.

“You know what? Kiss my ass, all of you!” Ritchie said as he walked out of the partially collapsed building we were huddled up in.

We laughed. Ritchie was fun to mess with, but we loved him like a stepbrother. I looked over my gear and made sure I had packed all the essentials in my haversack. It wasn’t much: a sleeping bag, socks, chocolate, some crackers, ammo, a knife, a book called The Razor’s Edge, and the letter. The destination was never clear, and I learned the hard way by packing up everything I could imagine before. It’s not bad for a couple of miles, but after ten, it starts to make a significant difference. I’d much rather be able to move than be weighed down and present a bigger target. That was the general consensus for all who’d been moving on foot.

First Sergeant Flanders walked in to brief us. “Listen up, we move out at 2300 tonight. We will use the darkness for cover and move forward. There will be resistance along the way in reported strongholds between point A and point C.” He pointed to the map in front of us. “Hardy will take Vance, Montgomery, Stamp, Trantham, Jackson, and Short. You guys will be the reconnaissance team. Don’t fire unless fired upon, and if it gets bad, shoot a flare in the direction of those damned dirty Krauts. Otherwise, we don’t want to let them know we are there until we have a vantage point for an attack. Trantham, you take the backup radio in case Hardy loses comms. Let us know when you’re in place. The rest of us will split up in platoons, two hundred yards away from each other on the right and left sides of the Reine Road. Then we attack from the left and right flanks in small elements. Take them by surprise, and we’ll suffer fewer casualties. Load up your gear, get some rest, and God bless. I’ll brief you again when we reach point Charlie.”
I could hear the firing in the distance and artillery rounds exploding. We were on constant alert for attack. We’d come to one place and set up a perimeter and dig in with our entrenching tools or set up in buildings along the way. We’d set up our foxholes for sleeping and fighting. Then we’d move on. We walked back over to our positions, and Ritchie took watch while we got some sleep. Every hour we’d switch on overwatch. I was up on the third hour. Sleep was a rare commodity; most of us were exhausted, going on months without more than a couple of hours here and there. It wasn’t easy knowing at any moment we could be ambushed or killed.

I didn’t appreciate the kick Ritchie woke me up with, but I can’t say I didn’t deserve it. I posted up with my back against a tree and tried not to move much. I didn’t want to disturb the rest. For one of the first times, it was silent. Every snapping twig and small rodent moving could be heard. I was vigilant, moving back and forth, scanning my sector. The smell of shit and death consumed everything around us, depending on the battle. I had to plug my nose often. After it was secure, I took a look around at the guys, realizing the absence of numbers. For a brief moment, I thought about those we had lost. It was easy to lose track. I thought about their families and prayed they found resolve and peace. The families didn’t even know yet. It was hard not to dwell on it. I turned to look at the guys still around and thanked God for keeping me alive that long. I didn’t like the silence. I didn’t enjoy having time to think. 

After an eternity of trying to focus on my sector, I looked at my watch to see only ten minutes had passed. I fiddled with my weapon, going over it and rehearsing what I’d do if something happened in my head. I tried not to doze off by watching the shadows on the ground. Then I slapped myself to stay up, forty-five minutes into it. Staying awake was rough in complete silence; the lack of movement didn’t help either. I counted down the minutes then calmed and reassured myself I’d make it home. My watches were often the same. I’d will the hour to fly by, waiting to get my precious moments of sleep. Too often it went by slower than the last five minutes of school, waiting for the bell. When it was time, I kicked Jackson to wake him up and handed him the watch. We were down to one watch now. Soon I drifted off to sleep.

Hardy tapped me on my leg at 2100. It was time to start going over our assault plan. When everyone finished packing up their gear, we walked over for a company brief. Jackson and Vance lit their cigarettes as we waited for the commander. Captain Counihan walked up an hour later. We’d have briefs for larger engagements. The skirmishes we dealt with ourselves. Captain Counihan kicked some rocks in the middle to make props for troops, vehicles, and buildings. We were used to it now, so the briefs were usually short and to the point. 

“Alright, men, we’ve all been over this before. Just a different place and one step closer to winning this fucking war. Montgomery, you take Second Platoon and lead.” He pushed two rocks forward with a stick.

“One squad following the road west on one side and one to the other. Look for fixed positions, troops, and anything else that will jump up and bite us. First Platoon will be on the main road, following behind about a mile. Our objective is to take the village and wait for reinforcements. When you arrive, fan out to the right and left flanks while we come up the middle. Remember, if you get into shit, let us know with your flare. Everyone be vigilant. Shoot to kill. Give ’em hell.”

We gathered our packs, loaded our weapons, said a prayer, and left, one cautious step at a time while the others waited to fall in line. It was intense going out into the unknown first. Short, Hardy, Vance, and Ritchie were on the right side, fanned out, with me, Jackson, Trantham, and Stamp on the left. The pace was painfully slow, but steady. Every noise sounded like voices on a loudspeaker.

We used hand signals to communicate. The landscape turned from farmland with grazing cattle to brush with an occasional house or farm. I could barely hear over the sound of my heart pounding. I had thought I’d get used to it after a while, but it wouldn’t go away if I tried. There’s nothing calming about toeing the line with death.

Each sound I heard was magnified. We’d use the sound of the gunfights and planes to our advantage to move faster. I could see men from the company behind us because of how the moon cast their shadows on the street. Quiet moments were moments of intense anticipation for the worst. Nothing good happened in silence. We had learned that the hard way, more than once.

We stopped at the top of the hill to look forward, signaling the others behind with a small red light. Three flashes meant halt, and two was a confirmation response. We divided the sectors into times on a clock: 180 degrees. I had from nine to eleven. We’d overlap thirty minutes to make sure we had a set of eyes on everything. We used the moon as our guide. That’s why tonight was optimal. Anything moving was suspicious. I stared, waiting for something to catch my vision. Distant gunfire went off, and flashes of light came sporadically like lightning over the clouds. The landscape would light up too, giving me a better shot at seeing movement on the ground. This was our best vantage point before we descended into the fields cushioning the city.

Hardy signaled the men to move out with his pin light. We crept down the hill, trying to move slower than the eye could see. One careful step at a time. I timed my descent by the movement of everyone else. Slow and steady wins the race. God, let me make it to tomorrow. I used to ask if he’d let me go home. Now that seemed too much of a prayer. I prayed for the others to get home sooner. Lovitte, a new addition from a Louisiana company, had managed to keep moving forward with a blown-off arm after refusing to leave his men. I hoped he made it. I’d never forget the look on his face: bewilderment and determination.

My thoughts kept my mind at bay while I continued down this unknown path. One day at a time. The cattle grazed in the field below, slowly eating the grass and hay, undisturbed. The rest of the company followed behind. Trantham watched diligently as he counted his steps toward the city, 1127, 1228 . . . The pace was set. Anything to pass the time away.

I looked back at Vance. He welcomed me with his middle finger. I smiled and turned around, then I fell on my face when my right leg went into a hole. Everyone stopped because of the noise.

“Shut the fuck up, Montgomery! You want us all dead?” Short, another addition, was starting to fit in well. 

“Way to go, dipshit,” Vance chimed in.

They waited for me to get up before they signaled to keep moving. Way to go, jackass. I felt my heart beating in my chest, realizing I wasn’t breathing. I exhaled. I was more vigilant now. I tried to learn from my mistakes. The outskirts of the city were about five hundred yards away. I went over my sector, checking the high-rises for movement on the roof. Snipers liked the advantage of height.

We were getting right up on the cows now, trying our best not to disturb them in any way. Each step took a minute. We were all tired and could use the cover of the city to catch up on an hour or two of sleep.

Three hundred yards left.

Two hundred.

The halt sign was given. I looked around to see what it was. I looked at Vance; he gave me the “I don’t know” shrug. The silence broke as a thunderous herd of cows began running. The sound of bells. I hit the ground, trying to avoid getting trampled. Surely if anyone was waiting, they’d know we were there.

“Fucking cows!” Hardy sighed. I looked around to see the forward element. We all looked at each other in silence, waiting for the noise to stop. About five minutes passed before Hardy signaled the rest of the company to move forward. I scanned my sector once again. The anticipation almost gave me a heart attack. I looked over to Hardy for the signal to get up. He put his index finger in the air, spun it around three times, and pointed toward the city. The movement started once again.

One hundred yards.

The sound of a pop ended the last ounce of my innocence.







CHAPTER TEN
T.J.

A star cluster painted the sky. Every window in the city lit up with gunfire and rained down bullets on us. There was nowhere to take cover. I hit the ground and fumbled with my rifle, trying to get in the fight. I shot at the flashing lights in my sector. There was no need to shoot the flare at the enemy. Soon, the rest of the company began to fire upon the city. We were free for the taking.

“TAKE YOUR SECTOR!” Hardy screamed as he threw a grenade over his bump of dirt.

“Vance, get the first floor on the left side. I’ll get the second!” I yelled as loud as I could before making eye contact and using hand signals.

The rush was to move forward toward the city to get out of the open.

“Medic! I need a medic!” Jackson screamed for Wise while holding someone in his arms.

All I heard was his voice. I couldn’t look back to see who it was because I was too busy reloading. We were sitting ducks. The snapping bullets blew up my eardrums as I scrambled to get in higher grass so I wouldn’t be as noticeable. I felt absolutely helpless. We waited for what seemed like an eternity for the cluster to go out.

“RUN TO THE CLOSEST BUILDING AND CLEAR IT!” A consensus was made among the ones in the front. That’s all we could do. All this was going on in the background of my position while I looked through my iron sights towards the window, waiting for a head to pop out. I blinked to try and get the sweat out of my eyes. A Kraut shot up to send off a burst, and that’s when I exhaled and squeezed the trigger. I saw his helmet go back as he fell, then moved my crosshairs to the next window. I couldn’t tell if I’d already been hit. I felt a sting here and there. Maybe it was tears I was trying to wipe out of my eyes, maybe I was shot, maybe it was shrapnel. The adrenaline made it easy to block it out. I picked my spot on the building door and got ready for the fastest run of my life. I looked back to see if Vance was alright. He was hit in the leg, judging by his limping and cursing.

I’ll never forget his face. This was bad, it was all bad.

“MOVE!” Hardy screamed as the light flickered out.

I picked up my rifle and what was left of my ammo, then ran as fast as I could. Vance brushed my shoulder as he ran past. All I could think about was how incredibly slow Vance had always been, yet he left me in the dust. I guess it wasn’t a gunshot to the leg. That was the longest run of my life—fifty yards. Fifty yards in the dark, bullets disguised as fireflies. We got to the closest building. 

“Right here, hurry the fuck up!” Vance grabbed my wrist and slung me against the wall as I reached him. Hardy was next, Jackson shortly after. We stacked against the wall about to enter the door.

Another popping sound signaled a star cluster going up in the air. All of us stopped to watch the flicker of the orange-red light rise. Then we saw almost all of our men run across the street like cattle as another star cluster lit up. Ritchie ran towards us. I waved my hand as if it could move him faster. That’s when the bullets painted his body in blood. One right after the other, in slow motion. I watched as his body was decimated— his torso torn to pieces, then his face. We all did. There was nothing we could do. We watched our friend get mowed down by a hailstorm of bullets. It was unfathomable. Throughout the field, we saw our men running and firing back, trying to leapfrog forward while getting mowed down by lead. Maybe ten seconds had passed. This looked like the end.

“GODDAMMIT!” Hardy cried as he spit up blood. “Get it together, men. We need to clear this fucking building to stop this slaughter! Jackson, you kick the door. Montgomery, you take the lead. Vance, pick up the pieces; then Jackson, you get rear security. GO!”

Jackson kicked the shit out of the door while I ran in blindly, searching from left to right, immediately shooting a Kraut reloading his rifle. Another one pointed his rifle at my head, and as I stared down the barrel, Hardy shot him point-blank in the face with his 1911. Blood splattered on my face. Vance tried to take the stairs to continue the assault with Jackson right behind pushing him forward. Then I fell back in line with Hardy. There was no time to think, just move. We knew there were five or six Krauts upstairs from the field. When we reached the top, I saw three in the windows while the others reloaded. They were completely unaware of the breach. Vance fell halfway up. We pushed him aside to get past. We were on top of them before we could even aim. My rifle jammed, so I took out my 1911 and shot my whole clip into anyone in a different uniform before I got tackled by a big-ass German. I was deafened by a shot close to my ears, then brain matter went into my mouth. So many shots fired. Jackson dove into the guy on top of me, and with his knife, repeatedly stabbed the guy as hard as he could, the anger inside pouring out as he continued stabbing the already-dead Kraut. Vance had to pull him off and calm him down. The only one to keep his composure was Hardy. He set up in the window with his Thompson and fired into the buildings across, taking down what felt like a whole SS platoon. While Jackson and Vance followed Hardy’s tactic, I threw up. Shortly after, we were all firing on the enemy, which gave the surviving men in the field more of a chance now that most of the fire was directed toward us.
Trantham and the other survivors took the building across the street and did the same. The Krauts were focused on us now. I watched Trantham pulling a body through the door. It looked like Stamp.

The sky began to rumble and the ground moved. I saw the lights of the Shermans coming from the road and field below while an attack formation of P-40 Warhawks zipped past. It was Captain Counihan leading the way. 

“Fuck yes!” Hardy cried.

“Kill those motherfucking Krauts!” Vance shouted.

We stayed put in our building while most of the battalion got in to secure the other buildings surrounding us. The Shermans crossed the streets and blocked off the east side of the city. The remaining Krauts started to retreat.

“We’re clear for now,” Hardy said. “The Shermans will pull security while the powers that be discuss a plan. That shit was intense.” That’s when I leaned against the wall and slid down. My heart was pounding in my chest, and I searched for air. We were all silent, looking each other up and down to see if we were hit or bleeding out. Most of us laid on the floor, slouched over, as the adrenaline wore off.

The requests for backup sent the M4 Shermans. They were only twenty minutes too late. They came in by the dozens, and soon after, the aircraft blanketed the east of our position, turning the city into rubble. The following companies cleared the rooms.

“Ergeben oder sterben! Wir sind Amerikaner,” echoed up the stairwell. 

“It’s friendlies,” Vance said as he pushed down Jackon’s weapon. 

“It’s us, don’t shoot. We need medics!” I yelled when we heard them enter.

Blood soaked our uniforms; we patted each other down in a half-assed way to make sure it wasn’t ours. I was hit pretty bad. The pain started to sink in. When they came upstairs, the looks on their faces said everything.

“Shit, man, how many times were you shot?” They started to cut off my shirt and pants. I began to fade. That’s when I passed out. I woke up the next day in their makeshift troop medical center. I had company. Our guys were together.
It wasn’t until the next morning that we heard that Captain Counihan had brought in the First Army guys that came to get us. I had been shot twice in the right arm, once in the thigh, and grazed a couple of times in my legs. Some of us were worse off than others. Vance lost his right index finger; Hardy yelled as they pulled the bullet out of his shoulder, while Jackson didn’t have a scratch on him.

“What on God’s green earth did you do to not get touched? You lucky bastard!” I shook my head.

“Did you even fight, man? Did you just show up?” Vance asked.

“I can’t help it that I’m a good fighter. What do you want from me? Lessons on how not to get shot? Fucking rookies,” Jimmy said. “Nope!” He lifted up his pant leg and pointed at a little scratch. “You see that there? Where’s my Purple Heart?”

“Shut the fuck up and go find us some smokes!” Vance exhaled. 

Most of us were sent back to England and spent weeks recovering. Our wounds weren’t terrible, some better than others. We refused to go home and requested to stay with what was left of our unit. 






CHAPTER ELEVEN
T.J.

Within a month we made it back to what was left of our unit, and I seriously considered why I hadn’t just stayed in the rear. 

It was August 3, 1944. 

I was handed an E-tool and told to dig. For some reason, I didn’t know whether to punch Vance again or thank him. It was back to foxholes and no sleep for us. Vance moved with a limp now. Our new home was back in a foxhole: four feet deep, two feet wide, and six feet in length. It was our only protection from the mortars, bullets, tanks, and air raids if we weren’t in the city. We were heavily outgunned and had nowhere to run. Most of the time, we could only see a couple of yards ahead of us because of the smoke. 

Battle after battle, we pushed forward. From D-Day, to Carentan, missing Operation Cobra, back to the pursuit across France. It came in bursts of bombs and planes, or some Kraut popping off a couple of shots from blind spots. It was at a heartbreakingly slow pace, but it was forward. That’s what we held onto, one foot at a time. At around midnight, we tried to sleep in pairs. It had been quiet now for about an hour, which was worse because we couldn’t stand the anticipation of when the next strike would come. In the brief silence, I tried everything to get my mind off of death; when I could, it drifted toward Magdalyn. I read my letter again. 

Oh, what I’d do for just one touch of her skin, one inhale of her breath, one taste of her lips. To tell her I loved her one more time. For just a moment, all the death and hatred went away. She smiled at me, and I smiled back.

A half-hour later, I woke up to a mortar striking in the distance as the night sky lit up like it had so many times before.

Every Fourth of July during my high school year, I would watch the fireworks with my sister Michelle and friends Curtis and Jack at the pier overlooking the bay. I had known nothing of war. I only knew the calmness of the world around me. Time stood still in the moving grass and in the slow-flowing ripples of the water. I wish I could have gone back and enjoyed it a little more before I gave up my deep sleep to the painful sounds of death. I accepted the fact that I might never get out of this hellhole, but I would do everything in my power to get a couple of my guys back home alive, even if I didn’t make it. All we could do was get down and pray not to get hit by the fighter planes above. The small-arms fire at least meant we would be free from the blanketed munitions from above. I felt they didn’t even care about their own men because of how close they dropped munitions near them too.

As the weeks went by, our progress was noted throughout the news and the papers we received. Replacements came too; there were more and more unknown faces every day. Fewer firefights. The Krauts only had a few more strongholds. The efforts of the Allies seemed to be paying off, and the hope that had once been lost started to come back. As always, Vance and Jimmy Jackson provided my entertainment through their constant banter. I thanked God every day he had kept them alive with me. They’d always kept my morale up, even at its lowest points. They gave me something to fight for.

It had only been a couple months. Those of us left from the original group looked like battle-hardened warriors. I dreamed of being warm again. The cold never went away; it always stayed with me. I was so glad to have lived in Alabama, where there wasn’t any cold weather. No snow. It was sixty degrees in December there. I’d do anything for that warmth over here. Sure, there were more things to complain about, but freezing was high on my list—well, besides death. When I looked around, I’d take a count of my unit. There had been 140 to start with, now it had dwindled to less than thirty of the original men. Replacements filled the ranks. 

It was hard not to resent the new guys. The ones who hadn’t experienced anything. The ones who had missed most of the war. The ones who would never get what we’d been through. 

“What the fuck are you so happy about?” Vance glared. The new guys demeanor changed. 

“Don’t worry about them,” Jackson replied. “You can’t just come in here acting like you own the place now. They’ve been here, while you guys were healing. “ Blood wasn’t on their hands, but Jimmy reeled me back into reality. 

“Sorry, kid, just a little jaded.” I felt bad.  

The sun was out. The town was quiet.

“Congratulations, Montgomery, you’re promoted to Staff Sergeant. You’ll be in charge of Second Squad,” Lieutenant Myers said one morning in mid December. 

“Thank you, sir.” He shook my hand with my new rank pin in it.

He pointed out an older guy that was sipping some soup with a spoon. I watched the steam rise. “Sergeant First Class Cato, here, will be your platoon sergeant from now on.” I looked at his watch as he nodded to me, upset that I interrupted his meal. He looked like an asshole.


“You’ve done good out there. You know what you’re doing. Congratulations.”

“Nice watch you got there.” 

“Thanks, I traded a Luger to a Brit officer for it. I figured it may come in handy.” 

Maybe my assumption was wrong. 






CHAPTER TWELVE 
T.J.

The added responsibility added to my anxiousness. We refused to split up and requested to still be in the same platoon. We lost some others to fill in the other platoon leaderships. Field promotions happened often. Hardy became First Sergeant. Cato was from Fourth Platoon. We were out in front and starving when we caught wind of a German supply convoy expected to come through the city. It wasn’t the first time we had gotten information—most of it was lies from the locals to get something from us—but multiple sources gave it more credibility. Sergeant Cato insisted we wait for it. 

“Guys, about two clicks away,” Cato whispered with his binoculars clinched against his face. We sunk into our positions.  

We looked onward silently as their convoy crept up, ready for an ambush. We had set up claymores three hundred meters apart to take out the front and rear vehicles. They were predictable. The Krauts had different convoys for different objectives—resupply and escort. Each resupply convoy usually had five vehicles spaced out about fifty meters. Three of them were up-armored, located at the front, middle, and back. We attacked them without a hitch, which was rare. There was always some push back. 

“No fucking food? What kind of resupply was this? You’ve got to be kidding me.” I searched their supply trucks after we made sure there were no survivors. He had no room for prisoners. 

“I’m fucking starving,” Vance said with a scowl as he searched the Kraut’s body.

“Did killing that Kraut make you hungry or something?”

“Did killing that Kraut make you hungry or something,” he mocked Jimmy, crossing his eyes as if he were retarded.
He started searching the dead Kraut’s pockets. “No, but he gave me an idea. Help me take his clothes off.”

This time, Jimmy looked up at him, then at me. We exchanged glances.

I didn’t know what he was thinking, but we obliged.

“What the fuck are you planning to do, Vance?”
I asked as I strained to get his leg out of his pants.

“You’ll see.” He grinned mischievously.

“I don’t know if I want to see you have sex with a dead man. I knew you were a fairy, but this . . .” Jimmy said with a serious tone.

I burst into laughter.

“Just fucking do it already.” Vance kicked his boot off at Jimmy.

Once the clothes were off, Vance started putting on the Kraut’s uniform.

“Vance, we all know you weren’t being promoted to Sergeant, but a major? In the Führer’s Reich? I don’t think they’ll let you slide with this one.”

“Watch me.”

He got into one of the only surviving vehicles left in the battered formation—a deuce and a half. Then he took off toward the front.

“Come back!” Jimmy yelled. It wasn’t funny now.

“What the fuck? Has he lost his mind?” I waved and ran after the vehicle. He didn’t stop.

“Fuck, Sergeant! We have a problem. You’re going to want to see this.” Our eyes did the rest of the talking.

“Oh, fuck. Where’s Vance?” Cato asked as he caught a glimpse of Vance driving off.

We all started running up the hill to get a better view. The German line was just about half a mile forward. We hid under the brush in anticipation.

Vance had just pulled up to the Krauts guarding the bridge. I saw his hand waving at something out the window, then they just let him in.

“There’s no fucking way this is happening,” Ritchie chimed in.

“What is he doing? Why did you jackasses let this happen?” Sergeant Cato fumed.

“We didn’t know what he was doing. He just put the major’s uniform on and took off.”

“He did what?” Cato’s eyes got big.

There was nothing we could do now. Just watch and wait.

Five minutes went by. Nothing.

Ten minutes.

Thirty minutes.

My heart raced. I thought of what he could be doing or ways we could do something about it, but we were outnumbered. We were just an outpost. The rest of the battalion was about a mile and a half back.

“Oh, shit,” Trantham said, looking through the binoculars. “Get ready for a fight, guys.”

We looked to see the deuce and a half hightail out of there. Krauts were chasing it. The Kraut at the gate dove out of the way. The truck continued, ramming through the gate toward us. Machine guns picked up and started shooting. Chaos ensued.

We got into position and started firing back. If anything, it would hold off the reinforcements sure to come.

“He’s fucking crazy, man!” Cato shouted.

Then something happened— a sight I’d never forget, as if it were in slow motion. He reared the corner, dipping and ducking into potholes, then crested the hill, getting the deuce and a half slightly in the air. I looked in the cabin to see a big-ass grin on his face looking at me. He was fucking smiling.

This crazy motherfucker was smiling at me in the air, running away from the Krauts in the middle of the day. By himself. No backup and not a care in the world.

“Get ready. Hold your positions and fire at anything that passes those gates!” Cato yelled.

We waited. Nothing happened. No one came.

My eyes went from the gates to the truck and back, watching as it came to a stop. Then watching his crazy ass get out.

“You ladies ready to eat?” He opened up the back of the truck, and we saw rations thrown about everywhere.

The German uniform was baggy on him, and as he looked at us, he bowed.

In that moment, that man became a legend among men.

For the rest of the day and on through the night, Vance told his story. 

“What gave you the idea to take a truck and go behind enemy lines?” 

“Your German isn’t that good.”

“They actually believed you were a major?”

“Good thing I ran into a bunch of lower enlisted. They weren’t going to question a major’s orders.”

“Then why did you speed off?”

“I had what I wanted. I didn’t want to make friends with the cock suckers; I just wanted some food.”

“You fat bastard.”

“All of that for food. I fucking love you.”

Our mouths watered as we waited for retaliation, but it didn’t come. Then we set up security and ate until our hearts were content. There were fires strung out around the village, so we gathered around one telling stories.

“I got one,” Miller said. “Describe your worst day and your best day ever.”

“My worst day was when I met you,” Trantham said, then laughed.

“No, seriously, wank.”

“Fuck it, no seriously, I’ll go first. My best day was when I entered a huge poker tournament with about one thousand people in it. I was doing well up until the third round, then I got busted up pretty bad with pocket aces. Some jackass called with three-four suited. Caught a flush on the river. I was pissed and had about ten chips left, then I came back and won it all. I scored three thousand dollars.”

“Holy shit, man, that’s cool.” Miller threw a wrapper in the fire.

“Then you lost it the next day.” I couldn’t help myself.

“How much did you pay her?” Jackson asked.

“What do you mean?”

“For sex, you know that’s the only way you’re going to get some,” Jackson said, laughing. 

“So what’s the worst?” Cato asked, tapping his cigarette box.

He pondered, looking up in the air. Jackson was sitting against a broken wall. Cato held his hands over the cigarette in his mouth while Vance lit it.






CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
T.J. 

It was March 4, 1945. 

“Listen up, Second Platoon.” Cato walked up to our frigid hole-in-the-wall shelter. I tugged on Vance, snoring in the corner. His breath rose and dissipated as his eyes peeled open slowly, annoyed. “What now?”

We made our way to the edge of the door. “News just came down from battalion that we have to take out the railway bridge. Duburg-Hoch—whatever, the one you saw coming in.”

“Duisburg-Hochfeld,” Veasey corrected. I was amazed by his audacity.

“Thank you. Can I get on with my brief?” Cato rolled his eyes. “We have them encircled; they’re tired, they’re beaten down, and most of what they have is depleted. This is their key supply route. You can bet your ass it’s going to bring some heat. Battalion chose us. I couldn’t refuse because I didn’t believe anyone else could pull this off.” 

He pulled up his map and pointed. “This is where we are, a couple of clicks west from the bridge. Not only do we have to blow the bridge, we have to recon what they have beyond it, if we make it that far. What size elements they have—men, machine guns, vehicles, all of it. You know the deal. If you see anything that can fuck us up, report it. This one is the big one.” His tone was serious. 

I stared at the lines on the map and looked at our coordinating units, the British Second Army and the Ninth Army advanced from the north. Holy shit, this is big. Us and Seventh Corps up around from the south. We had them. A twinge of excitement perked me up thinking this might be it. 

“This bridge connects their last supply route across the Rhine. Without it, they’re dead in the water. They’ll put everything they have into not letting that happen. If you guys want this war to be over, this may be the straw that breaks the camel’s back.” He paused. “Let that sink in.”  

I looked at Jackson, biting his nails. Vance shook his head in disbelief. I looked at them, then to the rest of our platoon. Most were replacements; we were the last originals of Second Platoon. After all we had been through over the year, we were a month past dead anyway. We were over it. We were over this war. I looked at the eager faces of the new guys. I wanted to shake them.

“Not much longer, guys. We can’t get complacent. They’ll have the usual: a couple of Panzers, some Stug IIIs, and maybe a couple of Hetzers. You see any Panthers, or hear any Jagdpanthers, it’s SS. Pucker up and get ready for a fight. Oh”—Cato raised his brows—“and we have to do this all under the cover of darkness, and reinforcements are five clicks away. If we do get caught, it’s going to be a hell of a long night.”

He continued, “T.J., Jackson, Vance, Trantham, Bell, and Miller—you have the bridge. Trussell, Allen, Veasey, Prince, Sosobee, and Eastman—you get overwatch. Make a plan of action and how you’re going to execute. Then you’ll brief it back to me at 1600. I chose us for a reason; some of us may not come back. Is this understood?”

“Roger.” I nodded my head. 

“Yes, Sarge. See you at 1600,” Trussel said in agreement.

We broke off into our squads and stared at our newest guy, Bell. He had a cocky grin and a white streak of hair in the middle of his head. His uniform was clean. He smelt like a garden. His head was tilted to the right, and he lifted it slightly.

“What are you, a fuckin’ wizard?” Vance looked him up and down. Trantham spit up his canteen water.

“You just come here for a day and think you’re hot shit, huh? Where are you from?” Jackson scowled.

“I’m—I’m from Tenn—Tennessee, Sergeant.” He stood at ease.

“You g-g-g-got a stutterin’ problem?” Jackson was quick.

I stepped in. “Cut it out, guys. We were new once too. We don’t have time for this shit. This is serious, Bell. You fuck up here, you’re dead. Period. We stopped remembering names because most replacements don’t last long enough to care. What are your questions? Make them quick.” 

“What’s a Stug III and Hetzer?”

“No fuckin’ way.” Prince shook his head back and forth.

“We’re fucked.” Sosobee shook his head.

Miller chimed in, “A Stug III? It’s a tank destroyer—big gun, no turret. A Hetzer’s a smaller, ambush weapon, hides real good in the bushes. Don’t worry, you’ll know when you see one.”

I watched Bell gulp. Then remembered the excitement we once had. Long gone to the smells of death. It was hard not to be envious. My war looked a lot different than his. We always seemed to be in the wrong place at the right time. 

“Focus, men, we have to make a strong line. Lose all the extra weight. Carry just your pistols, ammo, and charges,” Jackson began. “The chances of them not seeing us are slim to none. We need a feint. We need to start a firefight to distract them.” 

“We’ll definitely know what they have in their arsenal then.” It was a crazy idea, but I liked it.

“Fuck it. I doubt we’ll be able to sneak up. They’ll have everything they have got on that bridge. It’ll have to be a big distraction.” Trantham cleaned his rifle. 

I tried warming up my hands with my breath, hearing the same words, the same threats, and the same thought of looming danger, as it had been over the last year. Something felt different inside of me for this one. Maybe it was that we were so close to the war being over. If it ever had an end to it. At times I assumed we just said that to give others hope. I could feel something about to give. It felt as if we were about to break free. 

“This has to be outside of the box, something to buy us just a little time. Vance, you got any great ideas? Maybe just walking up to them and asking if they’ll let us blow up the bridge?” 

Vance shrugged. “I mean . . . maybe we stage being the enemy.”

“Go on,” Veasey said. I took a step closer. 

“We have to make it believable to them.” He rubbed the stubble of his beard. 

“It’ll be kind of suspicious doing it at night. Don’t you think?” Cato came back at him.

“That’s why we’ll do it in the day,” Jackson joined in. “They won’t suspect it, and we’ve been known to attack at night.” 

“We passed that Steyr back there a couple of clicks back. I doubt it’ll drive, but maybe it was just a small issue the Krauts couldn’t waste time fixing.” 

Cato halted the thought process. “I can’t get it back to command in time. They said they’ll have our backs and we have to do it at night . . . But I think this might work, so fuck it. Maybe we’ll be alive to let them know we blew the bridge early.” He looked over the map. “Here’s where the Steyr was. Get it running or the mission is off. Time now 0830. Montgomery and Vance, haul your asses there and bring a security detail. Bring some tools. Be light. Leave now.”

Veasey threw me an extra mag. “No pressure.” 

I looked around. “Who’s got some tools?” 

Sosobee said in his redneck Alabama accent, “We picked some up on yonder a couple weeks back.” Then tossed me a bag. I reached out and lost my balance. “Damn, did you leave any?” He nodded with his cig hanging out the corner of his mouth. 

“Bring some gas too. The Krauts started leaving them behind. May save you some time stating the obvious.” Trantham had a point. 

We took an extra canteen and a hose. “You gonna suck this shit out.” 

“Nope,” Vance said plainly. “Remember that time I fed all of you?”

I shook my head. “Good point, give me the damned hose.” I stepped out on to the broken gravel road. “You sure we don’t have some gas cans lying around?” I looked back at Vance.

“You want this war to be over or not? Shut up and suck it.”  I opened the deuce and a half’s gas tank and slid the hose in. 

Vance gave me a condescending stare and shook his head. “Don’t look at me.” I sucked on the tube; the gas shot up and filled my mouth. I started choking as I stumbled to put the hose into the canteen. 

Vance laughed. “Shut up and let’s go.” 

I walked over to Second Squad. 

“Change of plans, men. Veasey, Trussel, Allen, and Eastman, get your weapons and some mags; we’re headed back to that Steyr. Come on, let’s go.” Veasey jumped up in all his tactical gear he had “acquired.” 

“Some collection you got there.” I looked in amazement.

“I know, picked some things up along the way,” he said proudly. 

“Dump it.” I looked him in the eyes.

“Really?” He exhaled and started taking off the fluff. He put it in a neat pile by the broken brick building. It was cute to think we’d come back. 

“Give me a standard formation skirting the road back. We’ve cleared it already, but we can’t be too sure.” They followed suit. “We need to hustle.” I started to pick up the pace into a jog. We could hear the sound of an engine in the distance. 

“Is that us or them?” 

“Get down.” I dove into the ditch. My heart raced as I braced myself for impact. I stared at the plane closely as it approached until we all saw in unison that it was one of ours. 

“Fuckin’ assholes,” Eastman let out. 

I shook the dirt off my helmet. “Let’s keep going; it’s just right up there.” 

We approached the Steyr rolled off into a ditch and looked for traps under the engine and for any lines that could be set to trip it. Allen grabbed the back flap and lifted it, turning his head and jumping to the side. The others stood guard. 

“Clear on the right,” Allen reported. 

“Clear on the left. Not sure how you’re going to get this thing started.”

Veasey took out his flashlight and looked up under the truck. “Clear under.” 

Vance did one last look around then hopped in the driver’s side.

“Wait, Vance, don’t!” Veasey shouted. Vance jumped back. “Check the steering wheel too.” 

 ”Maybe I’ll do it after I dry the piss off my pants.” He caught his breath. We had to figure out how to get it running for the impossible mission to have a chance from the get-go.  “All right, transmission in neutral check, ignition on check, gas. Check the tank.” 

“On it.” I walked over and checked the tank for fuel. I could see there was some in there. Not much, but it sloshed around slightly as I leaned into it. 

“Pray this works.” He flipped the switch and nothing happened. 

“Don’t these things have a hand choke or something?” Veasey eyed the inside of the cab. “There it is; pull it out.” 
Vance yanked it. Check. 

He flipped the ignition again. Nothing. 

“Pump the gas pedal.” I remembered being told that once or twice. I watched Vance’s foot come down on it. Check. Then he flipped the switch again. Nothing. 

“Come on, think. We don’t have time.” 

“It’s a lost cause.” Eastman shook his head in disappointment. 

“Shut up, ginger. We’ll figure it out. Pop the hood.” Vance looked over the other gauges. 

Sosobee tilted his head to the side while remaining on his sector. “I reckon you prime the thang.” 

“He’s right. Vance, check near the carburetor.” 

“Is this it?” I looked at a small plunger-style pump. 

“I can’t see from here. Push the damn thing a couple of times and we can find out.” 

“Done.” 

“Push it a couple more times for good measure.” 

“Done.” 

“Here we go, baby, come on.” Vance flipped the switch. The engine coughed, sputtered. Then nothing. 

I put my head up around the hood. “Again.” 

The switch flipped. The engine caught for a half a second, then died again. 

“Shit,” Veasey let out. 

“Come on.” Eastman was exasperated. 

Vance hit the dash in frustration. Then he flipped it once more. 

The sound of the engine brought a moment of cheer. Can we really pull this off? A lone truck with one German officer as a distraction to blow up a bridge and end the war. Simple enough. 

“That’s what I’m talking about. Get in, ladies. I guess our last suicide mission is a go.” 






CHAPTER FOURTEEN
T.J.

“Well I’ll be damned.” Cato took the last drag of his cigarette and flicked it to the ground as we rolled in on the battered Steyr. “Here I was thinking you boys couldn’t pull it off. Then I saw Vance’s shit-eating grin out the side of it. That’s half the battle. Now we have to figure out how we are going to pull this shit off.” Vance pulled it in and we all got off into our little huddle of misfits. The weather was warming up. The sun made things worse. Now the enemy had the ability to see clearly.  

Cato brought out the map and placed it on the ground. “We’ll drive the Steyr in fast and in a hurry. Trussel, your squad will start shooting at it like it’s a supply run gone bad. For the love of God, don’t hit the driver. Montgomery, your squad will be going down the river and rigging the bridge to blow. This has to work.” 

“Who’s driving?” Trantham asked.

We all looked around at each other for a moment of silence. 

“Want to draw straws?” Bell made his first contribution of a decent idea. 

“That’s a great idea, Bell.” Vance sighed.  “Anyone have straws . . .” 

Bell shifted awkwardly. “Well, it was worth a shot.” 

“Well, ladies, someone has to drive it in.” Vance nodded, knowing who it’d be. 

“No. You already got the food. Someone else volunteer.” Veasey was thankful like the rest of us. 

“Which one of you knows German? We want it believable, don’t we?” Vance and that damned book. 

“No, there has to be another way. That’s death. You do this, you’re dead. Period. There’s no way you get out alive. I’m not losing you. We’ve already lost enough of our brothers.  We all have. You’re not doing this, Vance.” Jackson protested. 

“Absolutely not. This is suicide. Vance, you’re not going.” I agreed. 

“He’s not doing it. Period,” Trantham added.

“He’s the only one who knows German,” Bell said matter-of-factly. 

“Fuck you. You do it.” Jackson pushed Bell. 

“Have one of these fucking new guys do it.” I pulled Jackson back. 

Cato spoke up. “Quiet down. No one wants to do this shit. Vance knows German. He’s done dumber shit than this. Yes, it’s a risk. Let me emphasize, if we pull this off, they’re done.” 

“Screw it, I like cold baths anyway. I’ll do it,” Vance said solemnly. “If shit gets bad, I’ll bail into the Rhine. Then you guys better have my back.”

“You know how cold that water is, don’t you?” Veasey chimed in. He answered before the inevitable backlash, “It’s 35 to 40 degrees, if we’re lucky. We’re lucky if we don’t go into shock after a few minutes. Then other factors we’d have to consider is the time of day. Right now is way too fucking cold. We’d die. It’s a suicide mission for real.” 

“Talk about reassurance. Thanks, dick. You sound like Ritchie.” My stomach started to feel queasy. 

“I was just thinking that.” Jackson blew out his cigarette smoke. 

Cato checked his watch “1050.” He looked up grinning. “Six hours of daylight and the window is closed. We have to do it around 1500; that’s when the water will be slightly warmer. This is an odd question, but does First Platoon still have that oil?” 

We looked at each other, questioning the next sentence about to come out of Cato’s mouth. 

“Roger, Sergeant, they have a couple of cans. Want me to get it?” Veasey obliged him. 

“Yes. We have to put it on our bodies to stay warm. I’ve been thinking about how cold that water is and how long we can stay in it. It may take us six to ten minutes just to get downstream. Without some kind of protection from the cold, we don’t stand a chance.” 

I questioned my part in the war right about then. His intelligence was on another level. 

“Second Squad, you set up on the hillside to the left. Make it look like we have a whole battalion up there. First Squad, get the TNT; all the leftovers will go in the back of the truck. Let’s give those damned Krauts a run for their money. Get ready to be cold and wet. Get into position under the bridge. Wait for the distraction. Once you hear it, rig the bridge to blow. Good luck, guys. I hope I see you on the other side after.” Cato looked at me and nodded his head. The amount of pressure I felt was immense. I looked him in the eyes and nodded back. He had become a good friend and mentor. 

I ran behind a bush and threw up. My heart raced. Fear is a hell of a thing. 

We stripped tops and all the extra weight. A couple of mags.  My heart raced. This was crazy. I didn’t want to lose anyone else. I looked at Vance and choked up. I walked over to him and hugged him.

“Get off of me, faggot.” He pushed me away. “I’ll be fine. If not, I won’t have to see your ugly ass again, so I call it a win.” I laughed and wiped the tears from my eyes.  

We’d made it this far. We didn’t have time to sit and think. We packed up the TNT and extra 1911 magazines. That was all the weight. What would kill us first? The water or the enemy? My hands began to shake. 

And then came the strangest part of the war: oiling ourselves up. A bunch of men without shirts, oiling each other up to take a dip in the coldest water imaginable. We all wanted to say it, but we knew we had a mission to accomplish. 






CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
T.J. 

It was July 27, 1945. 

Why am I here in the first place? I’d asked myself that question so many times lately. I released my bags from my hands. The thick wool of my dress uniform made the sweat unbearable. I hadn’t missed the humidity of the South. I stared at Me-ma’s house, trying to contemplate the next step. The muffler of the bus roared as it veered off into the distance. Now, silence. The pain in my heart and the burden in my head gave way to numbness. I could no longer feel. I couldn’t seem to get out of this slump I’d been in. I didn’t know if I’d ever get back to being content. I couldn’t save the lives of so many good men. I couldn’t die out there with them. Instead, I’m here in Mobile, Alabama, waiting for my death. I hope heaven is what everyone says it is, but then again, I’m probably not going there either. Maybe I can get a glimpse, if I’m lucky.

Mobile used to bring me peace. The tight-knit community felt like home. The downtown shops were occupied with children playing and the usual business of the port city. The Depression hit the city hard, but somehow most managed to continue their usual trade with produce and other goods. Not like they had a choice. T-model Fords and fresh-out-of-the-factory Buicks crowded the streets so the townsfolk could watch the Azalea Trail Maids for the first time. Mardi Gras brought in good business too. Mobile felt like the American dream. Now it’s a desolate town to one—me, Thomas James Montgomery.

I let out a breath, then made my way to the porch. The loose boards on the steps didn’t welcome the new weight. The rocking chairs were slightly swaying with their memories. I pictured how full this house used to be and how much I had looked forward to being here. Now, it looked so lonely. So abandoned. This was the only place I had left. If anything, fixing it up would keep me company. I think Me-ma knew a thing or two about war; maybe that’s why she gave me the house in the first place.

The trip back was a blur: From the front lines to the cigarette camp, where I got a top priority rating with my time served and number of battles fought. Then Marseille port, to the USS Queen Elizabeth, to Boston, to Camp Kilmer, to Pennsylvania Railroad, to Southern Rail Line, to Union Station. I’d say time had slowed, but maybe it was just me going through the motions of coming back. I don’t remember how long it took me to cross the Atlantic or even the sway of the ocean. Maybe it was the alcohol. Somehow, I made it back, though. I made my way to the rocking chair, sliding my fingers against the smooth oak. One step at a time. It was best to take it slow. The wind began to pick up, and I heard the waves crashing against the shore. I left my bags on the porch and walked around the house towards the open backyard. The roses were in bloom. They lined the whole house. I made my way to the lounge chairs and slipped into my head. The second I closed my eyes, I found myself back there. The exhaustion got to me as I faded away.

I closed my eyes and listened to the birds chirp and the leaves move in the trees. I forgot what it felt like to not have artillery go off every other minute or to sleep with one eye open in fear of death. The sun seeped down slowly until it was gone completely. The chirps went away, and the crickets continued nature’s melody without skipping a beat. A house full of memories. I didn’t even get to tell Me-ma goodbye. Not that I did with others, but I figured God would at least give me a chance to say goodbye to her. Maybe God didn’t exist. The pain I felt inside was unforgiving. The hurt was overwhelming. Everything just made it worse.

I followed the pier to an image of me and Dad with a fishing pole. We had spent so many afternoons there. I wasn’t sure what I’d do now, but maybe fishing was a start. There’s no way to describe what was going on inside my head. I didn’t want night to come. I watched the sun; I willed it to stay in the sky, yet it seemed to sink into the water so fast. It sank beneath the horizon, then the yellows, pinks, and oranges went with it too. The faded light followed as I made my way back to the porch to get my bags and go inside. Watching the sunset was something I remembered vividly. That is how I counted the days. All the other ways of time were lost, just like me.

“Don’t do it, Ritchie!” I yelled, then sat up fast, my stomach going up and down quickly. I was covered in sweat as I looked to see where I was. I had to close my eyes to get a grip on reality. I was at home now; the war was over. My heart pounded.

I shook off the thoughts then walked around to the front door. The knob was loose. I took a step into Me-ma’s house, and the smell of cinnamon welcomed me home. Some things never change. I turned on the lights, then took a piss. I could barely recognize the man I saw in the mirror. It had been a long time since I had taken a deep look at myself. I traced the cracks in my skin that welcomed me too soon.

I took off my uniform, threw it on the carpet, and found a drink before I slipped onto the couch. Michelle would be here tomorrow with Daphne. That was something to look forward to. I’d missed them both dearly. The thought made me smile, and I hadn’t done a lot of smiling. My eyes were heavy. I was a different kind of tired, though I’d slept every time I’d had the chance. I still had the jitters from every sound around me. I had once been a deep sleeper. But when I drift, I’m taken back. Occasionally, I’d dream of her.

Physical pain is a mere flick of a finger compared to emotional. I did not understand the significance until I had no choice. I was not a man to be pressured, nor was I a man of weak will; I was a man with the weight of the world on my shoulders. 

I stared at the bottle of Jack Daniels as it called my name. Good ol’ Jack. He spoke to me. We were best friends. Every time I needed a pick-me-up, he was there. Well, Jack and Johnnie. They were the only ones there for me. 

The sound of the bottle hitting the floor awoke me. I almost threw up with the first gulp. I stood up and slipped into my army shorts, then put on my worn-down shoes. I felt one side was lower than the other as I walked. I hadn’t put them on in a minute. Maybe it was time for a new pair.

The door creaked as I opened it. I hoped this worked. I wasn’t used to this route or running from Me-ma’s. I took in the day, the light, and the smells, then set off at a slow pace toward the bay from my old house. Old Shell Road painted a pleasant picture of the South: kids in the yards running around, old couples on their porches watching the time go by, and men sweating while doing yard work. There were a few art galleries in between. I never understood the paintings I saw.

It was more industrial now. I had to create a new route. 

I threw up after a quarter-mile. The lactic acid build slowed me down and my rib caged ached before the first mile. Maybe I should pick a new outlet. I began to walk and observe the city I left. 

Downtown was busy—excitement and bravado swept through the streets, still lingering from the victory of the war. A nation brought together by patriotism; little did they know what was sacrificed. I shouldn’t hold it against them, but I did. Hatred made me pick up the pace. 

I observed the city while keeping my stride. One step closer to home. I enjoyed passing Bienville Square. The locals set up a farmer’s market on the weekends, and during the week there was always something going on. It was the staple of the city, a city that had grown to almost 90,000 people over the course of the war.

The sweat started to flow down my face a little more with each step until it dripped to the ground. I tasted a little Jack. The traffic from Brookley Field was atrocious. I had left a small town to join the army and came back to a booming city. It was no New York or Chicago, but it was at least double the size. The congestion was a little much for my introverted ways. 

I passed by Brookley Air Field. I ran along the shoreline, admiring the boats and ships in the bay; today wasn’t as humid as yesterday. My slower pace gave me the energy I needed to pick it up as I headed for home. The sweat seeped into my shirt.

When my feet hit the pavement, I let out a breath, then sped up my stride. My best five-mile time was thirty-two minutes. That was probably my first mile time. It would be a while before I hit my old best. At each turn, I picked up the speed a little faster.

I looked at my watch to check my pace when I got back on Broad Street. I laughed.

I dry heaved and put my hands on my hips, trying to breathe again. More throwing up. This was not a good start. I reached Old Bay Front Road, then found myself on a bench facing the water. The waves were smooth and calm. I thought about a time when they weren’t so forgiving. The smell of vomit on my lips didn’t help. 

The house was silent. I looked around before I peeled off my clothes and threw them on the floor in the kitchen. Then I made my way to the shower. The cold water jolted me. The fact that I had the option of making it hot excited me. I turned the water up as hot as it would go, then I just sat there while the water cascaded down my torn body. 

I struggled figuring out what to wear. My clothing options used to be so limited. I hoped Michelle would bring some when she stopped by. I grabbed some wadded money out of my bag and attempted to drive to Greer’s to pick up some food, maybe some new clothes at the store next to it. Me-ma’s keys were by the door in the tray, right where she’d kept them. I took them out and made my way to the Chevy pickup truck in front. 

I tried the engine about three times to no avail. Walking it was. I didn’t recall it being that far of a trip. I reminded myself to check and see if they had any spark plugs at the corner market.

Eight miles later, drenched in sweat, I finally made it back. So much for the shower. I hoped these spark plugs were the right ones. I opened the hood to see what I was working with. Looked like a seven/eight spark wrench should do.

Whenever we needed a tool, Grandpa was sure to provide. The shed was one of the things that remained the same after he died.

I walked around back. I opened the double-hinged doors and let the dust settle. I scanned the contents left long ago. I was taken aback by a familiar picture. It bore an uncanny resemblance to the face I saw in the mirror.

He was about my age at the time, in his army service uniform. He had his hands in his pockets, leaning up against a plane with a sly smile on his face, the propeller blade behind his left arm. He wore a wool coat that looked hot and snug. Behind his leather flying hat and goggles, you could see rows of crosses on one side and an eagle carrying a shield on the other. He was a pilot, a damned good one too.

A feeling of pride welled up in me. I hoped I measured up.

Me-ma talked about him being one of the few American aces. This must have been the original picture used on the recruitment posters I’d seen for the Air Corps growing up. She told me how much he hated being the center of attention.

“He’d never done it if I hadn’t convinced him in that letter that we needed more men like him out there.”

I heard her voice in the way it got softer when she spoke of him.

War’s a hell of a thing, isn’t it, Grandpa? Wish I could have gotten to know you a little more.

I blew off the dust on the photo, put it down, and continued my search for the wrench. I saw his particular pattern of order. The search wasn’t long. After a few switches and turns of the wrench, the Chevy started right back up. One task accomplished. I hung the keys up on the wall and looked around. I figured I needed to clean up and empty my duffels. That’s when the telegram fell to the floor. 

WESTERN UNION TELEGRAM

TO: SGT THOMAS J. MONTGOMERY
UNITED STATES ARMY APO 78356

ME-MA PASSED AWAY PEACEFULLY LAST NIGHT STOP
FUNERAL SCHEDULED FOR TUESDAY STOP
WE ARE THINKING OF YOU STOP
STAY SAFE AND COME HOME SOON STOP
LOVE ALWAYS, MICHELLE

I remembered receiving it at the Liberation of Paris. A chill went down my spine as I threw it on the kitchen table, remembering that day nearly a year ago.

I had crawled up to a barricade in the city and thrown my back against it to shield from the gunfire echoing around us and the dirt from the explosions kicked up in the air. I could hear Myers shouting orders, his voice barely rising above the chaos. The world had narrowed to the sound of boots pounding the ground and the weight of my rifle in my hands. I had watched as an unfamiliar soldier ran through the smoke with a piece of paper clenched in his hand. I knew what it was before he handed it to me—official orders, a message from back home. I tore it open in the lull of chaos. The letter blurred as my hands shook. The noise of the battle faded for a moment. I crumpled the telegram in my fist, tucking it into my jacket pocket. Then I screamed. I picked up my rifle and turned to empty my clip at the enemy. 

A chill went down my spine as I threw it on the kitchen table, trying to get the thought out of my head. I looked around. The house was old, and it needed some work, but I could manage. The phone was there. I stared at it, wondering if I should call someone. I wasn’t in the mood to see my old friends, or anyone for that matter.

After I picked up my now-empty bags, I took each step slowly, as if it would propel me to think of something to do with my life. My days in the army were over. 

The stairs made a creaking sound when I reached them. The furniture in the house had picked up a layer of dust, so I patted it down. I watched the dust rise in the streaks of sunlight. Then I opened some windows and the front door. I saw the old wooden chair Me-ma used to sit on, part of the cushion missing, on the patio.

I stepped outside. That’s where I stayed for a while.

The sun warmed my skin. I watched the cars go by, one by one—anything to get my mind off things.

The factory had been an option to go back to, but slaving away all day in a hot factory didn’t suit me well. I figured I’d come around to a job when I was out of money, or enough time had passed.

The table remained set, waiting for its next meal. That was the last place I’d had a family dinner. The telegram laid there next to the bowl of fake fruit. Mom said Grandpa would chase Michelle around the table to her chair and play with us, while Me-ma would tell him to calm down. I straightened the knife and fork. Then continued on with my assessment of the house. I looked at the stairwell, one that I had spent hours in almost every day, just staring at a picture of Jesus with his arms open. He was still there looking me in the eye. I stared back at him.

Where were you when I needed you most? Where are you now?

 I guess I deserved it then, like I deserved it now. I'd sit on the stairs forever if it let me see my grandparents again; Grandpa never made it home from the war. Mom said I looked like him. We’d have a lot in common now. He did look like me. I used to see a little resemblance, but now, it’s like looking in the mirror. I picked up the frame and took it to the sink. I got a paper towel, wet it, then wiped off the dusty frame and glass. 

Knock. Knock.

I startled, almost dropping the frame. When I looked out the window, I saw Michelle, then I saw Daphne at her feet.  I opened the door and Michelle rushed into my arms. She started crying. I had to hold back the tears myself. I held onto her and caught a glimpse of Daphne’s tail wagging back and forth. She jumped up and down on me. I heard the sound of Daphne’s excited nails on the patio.

“It’s okay, I’m here. I’m back. I missed you. How have you been?”

“I’ve been better. I thought I’d lose you.” She sniffled. 

“You didn’t. Thank you for taking care of Daphne for me.” 
I squatted down as she jumped into my arms, licking my face. “Well, hello there, my little girl, did you miss me?” I held Daphne’s paw and squeezed. “Don’t worry, I missed you too.”

Turning back to Michelle, I said, “I’m so thankful for the house. I can’t believe she gave it to me.”

“I knew she would; you used to talk about it. You told her you wanted to live with her when you grew up,” she said, wiping her tears with a handkerchief.  

“I did, didn’t I?  Take a seat.” I smiled thinking of the memory then took a seat myself. 

“I have your things. I just wanted to make sure you were here before me and Roger dropped them off. We’ll help you clean the place too,” she said as she wiped dust off the table.  

“That won’t be necessary. That’s pretty much the only thing I look forward to doing. Sad, huh?”

“Not at all. You’ll figure it out. Jack and Curtis want to see you too.” She pet Daphne. 

“I’ll give them a call later. I wanted to tell you something.” 

“They’d like that. Is everything okay?” Her look turned concerned.

“Yeah, everything’s okay.” It wasn’t. “I just wanted to thank you for all your help, and your letters.” I felt bad for leaving her in the dark. 

“I would have written more if I could.” She really was all I had in the world now. 

“I know. How are you doing?”

“I’m doing good, just trying to adjust,” I lied. 

“No really, don’t lie to me; you know what I meant.”

I picked up one of the tennis balls in the milk crate beside the door and threw it for Daphne like I used to.

“To tell you the truth, I don’t know. I may never be the same again. That’s as far as I’ll go with it.” Daphne ran up with the ball in her mouth.

“Just know that we’re here for you, Tommy, always.” 

“It really means a lot to me. I’d just rather be alone for a while to comprehend it all, or try to at least.” She wanted to stay. I wanted to be alone. 

“I understand. Let me know if you need anything. Our number is on the fridge. Her food is in the car.”

“I’ll get it.” We both got up and walked to her car.

“Thanks, Michelle, for everything.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you. I got a call about an award ceremony that’s happening next week. They want you to come. You’ll need to wear your uniform.”

“I don’t know if I’ll be able to attend.” 

“Come on, it’ll be a change of pace. Plus, it’s not like you have anything planned.” She opened up her door. 

“I’ll think about it.” 

She got in and I shut the door behind her. “I love you, Tommy.” She put it in drive.

“I love you too. Tell Roger I said hello.”

“Will do, Tommy. I’ll be back to check on you later.” 

She waved through the window while driving away. 

I turned around and looked at Daphne. She was breathing hard, and her tongue was hanging out of her mouth. “Give me another hug.” Again, she lunged into my arms. 

I stood up and took a good look at the house once again. So many memories. I knew I had to fix it up. It was falling apart. After all, it was about a hundred years old. Me-ma’s passing left it empty inside. “I’m glad you’re here to help me too,” I said to Daphne as her wagging tail kept hitting my leg. 

The  sound of my footsteps hitting the pavement soothed me. The world passed by one step at a time. I used to hate running. Now it was one of the only things I enjoyed doing. Time to myself without interruptions from others. In a typical day I ran about five miles down to Fort Conde and back, but today, with the change in my “schedule,” I only ran two. 

Running was what I used to sober up. It seemed to help the hangovers. It should have been enough to sweat out some of the bourbon. I didn't know looking presentable would be this hard. I barely recognized myself after I cut my hair and shaved. It had only been a couple months, but it felt like an eternity. I lived off my army funds and sold my daily catch to the market down the street. 

Damn, I'm pitiful these days. Ah, who cares. Civilian life was taking its toll. I had no one to talk to except myself and Daphne. Most of those I'd known had their own families, and I didn’t want to put any burden on them more than I already had to myself.

I ran my fingers along the top of Daphne’s head, her fur soft, her tongue out. 

“It’s just you and me now, Daphne.” 
	




CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
T.J.

My anxiety creeped in thinking of about going to the ceremony tonight. I wasn’t looking forward to the attention, but I was glad I could escape the monotony of an empty house. The “welcome home” ceremony had been all over the newspapers and on the radio for a week now, celebrating soldiers coming back from the war. Unfortunately, I was one of them.

The streets had been lined with flags, and I heard fireworks almost every night. Everyone seemed elated by recent events. I should have been happy to be home. I should have been glad to have made it back, unlike so many who didn’t.

There was a flame deep inside me that burned. I needed a drink.

I told myself this was just a reminder that it was all real. It’s not like I could have said no, nor would I have wanted to. I needed a change of pace—a conversation, anything really. I also didn’t want to let all those who couldn’t come home be disgraced by my selfishness in not showing up. Maybe it would give those who lost someone a little bit of hope.

Pictures of the brave men that died before me flashed in my head. Their stories and acts played over and over again when I closed my eyes. Some of the greatest men I had ever known, yet their stories would not be told. The sad reality of a soldier coming home is what he holds inside. Constant reminders of Ritchie, Trantham, Vance, Veasey, Stamp, Counihan, Miller, and so many more. I fought the tears away, though most times I failed. I couldn’t get a night’s sleep without dreaming of them.

So many didn’t know what soldiers had been through—they never would. The sense of pride welled up along with the tears. 

The sound of crickets chirping and the breeze blowing across my face reached me. I could see Daphne wagging her tail as she walked up to me, as if to say, “It’s time to go.”

A slight smile creased my lips. “I know, I’m coming.”

I opened the screen door and walked into Me-ma’s house, wishing she were still here too. “I need you,” I whispered. 

The house was in good condition once. I wasn’t sure how it had gotten to this point; I hadn’t seen it since I joined the army. I hadn’t paid much attention to it recently. I just existed. Funny how you can forget to notice the things in front of you sometimes. I should probably do something about it.

I had to straighten the screen door before I walked in.

A couple of the stairs creaked when I walked upstairs. Any day now, I’d be sure to fall through. “You would save me, Daphne, wouldn’t you?” She didn’t reply, but I think she understood. “I know you would, baby!”

She wouldn’t even follow me up the stairs. She was a smart dog.

Besides the dust, it was like it used to be—not much clutter. I walked back downstairs to see the disaster I’d created in just a week. I’d spent most of my time downstairs on the couch. My clothes had been tossed around the living room. Empty bottles were everywhere.

I was disappointed in the condition of the place. I’ll clean up tomorrow.

I shaved, put on my uniform, and got in the truck. I vaguely remembered where Mrs. Manyard’s plantation was. I pulled out, squinting my eyes to get rid of the blur. About a half-mile from the place, I saw the sky lit up with all the lights down the drive. I was glad too—I probably would’ve passed it. I felt a bump as I hit the curb on my way into the driveway full of vehicles. Too many people for my liking. I parked somewhat straight.

I closed my eyes, grabbing the steering wheel. Get it together. I exhaled, then got out.

My walk was silent, just the sound of my footsteps and the occasional buzz of a car passing. I was late, but I was sure no one noticed. When I got to the beginning of the drive, I could hear the guests’ laughter.

I couldn’t help but notice how ridiculous the place looked. After all those years of passing by as a kid, I guess I hadn’t noticed. I knew Mrs. Manyard had been friends with Grandpa; I only ever saw her in church, though. Newly trimmed bushes lined the driveway, and the lights I had seen from a distance turned out to be lanterns about every ten feet. Right in front of the house was a fountain with an angel in the center spewing water from its mouth.

Pathetic. I’d never seen anything like it.

The closer I got, the more I felt like turning around and running away. My heart started to beat faster. My steps got slower as I approached the front entrance. I entered to see a vast lobby.

“Where can a guy get a drink around here?”

“Good evening, Mr. Montgomery. We’ve been waiting for you.”

The sound of my name startled me.

“How’d you know my name?”

“It’s on your uniform, sir, and we’ve been expecting you.”

Way to go, idiot. “Pardon me, that makes sense.” I couldn’t help but smile at his logical answer.

“There’s an open bar in the ballroom behind the guests,” he said with a soft tone.

My eyes looked toward the bar as I walked away. “Thanks.”

The hall was grand, with paintings probably from artists over the past centuries, and the floors were polished wood. I walked under the grand staircase into the entrance of the main room. Most tables were filled, and all the attention in the room was on the podium at the center, where some important person was talking.

“Mr. Montgomery, your seat is right over there. You’re going the wrong way.” That guy in the suit again.

“Let me just get the drink.”

Had he been following me the whole time? My mind had a tendency to wander.

I was led to the front, where there was a table with some more men in uniform. When I took a seat, I looked around the table to see a colonel, a lieutenant colonel, a major, two captains, a lieutenant, a first sergeant, and a staff sergeant like me. All still strangers. 

They stared, some nodding. I nodded back. They must have just finished dinner.

“Here, sir,” the man in the suit said.

I took my seat. I wanted to leave already.

The sergeant looked at me with a nod. I nodded back, knowing at least one person understood how I felt. We’d shared something most would never understand. He took a swig of his drink, and that was good enough for me. I took a swig of mine.

Within five minutes of settling in my seat, I noticed a blonde walking toward the door. When my eyes focused, my heart stopped, and I dropped my drink on the table. When it splashed in my eyes, it burned. I tasted the bourbon on my lips and watched it roll off the edge. 

She looked at me when she heard the glass shatter on the floor. Our eyes met across the room.

I strained my eyes to focus, blinking out the sting. I tried to see her face. It looked different than before. My heart raced. I opened my mouth, but no words followed.

It was probably just my mind playing tricks on me. Why on earth would she be here? How would she have known I’d be here?

So many questions, and so few answers.

For a moment, I forgot my surroundings.

Our lives had taken separate paths so long ago. Did I want her to see me like this? This broken man that hid his problems at the bottom of a bottle? The man she once saw was no longer here.

A man without a plan.

I was too prideful to take my own life.

All at once, I saw the pieces of me made whole. This couldn’t be real.

I didn’t know whether to walk across the room.

All the pain that consumed my life had gone away for a brief moment, replaced by a flashback of her blue eyes looking into mine. A temporary fix to my troubled life.

A minute ago, I was an outsider in a room full of the rich and powerful. Now it was just her and me. Everything else was a blur.

I drifted off in thoughts of her. Magdalyn.

Why am I here again?

I was there to accept a Purple Heart and a Bronze Star. I don’t know why—I just did what I had to do. I only wished I had done enough.

Everyone was so interested to hear the stories I tried so hard to bury deep inside and forget.

I’d rather have burned those fucking medals.

It should have been me dead under the bridge. 

As my mind drifted back, my eyes filled with water. I quickly opened them wide and tried to clear my mind. A soldier doesn’t show emotion, at least not in a public place.

I walked through the tables toward the kitchen in the back. A figure walked toward me. Right before I reached her, I was pulled away to go to the stage to receive my reminders of those who had died.

With one last smile, she was gone.

Why is she walking away?

I searched for her in the crowd, but the lights were too bright.

I made my way to the stage, gathering my thoughts. I could play the part. I waited for the speeches to be over.

It was hard to keep my balance.

Fuck, I’m drunk.

My focus shifted to standing steady.

It seemed like forever, but I waited.

Once I was pinned, I remembered my urgency to get off stage in the first place.

Some handshakes and applause later, my moment in the spotlight was over.

I hurried off the stage, trying to find the one thing that had brought me peace in this life.

My heart was racing.

I looked all over the place.

Had she ever been there to begin with, or was it the alcohol playing tricks on me?

After about twenty minutes of searching, I came to my senses and realized it wasn’t her. It couldn’t have been her. She was gone. I made my way outside to the back.

I passed the chairs and leaned up against a wall, then plopped down. I sat there in my defeat.

The elaborate lights covered the railings, twisted and intertwined between the rails. The sparkle from the chandelier made pockets of light dance on the floor in front of my feet.

High heels interrupted the light.

I noticed a pair of small feet.

Then a shadow covered my face.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
Mrs. Manyard

I had heard about Thomas James Montgomery from others. Whispers that were too loud—maybe a word here or there with the officers—talk of the man who had gone through hell and back. How could I not be intrigued? I had no clue what he looked like, nor the exact stories, but the rumor mill was in full swing.

No one really knew if he’d show up tonight.

There were important people here, from all walks of life, to support those in uniform, but most were excited for a look at him. He had stayed away from any media or publicity.

I tried to guess his stature or his appearance. I thought maybe he’d be tall and muscular, a pure lady’s man. Or would he be a guy no one would notice walking into the room? I had only seen him as a child; I wondered if he looked like Thomas. Maybe deep-set brown eyes with a piercing stare, or light blue eyes you’d get lost in.

Hell, it had been a long time since I got this excited over a man.

A woman always loved a man’s man—a tough man, good with his hands. Thomas James Montgomery.

I overlooked the ballroom from the balcony, guessing which one he’d be. I watched the men in uniforms, seeing if I could pick him out of a crowd. A couple of them were too old—not as old as me—but maybe in their forties or fifties. There was one young one who looked not a day over twenty. He surely couldn’t be the man I’d heard about.

I continued my search around the table. A guy in his mid-twenties had a belly, and the other wore glasses. They just didn’t look the part.

There was an empty chair, and I was sure that had to be him. The planner wouldn’t dare leave an empty seat at a table. Melinda was too meticulous. She had been my event planner for years. That’s why I liked her. She might have been fake, but she knew how to throw an event.

My mind wandered off for a minute while I was taking everything in. The food was about to be served, and my time being the center of attention was over. I’d done it for years. Now I just observed, with an occasional meaningless conversation in the mix.

A little after the food settled and the tables were cleared for dessert, I listened to the opening speech of some rear admiral of the navy. T.J.’s chair was still empty. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, I’m honored to be here tonight, to be able to speak to some of the brave men of this country—men who have sacrificed more than we will ever know. With the war at an end, it is our responsibility to not forget those who paid the ultimate sacrifice. It is our time to build as a country and let their sacrifices not be in vain, but to live life to the fullest, because we live in the best country in the world. Tonight is about a group of men who went above and beyond the call of duty—men who didn’t give up when surviving felt meek.”

I was interested to hear what he was saying—until I heard the door open and a man stumbled in.

My body straightened.

It had to be him.

I waited intently to see who it was while the speech continued.

Soon enough, a tall, slim guy came into the picture, escorted by Charles. He looked back before he arrived at the vacant seat, and when he turned around, he jumped a little. I’m assuming he hadn’t seen Charles the first time.

It had to be Mr. Montgomery—Sergeant Montgomery.

He tried to maintain his composure, and I’m sure he thought he achieved it in his own mind, but anyone paying attention could clearly see he was two sheets to the wind.

He looked exactly like his grandfather.

For a moment, I’d been taken back in time, when I was a young girl pining over the older high school football star.

I had to get a closer look.

“I’d like to present achievement medals and Purple Hearts to each of the individuals present here tonight. First, Petty Officer Jon Wilson, for his willingness to repeatedly go under enemy fire to pick up wounded soldiers, marines, and seamen out of the water on June 6, 1944, also known as D-Day. With his efforts, he is to receive a Silver Star and the Purple Heart. It is a pleasure to be in your presence today, Petty Officer Wilson, and I will be forever thankful for what you’ve done for us. Please come forward.”

I watched him stand up and wave with a fake smile on his face. I couldn’t imagine what these men had been through. I idealized their very presence. There are not many people in the world who would so bravely put their lives on the line repeatedly for others.

I kept my eyes on the slouched-over man in the middle.

The other men were announced and given their medals. Then he was last.

“There is no way to explain the difficulties this man went through, or what he had to endure. This man was there at the front with the First Army from D-Day until the day Germany surrendered. When offered to go home after the devastating losses of his battalion, he said no. He saved the lives of many men, and it’s truly too heartbreaking to tell it all. Thomas James Montgomery put it all on the line, like these very men presented before you. His story is quite remarkable.”

I looked at the man the admiral spoke of—a drunk man, not aware of his own surroundings. A broken heart, lost to nothingness.

“Thomas James Montgomery, I’d personally like to thank you for your sacrifice, young man. Thomas James Montgomery.”

By God, the man had to say his name again just to get his attention.

He finally found his way to the stage, shaking the admiral’s hand.

I could see the bags under his eyes. He tried his best to appear chipper and respectful, but I could see right through him. I could see his disdain.

It brought me to tears. I needed to help him.

The ceremony was coming to a close as I watched him stumble around. He appeared to be looking for something. He was distracted—determined. 

I had to say my goodbyes and farewells to those who came, and in time, I lost sight of him.

“Good night, Mr. and Mrs. Collier. It was good seeing you again,” I said, catching them on their way toward the exit.

“It was our pleasure, ma’am. You sure know how to throw a celebration. God bless those poor souls.”

“Thank you. God bless.” I walked upstairs, gathered my thoughts, and relived the evening, making sure everything had gone well and no stones were left unturned. The tables weren’t perfect. Some flowers were wilted, but that was just me and my obsessive-compulsive neurosis. 

The only real hitch was Thomas Montgomery.

Speaking of whom, I had lost him in the chaos of the crowd. I peered off the balcony to get a glimpse.

To my surprise, he was right there—slumped over, one leg flat, one knee to his shoulder, a beverage in his hand.

He was long past drunk.

Charles had already offered to take him home or call the police.






T.J. 







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
T.J. 

“T.J., I thought that was you.” Mrs. Manyard’s voice came from above me. She was wearing a black dress with too much jewelry. “It looks like you’ve seen a ghost.” 

It had been a while since someone cared about my well-being, so it took me by surprise. I glanced away quickly to wipe away my tears. 

“Hey, Mrs. Manyard. I haven’t seen you in years. How have you been? Don’t mind me, I thought I saw someone. I apologize for my, mmmm state . . .” 

“You’re forgiven. Who’d you see? Let’s hear it.”

Damn. “Thinking about the past. I can’t seem to escape it lately.” My head was spinning. 

“We all have something we can’t seem to let go of, my dear. She must have been special. Did she live here?”
 
“She used to. Sitting out here tonight made me think about the first time we met.”

“Oh really? That must have been special then. Care to indulge an old lady?”

“It was on a night like tonight, in November. November 9, 1939.  I looked up into the sky at the stars and felt the cool breeze. As I walked, the only sound was the crunch of the leaves beneath my feet. The stars faded as I got into the city. The distant jazz spilled out on the streets. The marquee lights lit up the theatre. The line of people stretched out and around the corner, waiting to see Blackmail.”

“That Hitchcock movie?” Mrs. Manyard said.

“Yes, ma’am. I went to see almost every showing at the Saenger Theatre because my sister worked there. It was a blessing because my family didn’t have much. My dad worked at the old Buick factory on Saint Francis Street, while my mom stayed home and raised us. Magdalyn was with a guy, but I couldn’t help myself when I bumped into her.”

“Do tell, as if I were right there with you.” Mrs. Manyard straightened up.

“I’ll try my best.” A smile crept across my face, thinking about it as if it were yesterday.

“The first thing I noticed, besides the curls in her hair as she turned, was her scent. Jasmine and vanilla. 
“‘Excuse me,’ she said harshly as she sized me up. She paused when her eyes met mine. The attitude dissipated. 

“A rush of excitement and happiness exploded inside me. I sat there in silence for longer than I should have, but I just couldn’t help myself.

“I was trying to be sly. I thought it was working too.”

“Confidence is charming,” Mrs. Manyard replied.

“I was confident. Something took over me, which is how I got distracted. Her eyes locked on mine. I realize now it’s not a good idea to walk backward staring at someone else. I managed to trip over a step. She and her date both laughed, and I scuffled off, embarrassed. That was it for me, though. A brief moment in the history of my life altered everything. I’d give anything to see that smile again.”

I continued, “I sat there for the next hour and a half, and to this day, I couldn’t tell you what the movie was about. My thoughts were on her. At one point she looked at me and smiled. I was envious of the guy beside her, wondering how a guy could get such a pretty gal like that. The only thing I was sure about was that she had to be mine.”

I popped my knuckles, wondering how I could have been so confident. Mrs. Maynard patted my leg.

“I bet you made quite the impression on her too.” She leaned over and sat beside me against the wall.

“I didn’t know it until later, but I had. Would you like me to pull up a chair? I probably shouldn’t have taken a seat on the ground.”

“Ehh, who needs chairs? An old woman like me can sit where she wants. Damn the chairs.” She chuckled.

“You’re right about that.”

“Go on.”

“I wasn’t sure how or what I could do. I spent every night for the next month at the theatre waiting to see her again. I worked up a thousand lines in my head and never managed to get one right. My friends started to think I was a little mad for being at the theatre so much, but all I told them was to wait. That they would see.”

“They saw, didn’t they?”

“They did. I don’t know what gave me such hope. Maybe I was just faking it until it happened, but it did. I was sitting in the lobby the second time I saw her. She was with the same guy, but she looked over at me and smiled. I waited for her to be alone before I went up to her. He walked into the men’s restroom, and that’s when I had to make my move. I walked toward her. The closer I got, the harder my heart pounded against my chest. I made my way to her, though.” 

“You just stopped what you were doing and made your move, huh?” Mrs. Manyard’s gold bracelets clinked together. 

“Something came over me like never before. I walked straight up to her and said . . .”

“I’m T.J. What’s your name?”

She looked around, her eyes glancing at the bathroom door, and then she whispered the most beautiful name I’d ever heard. “Hi, I’m Magdalyn.”

“I’m T.J.” I had to get a hold of myself. “I don’t know if you remember me, but I’ve been thinking about you ever since.”

“Well, T.J., I hope you learned to look where you’re going by now.”

“I was hoping you didn’t remember that.” Blushing, I faced the ground. “Magdalyn, would you like to go out with me sometime?”

“I can’t. I have a boyfriend, which I’m sure you’ve noticed.” Her frown turned into a smile.

“He’s no good for you,” I retorted.

“Did you pick that up in the last thirty seconds? What makes you say that?” She smirked. 

“Because he doesn’t look at you like I do. He doesn’t smile the way you make me smile. His heart doesn’t skip a beat after hearing your voice. I don’t think he knows what he has.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Magdalyn looked surprised. 

“I- I don’t know. I felt compelled.” Her question flattened me. 

I don’t know what had gotten into me. I don’t think I had ever spoken to another woman in that way before.

“Well, T.J., I gave Edward my word. What kind of girl would I be to just leave what I have for the unknown? God will guide.” Her words felt final, like the door to something sacred had just closed for good. 

“What if.” I watched her boyfriend come out of the bathroom. 

“I have to go. It was a pleasure meeting you. Officially.” A brisk smile left her face as she turned around.

“I’ll be here!” I shouted.

What a stupid thing to say. That red dress was to die for, and I couldn’t help but watch her leave. As soon as she’d come into my life again, she was gone. 

A calm swept over me. For a brief moment since the war ended, I felt happiness. 

Mrs. Manyard brought me back to my reality.“There it is,” she said with a smile. For the first time in a long time, I let one slip back. 






CHAPTER NINETEEN 
T.J.

I watched her delicate fingers reach for mine in a dress that swayed with the wind. A moment of euphoria pressed with a gentle kiss. The kids ran around with smiles on their faces, and the sounds of laughter lingered in the air. We were having a picnic. Magdalyn looked at me, wiping away her blonde curly hair. “I love you.”

“Where have you been? I’ve waited so long.”

Her smile faltered. “T.J., what’s that?” Her voice trembled as she pointed past me.

I turned and looked down to see a rifle trembling in my hands. I looked into Ritchie’s eyes. I watched in horror. The shots fired blocked out the intricate sounds of war. In slow motion, BOOM. BOOM. BOOM.

My eyes opened. I sucked in a mouthful of air, as if I’d forgotten to breathe. The bangs persisted. It was the door. I stumbled out of bed and threw on some jeans and a shirt to look somewhat presentable.

“I’ll be right there,” I shouted, my voice rough.

As I moved toward the door, my toe struck a bottle; it skidded across the floor with a hollow clatter as I yanked open the door.

“Good morning, sir.” It was the same man from Saturday.

“You again,” I muttered, rubbing my face. Then I caught myself. “I mean, hello. What brings you here?”

“Yes, sir. My name is Charles. Mrs. Manyard asked me to stop by to see if you were okay since you didn’t show.”

“How’d you know where I lived?” He looked confused, dressed in his tailor-made butler suit.

“I brought you home Saturday,” he said, it as if it were a question.

“Now I remember. Maybe. I think I’ll walk. Thank you, though.” I shut the door. Then I thought about how long of a walk that was. I looked at my aching toe.

I opened the door again. He was still there.

“On second thought, let me put on some shoes. Then I’ll be right out.”

“Yes, s—” I shut the door again.

I stared at the oaks outside of the window as they painted the street with shade. The wind was crisp. I tried to gather my thoughts. I didn’t know what to expect or why I’d accepted the invitation in the first place.

A few minutes later, we pulled into the drive. I looked up at the white-columned facade. The gardeners were working, tending to the azaleas and magnolias. My nose flared at the sweet jasmine perfume. It was too much for me. I tried to imagine a life with a whole crew. I couldn’t.

Give me a street lined with oak trees draped in Spanish moss, and I’d consider it a life of extravagance. I laughed at the thought of a fountain. 

The crunching of the gravel under the tires stopped. I opened the door as Charles rushed to beat me to it. I admit, I did it a little faster to see what he’d do.

“Mrs. Manyard is upstairs waiting. Follow me,” Charles said as he gestured with his hands.

We walked up the cascading marble stairwell; the chandelier revealed itself in an intricate pattern. I followed the sound of the maid’s footsteps, in awe of the detail. It was an adjustment from trying to find shelter in a crumbling, bullet-ridden building on its last stand.

“I wasn’t sure you’d come,” Mrs. Manyard said as she welcomed me.

“The horses are beautiful.” I looked through the black iron railing. “Good morning—I mean, afternoon, ma’am. I’m sorry I was late. I conked out.”

“No worries. They are beautiful, aren’t they? I’ve always loved horses—such majestic creatures. The smaller blonde one is named Prudence; the large white one is Duke,” she said.

Mrs. Manyard’s husband had died in a car wreck a while back. I remembered seeing it in the newspaper. I tried to picture if I’d ever seen her with anyone since. I couldn’t. His name had also been Duke.

“You have such a beautiful house.”

“Thank you. It’s rather big and outlandish. It’s just me and the guests of the house that come and go all the time. But enough about me. How are you? I’m glad to see you made it home safe. Please.” She motioned for me to sit down by her at a table. My eyes widened. Deviled eggs, fruit, bagels, pastries, and more. 

“I don’t know really, just transitioning back.” I hadn’t been asked something so simple yet so complex. I didn’t know what to think myself.

“There’s no doubt you have a long road ahead of you, full of more challenges. Help yourself. To tell you the truth, I probably won’t eat any of it. It was all made for you.”

My mouth watered. “I don’t know what to say. Thank you for your hospitality and giving me a ride here. I’m not sure why you’ve taken an interest in me.”

“You reminded me of your grandpa. I guess that’s why I have some sort of affinity to hear your story. When I saw you, you looked lost, and then I became fascinated with the story you started.” She sipped her tea.

“To be honest, I don’t remember what I told you. I was sorta intoxicated.” I tried to finish the cheese and crackers.

“You know, I picked that up.” She gave me a coy smile. “You were telling me how you met Magdalyn.”

“Ahh.” The deviled eggs were delicious. “I was given a chance. I asked her out on a date.”

“You were? That’s a good sign. I’d say that was the outcome you were looking for after all that time.” She signaled with her hand that I had something on my face.

“Sorry, those are pretty good.” I got a napkin.

“Well, how did it go?”

A slight smile emerged as I exhaled a calm breath. My mind shifted back in time looking in the mirror at my young self. It was the fall of 1939. 

I didn’t have a lot of nice clothes, so I did the next best thing: I wore my dad’s. Michelle helped me get ready. She straightened the slacks and pinned the excess so I’d look somewhat presentable. I stood in the mirror thinking I looked ridiculous.

“You look great! She’ll love it,” Michelle said when she saw the deflated look on my face.

“Sure she will.” I was embarrassed. 

I stared at the roses I had picked out from Greer’s earlier. They looked nothing like Me-ma’s, but I didn’t have time to go over there. I was running late as it was. I’d have to pick them out for her in the spring. I spread out my arms to put on the jacket; it was entirely too big. Michelle smiled, thinking the same thing.

“It’s really not too bad. You look fine.” We stood there looking at me in the mirror. I gave her a look.

“I sure hope so.” 

I turned to look at her. “Any advice on what I should do or how I should act?” I had no clue.

“Make eye contact, open the door, pull out her chair, engage in conversation, and ask questions. The rest will fall into place. Just be you. Maybe she can stand you longer than a couple of hours.” She laughed.

“That’s easier said than done. Have you seen her?” She had no idea that one look made me paralyzed. I could feel the sweat beading on my forehead. There was no way to explain the feeling without sounding stupid.

This was the best it’d get. I grabbed the flowers and walked toward the door. It was 5:30. Her house was only about a half-mile away, but I couldn’t wait any longer. I had checked the clock about five hundred times already. I walked down the sidewalk and turned right on Old Shell.

“Don’t forget to give her your jacket if she gets cold!” Michelle shouted from the door.

“I know.” I had seen it done before.

I wanted to walk fast, but I had to remind myself to slow down. I walked past the O’Rileys and waved. They never left their porch. They always wanted to know what was going on. Mrs. O’Riley waved back while Mr. O’Riley nudged his head. I continued down the street. My heart raced. The sun made me sweat more in my ridiculous outfit. I was shaking from nervousness, or maybe it was all the excitement. I never believed this would happen. I was the luckiest guy in the world. I looked at the paper in my hand for the address: 2496 Levert Street. I turned left on Levert and noticed all the big houses. Each was different in its own way. The street looked like it belonged somewhere else. Oaks lined the street on each side. It even had its own entrance, narrowed to only fit one car at a time. It was something.

I looked at the numbers on the side of the door. The house to my left said 2406. I continued walking, admiring each house for its dramatic differences as the numbers got higher. They ranged from brick and wood to concrete and rock. Overhangs lined the driveway from where the old horse-drawn carriages used to enter years ago. Magdalyn said it would be on the left at the end of the street. As I got closer, sweat began to pour. I didn’t know what to say or what to do. I was awestruck just imagining looking in her eyes. I blinked harder; sweat dripped in, and my eyes burned. I used my thumb and forefinger to wipe my eyes to make it stop. I had imagined this moment a thousand times, and it was finally happening.

2496.

I stared at two stone lions facing me. I followed the brick sidewalk to the entrance. It was two stories with a sprawling wraparound porch. I saw movement in the window on the second floor. It looked like her. I exhaled as I continued to walk. The freshly fallen leaves colored the lawn. I stepped toward the unknown. I walked up the three steps leading to the massive door, then I grabbed onto the knocker and hit it against the door three times. A man answered. I stuck my hand out.

“Hi, Mr—”

“We’re not interested in buying.” Then he shut the door in my face. I froze. I looked to see if the number was correct. 2496. Then I heard her voice in the background, muffled by the window. “Very funny, Dad! Can you attempt to be nice?” The door opened again.

“Sorry there, young man. It’s just a habit. Come on in.” It was 5:45 p.m. He reached over to shake my hand. “My name’s Mr. Johannson. You can call me Mr. Johannson.” He squeezed my hand tight. I could feel the pain shoot up my forearm. I stared at his big mitts. He led me into the house, then into the living room. 

“It’s good to meet you, Mr. Johannson. I’m T.J.”

Magdalyn walked toward me. “Alright, Dad, I hope you didn’t break his hand.”

I handed her the roses. She pulled them to her chest in admiration. “Aww, are these for me? You didn’t have to.” She tilted and kissed my cheek. My body wanted to jump from excitement.

“I did.” I blushed. 

“You’re early. I still have to tidy some things up. I’ll be back down in a minute.” She winked and walked back up the stairs. I turned to see her dad staring at me again.

“Well, don’t just stand there. Take a seat.” He lowered his head to point.

“Yes, sir. You have a wonderful house, Mr. Johannson.” I tried to be calm, but I couldn’t stop shaking.

“You don’t have to suck up to me, son, but thank you. The wife loves it. Personally, I think it’s too big.”

 I stretched my hand in and out to help the throbbing as I walked over toward the chair by the window and sat down. My palms were sweating. I watched the second hand tick on the massive clock by the stairwell. A couple of minutes ticked by as I waited, though they felt like an eternity with each second that passed. We just sat there together. In silence.

After what felt like three years, I heard her heels hit each step as she came down. I turned to look at the delicate way in which she held onto the railing and watched each step.

“I hope the walk wasn’t too far. Is it hot out?”

She caught me sweating profusely.

“No, it feels wonderful.” I wiped my forehead with a handkerchief. I looked toward her dad again.

I could feel his eyes on me the whole time. If you don’t bring my daughter home at a decent time, I’ll kill you. 

She was there to break the silence. “Are you ready? Did you two bond? He’s not as tough as he looks.”

“Yeah, we’re best friends now,” Mr. Johannson said.

“Let’s not get carried away. I’ll be back after the movie, Daddy. I love you.” She shook her head and rolled her eyes at me.

“You better. Be safe, and I’ll quiz you afterward about the plot.”

“You haven’t even seen the movie, Daddy.”

“So? I’ve heard about it.” He shrugged his shoulders.

“It was nice to meet you, Mr. Johannson.” I nodded my head.

“Don’t be late,” he said with a glare.

“Yes, sir.” 

I followed Magdalyn out the door, and then she grabbed my hand.

“You look so handsome. Don’t mind my dad. He can be—rough. I’m excited.”

“I’m excited too.” My heart jumped.

I sipped my water thinking about that night and her face. The little scar above her eye. The way she squinted before she smiled. Such eloquence and innocence.

Mrs. Manyard picked up on my smile. “That sounds like a lovely first date. I remember my first date too. The feelings, the rush of excitement, the nerves—oh the nerves!” She grabbed my hand in agreement. “What draws you to her so much? After all these years.” Her smile was kind.

“I guess the way she made me feel. No other woman has come close. I feel like I’m just searching to feel that way again. To feel something. To love. Thank you for listening.”

“I enjoyed it very much, T.J. If you don’t mind me asking, maybe we can do this again? I’ve enjoyed our lunch date.” She leaned in. “It’s good to have a normal conversation when someone isn’t trying to kiss your ass.”

I laughed. “I’d love to.”






CHAPTER TWENTY
T.J.

I saw Daphne, her tail wagging, prancing in front of the window from the front lawn of Me-ma’s. My only reprieve. I smiled as I opened the door. A good conversation only temporarily filled the deep void. I felt anger, resentment, and longing. I exhaled deeply. 

“Hey, girl, did you miss me?” Each step into the house was followed by a squeak or creak. One project after the other needed to be done. Maybe if I threw myself into work, time would speed up a little.

“I’ll get you some food, my baby.” Her fur felt smooth. Michelle must have given her a bath. How sweet of her.

I walked over to the kitchen table and kneeled to get the dog food. Daphne’s nails clicked on the floor as she did her fast-paced back and forth until her meal was served. Such complete innocence. So energetic. I wished I could say the same. Every motion was forced. I made my way to the living room. I trudged to get the duffle bag and finish unpacking. The damned zipper wouldn’t work. Even the smallest task had become frustrating and tedious.

I had to do something. My eyes wandered to the fridge. The hum of its motor seemed louder. I could see the cold glass bottle. I swallowed. Relief. One drink.

“No,” I muttered in a whisper, gripping the clothes tighter. The demons of my past were always lurking around. I shook it off and shoved them in the duffle. Start with the basics. One room at a time. The house wasn’t too messy anyway; most of it was mine. Then the dust. The subtle wear and tear without man’s touch. My attention wavered. I forced myself to focus, then I got to work.

From one task to the next, the house began to liven up. It was easy to get distracted. I stayed away from the kitchen. My mouth watered. Much of the house was as I remembered. I couldn’t help but be a little nosey when I walked into Me-ma’s room. 

The antique dresser stood against the wall, its dark frame polished with years of use. The oval mirror caught the dim light of the room. I looked at each faded photograph in silver frames as I made my way along its beat-up edge. The family pictures brought me back to holidays when Me-ma gathered us around. Then I pulled the tarnished black drawer pull in the corner; inside were postcards and letters. 

My eyes shifted toward the metallic glint of what looked like an old compass. On one side, a delicate engraving read: “To Josephine—I’ll find my way home to you, T.M. 1918.”  My chest sank, thinking about the undeniable heartbreak. Knowing he’d never come home. I thought about all the others who’d never come home either. All those families that would never find out the truth of what happened. No closure. Then I turned it over, and my breath caught. The back bore a striking emblem: a propeller at its center, flanked by a pair of outstretched wings. I was unfamiliar with the design, but it bore the resemblance of the enemy. I held it in my hand feeling the smooth edges. 

I realized there were so many things I didn’t know. So many things I didn’t ask. The weight of the compass pressed against my palm, a relic of a man whose life seemed larger than mine could ever be. I made my way downstairs to the living room couch, sinking into its worn cushions. My eyes fell on the compass again. At the heart of the propeller was a small, circular hub, meticulously etched with concentric grooves, anchoring the design. I traced its edges. It felt like a piece of him—his courage, his struggles, his unfinished story. Me-ma must have been consumed by all the questions. I looked up to talk to God. “I hope they’re answered now.” 

My eyes crept toward the kitchen. My mouth dried, my pulse quickened. I could picture it—one drink. My fingers tightened around the compass, its smooth brass edges digging into my skin.

“No,” I muttered more firmly this time, forcing my gaze away. I ran my thumb over the engraving once more. “I’ll find my way home to you.” The words weren’t only his—they could be mine too. A promise to figure out where I stood in all of this, to uncover the truths I’d let slip away. I drew a slow breath and stood. One room at a time. One task at a time. Maybe this house, and everything it held, was waiting to guide me. Maybe it was Me-ma trying to send a message. I had to find out what the symbol meant. Curiosity dulled the pain. 

Maybe Mrs. Manyard would know. She had a penchant for these things. 






CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
T.J.

I felt the warmth of her hand in mine as we walked to our spot by the bay. It felt like she was a part of me. I felt whole, something I wasn’t used to. I didn’t want to let her go, but I knew our time would be brief. 

“What are you thinking about?” Magdalyn broke the silence.

“How much longer we have together before you leave.” My smile faded. 

“You shouldn’t think about that. Just be present here with me.”

“Do you have to go? Is there anything that would make you stay?” I shrugged my shoulders, knowing the answer. 

She turned to face me. “I told you from the start. We both knew this was going to happen. I’ve spent the last four years focused on getting into a college.”

“I understand, it’s just—” I looked into her sky-blue eyes. “I love you.” I could feel the welling of tears in my eyes, then glanced away, fearing she’d see right into my heart. 

She pulled my face back towards hers. “I love you too.” She kissed me. “That doesn’t mean we can’t find a way to be together, T.J.” 

“I’m afraid things will change. You’re right, though. It’s better to be present.” 

We continued to our spot in silence. I felt like I was floating down our beaten path. We wandered down Government Street, through downtown, and toward the bay. There was our old wooden bench. We’d always end up here. We’d watch the ships come and go as the sun set. Then we’d make our way back. This was the place I had gotten to know her.  

She’d talk about her family up in Chicago, her past relationship, and her love for animals. She’d talk about her hobbies of painting, riding horses, and helping others. Recently she’d talked about the colleges she got accepted into and where she’d want to go. The closest one was Kentucky. I thought about the ten-hour drive. She said most likely she’d end up in Chicago by her family. 

“Where do you see yourself in a couple of years?” she asked as we watched a tug towing a boat down the delta. 

“I see you. I see us living in our own house. I mean, who else can deal with you for that long?” She hit me in the arm.

“Well, that’s good to know, jerk!”

“Where do you see yourself?” I placed my hand on her leg.

“I see us together in the house, to all my specifications of course. I see a garden, like the one at your Me-ma’s, with roses. I see you getting a job you love while I train and break our horses. I see holidays in Chicago with my family. I see so many things, and I can’t wait to do it all with you.” She said it with such compassion. It made me feel so good to mean so much to someone.

“Well, I hope I don’t let you down.” I couldn’t hide the grin on my face. I loved the way she thought about us too. I’d never been loved by another before.

“You won’t.” She winked at me.

Then, there was silence. I put one arm around her as she nestled up to me, the other arm holding her hand. The sound of the boats sang to me as they passed by. I inhaled the floral scent of her hair as her heart beat with mine. 

It was a moment I never wanted to end. But the sun sank into the horizon, and we watched as it said its last goodbyes. Then I grabbed her hand and walked her home. I wished I could have done all the things she wanted me to do right then. In time, I knew I would. I couldn’t help but think of what the future would hold. I thought the moment she left, it would be over.






CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
T.J. 

It had been a long week for Magdalyn and me. She continued getting prepped for college with tutors, while I was at the factory. For the first time, I hadn’t seen her for two days straight. I had never thought about the hours passing before, unless it was in school. This was different. I wished the time would speed up. I wanted to do something special, so I made her dinner and decided to set up a picnic by the bay.

After I had packed up all the essential picnic items, I drove down to the bay. When I got out, I looked at my reflection in the window. Then I looked down at my blue shirt and tie, thinking it was a little too dressy, but I knew she’d like that I tried. I put a rose in a vase from the bush I had picked back home. Me-ma had watched me pick it, but I got out of there before she started with the inquisition. The petals were slightly wilted; I hoped the sunset would make it unnoticeable.

The rocks crunched as the tires pushed them aside. I watched as she got out in a sundress I hadn’t seen before. She smiled and walked toward me. I was in awe.

Her touch made all the hair on my arms stand up. After she wrapped her arms around me and squeezed, she looked up at me with her piercing, light-blue eyes.

“I thought we were going to eat dinner?” She looked around.

“We are.”

“Well, then, where are we going?”

“Just down there.” I opened up my arms toward the bay.

“You didn’t!” she said as she grabbed my arm with hers. Then we walked down to the blanket I had laid out.

“Is this for me?”

“Of course.” She looked over my shoulder to see the setup.

“You sure know the way to a girl’s heart.” She walked slowly into me for a kiss.

“I hope so. I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you too.”

“I made dinner. I brought some bread and ham and some potato salad. Me-ma made her delicious apple pie for dessert. I thought you’d like it.” The nervousness crept in.

“I love it. You know, I love you in that blue shirt too. It brings out your eyes.”

I grabbed her hand. “Here, have a seat. I’ll be your server for tonight. If you’d look over to your left, you’ll see the sun about to set. I told it to hold on until you got here. It wasn’t easy. And to your right, you’ll see a rose I picked myself earlier today. I almost cut myself on a thorn too.”

“Oh no, not the thorns! I don’t know what I did to warrant such a delightful evening, Mr. Montgomery.” She laughed.

“May I?” I reached out my hand, leading her onto the blanket in view of the sinking sun. 

The look in her eyes changed. “What the hell are we doing? You know I’m leaving. Why do we keep acting like this is some fairytale that’ll never end? I’m leaving soon.” 

“I know, I don’t like bringing it up.” I exhaled. 

“I know you don’t, but we can’t just keep ignoring the reality of it all. I’m going back to Chicago. You aren’t. Period.” Her voice was raised. She picked up the basket and threw it. “This is all fake.” 

“What the hell do you want me to do, Magdalyn? I’ll pack up my life and come with you. I’ll find a job somehow.” 

“That’s stupid. Stop acting irrational. We know you can’t afford that, nor can you leave your family. I’m not going to be responsible for that. Michelle would be devastated if you left.” She paced back and forth along the water. 

“I . . . I don’t know what to do. Who cares about my job? I just want to be with you.” 

She charged toward me. “Well you can’t. It’s not possible. What, so we can write letters and then fizzle out? I’ve seen movies, I know how it works.” She started crying. 

I walked toward her. 

“Don’t touch me,” she snapped. 

“Fine.” I backed off. “I don’t know what you want from me then.” 

“I don’t know what I want.” She ran up to me and hugged me, then began to sob. 

“I was hoping you wanted me.” I held her close.

“I do.” 

“Then maybe we find a way to make it work? Maybe we come back to each other in the future? All we can do is see what happens.” I sat her down next to me on our blanket. 

“I’m sorry. This is just a lot for me.”

“It’s a lot for me too. I don’t want to waste our time and keep fighting about it, though. Can you please just be here with me and not think about what will happen? Please.” 

She sniffled. I handed her a napkin. 

“I’ll try.” She looked up at me, and I wiped her tears off her cheeks. 

“Thank you. It’s not going to be easy, and we don’t know what’s going to happen, but right now we have each other and tonight.” 

She exhaled and closed her eyes. I felt her demeanor calm down, and her tension ease. 

“Okay, I’m so sorry,” she said in a whisper. 

“It’s okay. I’m sorry too.” For a moment I sat there holding her. 

“Maybe you’re just hungry.” I offered her some food. 

“Maybe.” She sniffled one last time but with a smile. 

We ate and watched the sun follow its path toward the water down below. Afterward, I picked up what was left of dinner and set it in the basket while the portable radio played the tunes. We held hands and kissed while we talked about life and our future. She talked about Chicago and what it was like. She talked about memories with her family.

It wasn’t long before the music took control. One catchy song and she was up dancing, smiling away. Before long, I was right beside her, twirling her around, laughing, staring into her eyes while the sun’s last reflections melted away into the water.

I wasn’t a dancer. I had no idea what I was doing, but I couldn’t help myself in her presence. She never said a word about how poorly I did. She knew I was trying. We laughed ourselves into darkness.

When the music stopped because the battery died, I picked her up and laid her down on the quilt.

“Did you notice all my new dancing techniques?” I asked.

“Why, of course. How could any girl not? Do you have formal training?”

I was lost in a way that I never wanted to be found. I wondered how I had even made it without her in the first place. Right then and there, I thanked God for blessing me with such a gift. A gift I never deserved.

“What are you thinking about?” She snuggled up under my arm.

“I’m thinking about what you said earlier. I’m thinking about this feeling I have inside right now, wishing it would never go away.”

“I’m sorry. I can’t help thinking these things.” She tightened her grip. “Because I don’t want them to end.” 

“We knew about you leaving from the start. You have to go to college and be with your family. Period. I’ll find my way back to you, Magdalyn.” 

I tilted my head to kiss her. We didn’t stop until the sun was about to rise.

That night is a memory forever sketched in my mind.






CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
T.J.

Mrs. Manyard sat there and stared at the compass, examining its shape and all of the details, turning it from one side to the next.

“It has something to do with aviation. It looks German. I’ll have to get one of my friends who works in antiques to look at it. Maybe your grandpa got it off a German?” 

I contemplated the idea of it. “Maybe.” 

“I heard he was incredible in the sky. So much so they made him their poster boy. I don’t think he liked that too much.” She chuckled. “Thomas wasn’t one for attention, at least in high school. He seemed so focused.” She sipped her tea. “How about I look into this and I’ll let you know the next time you come over.” She handed it back to me. 

“Thanks again for all your help.” I stared into the field. 

“You can ride them whenever you’d like, you know,” said Mrs. Manyard.

“Really?” I stared at Duke. He towered over the others. “That sounds scary to me.” 

“After what you’ve done? You’re precious. I really do appreciate you and our lunches. The stories you have fascinate me, and I’m interested in hearing more. I hope I’m not inconveniencing you at all.” 

“It’s actually quite nice to be listened to. The guys would just rag me for talking about Magdalyn.” 

“So what happened next? I’m sure she hated leaving you, darlin’.” 

“I sure hope so. A part of my heart went missing that day.” I had lost my appetite. “She moved back to Chicago the next day.” 

Magdalyn paced back and forth in front of her house. “I told you, T.J., I told you from the start, and you persisted, saying it would be alright and you were fine with the time we would have together. I’m an idiot for caving in.” 

I held onto her words. She was right. “I know, I didn’t know what would happen and how I’d fall so hard for you. I just knew I had to see you and be with you.” The wind picked up and sprinkles of rain started to fall on my head.  

“I tried to protect myself.” She started crying.

“I know, it’s my fault.” I tried to find the right words. 

She paced back towards me. “Shut up, it’s just as much as my fault too. You and your stupid charm and your stupid eyes.” 

“I’ll try to wear sunglasses.” 

“See! Your stupid humor.” She began to laugh. “How can I not love you? You idiot.” She hit me in the chest before gripping onto me. 

“I guess you’re an idiot too then.” I held her. 

“I guess so.” She looked up at me and kissed me. I held her in silence for a moment. We stood there as the drops began to fall harder. 

“It’s your dream. You’ve wanted this for so long—to go to college, to be with your family. Who am I to stop you? It’ll be okay. You know I’ll write and I’ll visit as soon as I make enough money.” I turned away, hoping she wouldn’t see me wipe away a tear that had slipped out onto my left cheek. The rain made it easier to hide. 

“Kids.” Mrs. Manyard put her arm on my shoulder. “You did what you could.” 

I stared at my cup of coffee as its steam dissipated into the blue sky. 

“She said it would be torture to know everything I was doing without being there to do it with me. She was skeptical about having a long-distance relationship because they never worked. A part of it made sense. I wasn’t willing to admit that to myself. She may have been right. She said we’d find a way to come back to each other.” 

“Making big decisions based on emotion usually doesn’t end well.” Mrs. Manyard made a good point. 

“So I’ve heard. Michelle told me the same thing. Magdalyn was gone, and the only thing I looked forward to then was earning enough money to get to her.”

–

The days turned into weeks. I worked at the factory from dusk to dawn, went to sleep, and then did it all again. The weeks soon turned into months. No reply from the letters. I stared at her address on my fridge, and thought to myself, had I written it wrong? She told me twice and slowly. I used any excuse I could to justify why I hadn’t heard from her. I just threw myself into the mundane. I became numb. I had one thing on my mind, and that was to get back to her, and I would stop at nothing until I could. It’s a funny thing to be without someone most of your life, then, once you meet them, you can’t picture a life without them. I didn’t want to picture my life without her. I’d do anything to have her by my side again, this time forever. I’d dream about her some nights and wake up with a smile that quickly faded when I remembered reality. The dreams felt so real. They only highlighted the pain that drifted into the back of my mind. 

After six months, a part of me started to change. I’d think of her less. I eventually got into a routine and found a somewhat-happy medium. I played poker on Wednesdays and Sundays after church. It was only a two-dollar buy-in. I had a lot of extra money by then too. My friends talked me into going on dates too. I’d have fun, but I’d catch myself comparing the other girls to her. I stopped talking to them because I knew they deserved better. Also, because I didn’t want them. I only wanted her. Eventually, with my distant stares, they knew it too.

A year went by, and my thoughts got the best of me. Negativity consumed my mind. Questions battered my brain. What if she found someone else? What if she had moved on? What if she no longer loved me? Fear of her moving on made me stay around Mobile longer. Eventually, I had enough money to make the trip ten times over, but the weight of losing her again stopped my progress. I’d rather not know than look in her eyes to see my worst fear. Maybe it was the right thing to do for her too. I seemed content with the idea until one night in October. Walking home from the factory with a cool breeze at my back, I passed the old Saenger Theatre. I saw a blonde with curly hair to her shoulders. My heart stopped, and I just stood there for a second trying to regain my thoughts, thinking about the first time I saw Magdalyn. I wanted it to be her. I wanted to run toward her, call her name, and have her smile and run into my arms. I wanted so much. I knew it wasn’t her, though. The pain all of a sudden hit me like a brick. I had to find out the truth. Maybe all these signs were hints from God to just go after my heart. I didn’t believe she’d love someone the way she loved me, but time might have changed that. The thought dug its way deeper into my head over the next couple of months. By February I had quit my job at the factory. I told my family I was going to get out of town for a while. I packed a bag. The next day, I headed on a northbound.

I started to put together clues about where Magdalyn might be, thinking of our countless hours talking. I had plenty of time to think about it on the train. She always mentioned the church she went to. It was a little Catholic church named Our Lady of Hope. I decided I would start there. I had no idea how big Chicago was or where this church might be, but I was sure I’d find her. God had led me this far; why not just a little farther? My nerves were shot from all the “what ifs.” Not seeing her at all was almost better than seeing her taken by another. I used to think differently, but one way or another, it would be closure. That’s what I needed.

“Just be safe, Tommy,” Michelle said before I left for the train station. She was always supportive.

After I arrived in Chicago, I asked around for the church, and after asking a couple of people, an attendant at the Dearborn Station directed me to the town. It was called Rosemont. I smiled, thanked him, and rushed to the train headed that way. I arrived Saturday evening and decided to get a hotel until church the next morning. It was the only lead I had. I lay there in bed, begging myself to sleep and praying she’d be there. The hours dragged on, and eventually, sleep took hold of me.

I woke up to the maid knocking on my door. My alarm was still going off. It was ten o’clock. I was late. “I’ll be right there.” I jumped out of bed, got dressed, fumbled with my tie, and ran toward the door.

I had waited so long for this moment, and I had already ruined it. I ran across the street toward the church.  It was dark in color with brown bricks. The fast pace of the morning was now slowed down by my nerves. I didn’t know what to do. When I reached the doors, I locked up, swallowing the lump in my throat. I walked through the first set of doors into the foyer. I heard the melodic hymn of the congregation. I tried to catch my breath as I took one calculated step at a time toward the heavy double doors. I tried to walk in as quietly as I could, but it didn’t stop others from turning and judging me for my lateness. Then the door let out a loud creak. My shoulders slumped. I sat in the closest pew to deflect the unwanted attention.  

I loosened my suffocating tie. I searched the parishioners. Then I scanned for that signature blonde curly hair. Was it even curly anymore? I glanced to my left, then my right. The smell of incense crept into my nostrils as I made my way forward. I could feel my heart pounding in my chest. Sweat formed droplets on my head as I looked around. The search continued, back and forth. Words were mumbles with an occasional “Amen” slipping through. I took a deep swallow. I’d have to wait until the service was over to speak to her—if I even found her.

“Please rise,” the priest said after they prepared the blood and body of Christ. Right before they stood, a familiar dirty-blonde, curly-haired woman came into my sight. I squinted my eyes. There in the third row from the front. I could feel the tears well as I choked up. It was her. My heart slowed. Two years of heartache melted away as I stared at her. Her long navy-blue skirt highlighted her petite frame up to her elegant cream blouse. Her eyes, though I couldn’t yet see them clearly, carried the promise of a thousand unspoken words, words I had replayed over and over in the hollow of my mind. That familiar posture, her quiet poise—it was as though she had stepped straight out of my memories, untouched by time, yet made more radiant by the life she had lived since.

Row by row, I waited as they filtered through to the middle aisle. I couldn’t take my eyes off the way she moved, deliberate, unhurried. Her white gloves grazed the polished wood of the pew as she made her way toward the aisle. She smiled and let an elderly lady ahead of her, waving her hand as the pews of parishioners weaved into the singular line. She gently pulled off her gloves and pulled her hair behind her ear as she made her way toward the priest. She took the circular bread into her mouth, then crossed herself. Then he handed her the miniature cup representing the blood of Christ. As she lifted her hand to drink the wine, the light from a simple, shining ring pierced me in the heart like a dagger. I could feel the water accumulate in my eyes as my insides collapsed. Each step was heavier as I made my way forward in line. Then I stopped. I felt dizzy. 

I excused myself from the line, feeling stupid and embarrassed. All the noise narrowed into my own self-defeat. My chest tightened. I made an effort for her not to see me now. I tried to casually walk toward the door. Before I reached it, I was running. I ran as far as I could go. I ran to get away from her. I ran because I had missed my opportunity. I ran because I didn’t know what else to do.

A couple of miles later, after nearly dying from exhaustion, I just sat on a bench with my shoulders slumped. I said nothing the whole day. I stayed until the sunset, in silence. The world passed me by as the sun traced the outline of the sky. 

I sat there asking God why this had happened to me. Realizing I had nothing to go back to, I came to a crossroads. There on that bench, in that foreign state, I could no longer picture myself living in Mobile. I felt stupid. I had focused on getting back to her for so long, I had forgotten to find any direction for myself on my own. I sat there and looked around. I tried to look at myself from the outside. A man on a bench, seven hundred miles from home, for a woman he hadn’t seen in years. I couldn’t help but laugh. An older man walked by, looking at me, no doubt questioning my sanity. What now? 

There had to be something else. I just couldn’t see it in Mobile anymore. I needed a sign from God, and then he spoke.







SMITTY








CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Smitty

When he walked into the room, it was as if I had seen a ghost. The buried memories I had tried so long to forget came rushing back to the forefront. His eyes—vibrant, an impossibly familiar ice blue. All at once, I felt vulnerable and cold. It couldn’t be. I had watched him die. I had witnessed his very last moments, and yet here he stood, twenty feet away from me. Untouched by time. How could he not see or recognize me? He stood there, lost but focused, his body still.

I didn’t know what to do or say. Then he ran out. The congregation fell silent, leaving only the beating of my heart. My breath slowed. My eyes fixated on the door’s final resolve.

“It’s him.”

Evelyn looked puzzled as she followed my stare.

“It’s who?” she asked, tilting her head.

“The man that just ran out. It’s Thomas.” My hands trembled.

“That’s impossible.” She turned back toward the rising pitch of the choir.

“I saw him run out, I swear. He hadn’t aged a day,” I managed one last whisper.

“We’ll talk about this later.” She squeezed my hand, her voice soft but final.

I had asked God why and how. What better place to hear my answer? Surely, I wasn’t mad. I was old, but not that old. I’d never had visions—nightmares, yes—but not visions. This was real.

Some others from the congregation had turned to look at him too. Was this a cruel trick of my mind? How could this be, God? I peered to the ceiling. 

I could see the whites of my knuckles as I gripped the steering wheel on the way home, lost in the what-ifs. Evelyn saved her questions. She knew me better than I knew myself.

What had he been staring at?






CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Smitty

“Who did this? You have five seconds.”

The German officer’s blue eyes looked at each of us in the formation. I gritted my teeth and tightened my fist. I looked straight ahead toward the other side of the camp, trying to figure out what had made him this way. The other prisoners stood silent and didn’t move a muscle. Did he come from a broken home? Was he abused? What made him feel he could treat us with such disdain? Maybe all the rumors were true. His right eye did have a gruesome dueling scar from above his cheek to his brow. Every one of his men was afraid of him too. If it weren’t for that stolen 1911, I’d destroy him.

“Four seconds.”

My body began to shake. I knew what I had to do. Today was the day. This minute was inevitably my last. I thought of my broken promise to Evelyn. Why did I do this? Why did I come? Sweat ran down my forehead. Why am I so scared? God, forgive me for my sins. Let Evelyn and the kids know it was my choice. Let her know it was the right thing to do.

“Three seconds.”

I let out a deep breath, then mustered up all my strength to take a step forward. My leg felt like it weighed a thousand pounds. I exhaled. My eyes filled up with tears. My heart began to pound in my chest.

“Two seconds.”

I heard the familiar sound of an engine in the sky. My thoughts shifted. Then a calm swept over me. This was what I had to do. No one else dies. I saw multiple planes. I saw the pilot get the plane into a fighting posture. I saw the star on the tail wing. Before my foot hit the ground, I felt a hand on my shoulder pulling me back.

I looked to my right to see Thomas. Then he spoke. “Heinrich, it was me. You’re nothing but a Hun.”

I saw Heinrich’s eyes light up with hatred. “You know what, Montgomery . . . Ace? I thought you’d be bigger. Without a plane, you’re nothing.”

I watched as he raised his Browning 1911.

The planes were getting closer. Their munitions released in the air.

“How cowardly of you.” Thomas stood up straight in front of the formation, staring Heinrich in the eye.

“Very well then.”

Right before the pistol reached Thomas’s head, I leaped toward Heinrich, knocking the pistol out of his hand as chaos ensued. The first bomb hit the ground, followed by a barrage of others.

The sound was deafening. The formation broke and scattered.

I reached for Heinrich’s neck on the ground, choking him with as much force as I could manage. He stared at me as his veins began to fill with blood at his temples. He searched for air that I wasn’t going to give him.

Thomas tackled a private into the bomb crater to protect him from another, then screamed my way, “Take cover!”

A shockwave threw me back. The world went mute. My body went numb. I checked to see if I was all intact. Then I began to crawl toward Heinrich. He wasn’t dead.

I watched him gasping for air. His eyes were distracted. I followed them to the Browning a couple of feet out of reach.

“No.” I could only muster a whisper. My body wouldn’t move fast enough. I blinked the dirt out of my eye. His hand made its way toward the gun. I expected him to raise it toward me. He didn’t. His eyes were on Thomas as he got up to his feet.

“Thomas.” Why wouldn’t my voice work? Chaos ensued. The bombs didn’t stop.

Thomas’s eyes locked with Heinrich’s, then he looked down at the pistol in Heinrich’s hand. Thomas jolted into action as Heinrich began to grin. He knew he’d won. My eyes blinked again. His pistol rose, inching toward Thomas’s head as he reached him.

“Thomas.” I crawled faster. It was all in slow motion.

The echo got louder and louder from the bombs dropping all around us, until I was deafened by the sound of a gunshot.

Then I opened my eyes.

“Another one?” I felt Evelyn’s arm rub my shoulder. This hadn’t happened in years. I knew why, though. I sat up in bed and turned to her.

“You did see him, didn’t you?” She grabbed my hand.

“I did.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Smitty
1918

I ran into the command tent, sat down, and wiped the sweat off my forehead. I could hear the deep breaths coming out of me, so I held it in, attempting to be quiet when I took my seat. Everyone stared at me.

”Nice to see you join us,” Levy said, taking a cigar out of his pocket. It was his pre-mission ritual.

”You’d never believe me if I told you why anyway.” I was never late. If anything, I was usually the first one there.

”I’d say you’re all late about three years,” he scoffed, cutting off the end of his cigar.

”What was it like for you before we came to save your ass?” I found my seat. Levy laughed. I admired such a man for being in the fight for this long.

”It’s a miracle I’m still here. The surge obliterated most of our aircraft a little over a year ago. By God, most pilots didn’t lasted more than eleven days, let alone a few years! That was the damn life of a bloody pilot! I’m glad they didn’t put that in their advertising campaign. I wouldn’t dare come over here. We’re only lasting a couple weeks now. I can’t say it’s much better.”

”Looks like I came at the right time then,” I said with a hint of sarcasm.

”The Jerries had far superior aircraft and weaponry a couple of years ago, but our aircraft is a match now. Bloody hell, if it didn’t take two years.”

”That’s the name of the game. Man for man, plane for plane. Besides, the tide is starting to turn. We’ve got them running.”

”You don’t seem to be doing too bad yourself. You may be late, but I’m glad you joined the debacle. I guess four Jerries isn’t too bad.” Levy nodded in agreement.

”One more, then I’ll join the ranks of you and Montgomery. Today’s a good day to earn my notch,” I said with pride.

”Ha, Montgomery? Good luck, chap. You have a long way to go to get that many notches. That man may single-handedly take out their whole force.”

I stared at his poster on the wall. Thomas was one of the few American aces; he’d shot down twenty-six German planes and five balloons so far. He was a legend in the Lafayette Flying Corps.

”Indeed it is, mate. Let’s give them hell, ol’ boy.” He let out a puff of smoke from his cigar.

I took out the picture of Evelyn in my pocket and winked. One more.

Sure beat the hell out of working the railroad. All it took was encountering death once to make me realize what I was capable of. The closer I got, the more prevalent it became. My command wanted to send me back home to train. I had volunteered for this mission. With a couple of hours before we were in the air, we settled into our pre-combat routine.

Ray lay there peacefully; he’d become a great friend of mine in and out of the air. I didn’t think I’d see him again, but I’d miss him. The war was about over, at least according to the rumors. We had our own lives in different parts of the world. I drank my cup of mud before I headed to maintenance to see if old Bessy was flyable. I was accustomed to her, molded by her, and she never let me down. She had been “posh,” according to Ray. Now she was a little worn down with bullet holes in her.

”Hanson, how’s she look?” 

The shop head finished patching Bess up. ”She’s seen her share, but she’ll be fine.” He wiped the grease off his hands.

”Good to hear. Help me get her out on the runway.”

”No problem, mate. Do me a favor and try not getting shot at this time.”

”Sure thing, mate,” I laughed as we pushed her out.

I did my pre-combat checks. I checked his work, the gauges, the gun, and the fuel. It was still early, but I had become accustomed to checking my equipment a couple of times before the brief. I didn’t let anyone know, but I was nervous as hell. I tried not to dwell on death; I think throwing up out the side of the plane calmed my nerves a little. I wanted to be an ace.

My squadron patrolled the eastern side of France in the enemy’s territory. Rumor had it that the Germans were seeing defeat on the horizon for the first time. Their fighting superiority had been prevalent for years. Germans had far-better-equipped planes than us, but we had the real fighters behind the blip switch. Their army was fading, beginning to retreat more. They looked weak. The feeling of victory was hard to stifle. The euphoric feeling was evident in our attitude at the thought of going home soon.

The Royal Army Corps had been in dire need of help after the German offensive advanced on their observers. I was faced with a decision—a decision to leave early or go on one last mission and leave a week later. That decision almost cost me my life. I was assigned to help combat the Jerries and their more maneuverable D-series fighters.

”Smitty! Get your ass over here; we’ve got a war to fight,” Burge screamed from our briefing tent.

”I was thinking I’d wait here until it was over,” I retorted. I smiled, realizing that this was the best job I’d ever had.

The brief was short and to the point. The Allied forces’ offensive operations were going strong, and we needed to keep advancing to prevent the Jerries from getting more of a foothold. The rest was a blur. I thought about Evelyn . . .  What was she doing at home at this moment? I pictured her sitting on the front porch after a long day of who knows what, drinking a hot cup of chocolate. It seemed like yesterday Evelyn and I were walking down the aisle, and today I was four thousand miles away, fighting a war.

”Smitty! Get your bloody ass back to reality. Did you hear anything the captain said?” Ray’s nostrils flared.

I smiled and shrugged my shoulders.

”We’re going out first thing in the morning, 0430 hours. Be ready by 0300. We’ll be the first heading out, weather permitting.”

”Sounds good. I’ll go pack my bags now. I can’t help we have rotations.” My snide smile made him shake his head.

”The armistice hasn’t happened yet, you old bloke.” He wasn’t as hopeful as I was.

It was an ordinary mission: Advance our airspace to the east, get as much aerial intelligence as we could, and shoot down any hostile forces. A smaller unit would recon the route before the advancing party. I was a part of the smaller forwarding unit. I was used to this kind of thing by now, but the fear crept up on me from time to time. It does in all of us who go into danger willingly, knowing the sacrifice we could make. I tried my hardest to stifle it. I’d never be able to explain the feeling. It grows on you more and more, after escaping impending doom for so long already. You know you’re testing fate over and over, always saying maybe one more time.

”Get up, you nancy! Let’s play some catch,” Ray chimed in, ruining my moment of solitude.

I got up, and we walked out to the field. It was chilly, and the leaves had turned colors. It was the place I went to get away from all the chaos of war. There in that field, it was Mother Nature, as peaceful as she could be.

”Alright, try not to drop so many this time.”

”Try to throw the ball to me and not hit a truck,” he quipped.

”It was one time, jerk.” I assured him it wouldn’t happen again, although I had never been accurate at throwing a ball anyway.

We laughed and joked around the whole time. 

To this day, I haven’t found him. I hope he’s enjoying life and playing catch out there with his sons.

The day faded away as quickly as it came. We ate chow at 1800. Shortly after, I fell asleep.

0300

”Let’s get us some Jerries, Ace!” It was Ray, hopeful with a smile. ”Don’t worry, your stuff will be here when we get back. I know you’re not anxious to leave or anything.”

”You can keep my things. I’ll be out of here in a couple of days!” Hell, I didn’t care anymore. I was too excited. I cracked my neck like I did every time I woke up from sleeping on a cot. I couldn’t wait to sleep on a bed again. Two days. I repeated it in my head while I laced up my boots.

”You ready for one last go?” I looked up at Ray putting on his top shirt, making sure the buttons were on straight.

”How else are you going to take some more planes down?” Ray said as he pulled both sides of his shirt collar.

He walked ahead of me to the field with Bess and Liz, his plane. I rubbed my hand along her from the tail end to my seat. Come on, baby, one more time.

I checked to make sure I had enough ammo, then got in the cockpit and lined it in formation for takeoff. I’d be leading the pack. That’s how I liked it. Something about the danger and being in my own element, in charge. This was mission number fifty-six for me. 

We got up in altitude right before the sunrise. The sky was getting lighter and lighter blue. I turned to see Ray on my back right and pointed east in the direction we’d be advancing. He gave me a salute in agreement, then relayed back to the other four planes. I tilted my right wing to signal the advance, and the rest fell into row, heading west toward the front.

I squinted my eyes to see off in the distance at what looked like a forward observation balloon. The sun slowly made its way up into the sky and crept up over the mountains. We headed toward the balloon in the lower valley, about three clicks away. I wasn’t too alarmed, but I kept my eyes open for a surprise attack.

Two clicks away, the sun made its way over the valley and blinded me. I couldn’t see a thing. I immediately turned to Ray and gave him the rally symbol by shaking my left hand in a circular motion above my head and pointed north. The second Bess got around, facing north, was when I saw them. A group of about ten Jerries.

As protocol dictated, I picked the closest threat while Ray followed, and the other two behind picked up the remaining threats. We were outnumbered, so we broke off in different directions. I set my sights on the plane directly in front of me and steadied one hand on the trigger, waiting until I was in range.

They were fast—real fast. I squeezed the trigger to fire off bursts, and after about five rounds, they were already past. That was no good. I had never seen anything that fast. I barrel-rolled to my right and turned back to get behind them. One of our planes was already making its way toward the ground, the tail on fire.

I didn’t have time to think and regroup before they were headed right toward me again. This time, I led my bullets in and pulled the trigger a couple of seconds early. Four enemy planes were headed straight toward us, so close I could make out their faces.

The sound of the gun roared as I kept my thumb down on the trigger. The light coming off the end of their gun barrels lit up at once, and I climbed as high as I could to avoid the array of bullets headed in my direction. Then I barrel-rolled down once more and pressed my thumb on the trigger again, getting the tail end of one and then riding the bullets up the plane until I hit the pilot and saw blood splatter on his windshield.

We had four left to their eight or nine. I only saw two go down. I had to reload the gun already while Ray took up cover fire. He took down one coming fast and low on our six before I got my gun back up. Then he reloaded his while I kept an eye out on the other two approaching fast and hard at our ten o’clock.

I pointed to Ray for a game of chicken. It was a trick we had used before and worked well—getting fighters to fly toward each other, making it harder to shoot because their own men were in front of them. I broke left; he broke right, and we zigzagged as we climbed for another dive down to face toward each other after a mile.

I saw him making his way toward me in the distance and wiped the sweat off my brow. We’d practiced this often, but it never made it less nerve-wracking. I exhaled, then put my foot on the accelerator, realizing we didn’t have much choice. Three were on him by now, and their numbers doubled! I couldn’t see how many were behind me. There wasn’t time to think about it.

We raced toward each other, praying we’d somehow get back home alive. We opened fire about a half-mile from each other. He fired from right to left, and I fired from left to right at each enemy aircraft, taking two more down before I broke hard right at the last second. I saw another two collide over my left shoulder as we climbed up in the air.

There were so many more left. We were in the wrong place at the wrong time. They must have been on their way to an offensive operation when they intercepted us. Soon it was just the two of us trying to make our way back, dodging and fighting, reloading and dipping left and right with our planes taking on more bullets each time we made a run at taking more down.

Three were on our rear when I realized I didn’t have much ammo left. I looked back at Ray one last time to see if he was still there. My heart was beating out of my chest, and while I lifted the feed tray to slap some more rounds down, a line of bullets hit the windshield, the feed tray, and stung my arm. It took a second for me to realize Bess had taken her last breath of fresh air. She was going down, and I was going down with her.  Ray continued on, trying to survive himself.

I looked for a place to land in a field. The plane shook. The smoke coming off the fire in the engine burned my eyes, and the sounds faded. I only heard the beating of my heart.

When I came to, the first sensation was pain—sharp and unrelenting in my arm, where a jagged shard of glass had pierced my skin. Smoke filled my lungs, and the acrid stench of burning fuel clawed at my throat. I blinked, trying to focus, but all I could see was a patch of blue sky through the shattered windshield. My ears rang, drowning out the chaos of engines roaring overhead.

”Move, damn it,” I whispered to myself, still strapped into the cockpit. My left hand fumbled for the release latch, but every motion sent searing pain up my arm.

Bess was crumpled around me, her frame twisted and unrecognizable.

”I’m sorry, girl,” I muttered under my breath, forcing myself to look away.

Above me, the dogfight raged on. I caught a fleeting glimpse of Ray’s plane diving through a hail of bullets, his signature maneuver buying him seconds more. My chest tightened. He was outnumbered, outgunned, and alone.

With cold, stiff fingers, I unclasped the harness and tumbled out of the wreckage, collapsing onto the cold, damp earth. My legs buckled beneath me. I forced myself upright, scanning the horizon.

For the first time in years, I felt utterly helpless. This was it—the moment I had always feared. But then, a voice inside me whispered, Not now.

I clenched my fists, my blood-streaked hands digging into the snow and dirt. If I was going to die, I’d make damn sure I put up a fight.

I tore off the bottom of my shirt and wrapped it around my bicep, searching for anything to tighten it with. Then I remembered the broken control stick. I scoured the ground, grabbed it, then began the dauntingly long process of making a knot, my hand shaking more violently with each second. With each attempt I strained harder and felt weaker. Finally, I got the knot tied. 

I began feeling dizzy. My fingers were numb. I slumped down against the plane as I anchored it down tight. My eyes could no longer remain open.

I thought of Evelyn’s face as the light dimmed until it was black.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
Smitty

My body was so cold. 

I opened my eyes to a white, moving blur, then closed them once more. In and out of consciousness, I was paralyzed, unable to move. Was this death? Where was I, and what had happened? Questions overwhelmed my ability to think, but I was too tired and cold to answer. Maybe this was all that was left. I closed my eyes again.

I heard voices—they were in another language. I listened intently to anything I could pick up. “Ja.” Finally, a word I recognized. My body jolted in panic. I was in what appeared to be a hospital, but a wall of curtains obstructed my vision. A soldier entered, but he wasn’t American or British. He was German. I searched for anything I could use as a weapon. My eyes widened.

“You are a prisoner.” The doctor’s voice was deep.

“Where am I?” I demanded.

“Calm down!” The guard at the door gripped his weapon at the ready. 

“What happened? Where’s Ray?”

“I don’t know who Ray is. I stitched your arm up. You’re going to be okay. Just sore. If I were you, I’d calm down and realize you’re not in control anymore.” He pointed his head toward the guard.

I grabbed the rail, lifting my head and scanning my body for any signs of injury.

He stepped closer. “Look at me. You need to get it together and recognize the situation.” His German accent was thick. “Your plane crashed, and you’re lucky to be alive at all. You’ll be held as a prisoner after we’ve made sure you’re not bleeding internally. Fortunately, we think you’re going to be okay.” His stare was intense, and his tone was serious, but I didn’t feel he meant harm.

At this point, I got a grip on my reality.

I exhaled. 

A nurse walked in, discussing something in German that I assumed was related to my condition. I tried to decipher the words but failed. I pictured the book of translations we had been issued in a briefing, lying there in the corner of the tent where I had thrown it the second I put my duffle down. I pictured it in the same place now. I was a prisoner. I was an idiot.

My time at the makeshift hospital was short. I was led out of the tent and quickly blinded by the snow and hit with the cold air. 

Once I got my composure I was walked to another tent with the other prisoners. It wasn’t ideal, but I was glad to hear someone speak English. I wasn’t alone.

The camp consisted of a bunch of long, narrow tents strung across a field. I took it all in, trying to find any vulnerabilities. I looked at the exits and entrances, the guards and how many. 

Someone came up to me speaking what I thought was Italian, then French. 

“I’m American.”

“Not many of you around here.” He switched to English. “Walk with me.” His name was Marco. He briefed me on the camp and assured me to calm down and that it wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. 

Officers were held in different camps. The lower enlisted were called orderlies in these camps, tending to the basic needs of the officers, who were provided beds and better accommodations. The lower enlisted endured much harder conditions, but still the conditions were much better than I thought. They were held close to the front to dig trenches and pick up the dead. Their meals consisted of soup or stewed acorns. Marco was right. It wasn’t bad. 

The Jerries here weren’t what I had expected them to be. Most of them were calm and older, I dare say respectable. 

The first one pointed out to me was old and walked with a limp, taking his cane everywhere he went. He gave orders to the sub-officers, who were often younger. Consistency was key. It was easy to fall into order. 

Breakfast was served between 0600 and 0700, lunch around 1100, and dinner at 1830. Endless soup with whatever they could scrounge up: beans, oats, codfish, prunes, and bread. We had bread initially, but it was eventually replaced by something we called KK bread.

Prisoner officers were treated better. I watched the other prisoners outside working, shoveling the snow and filling sandbags. I was assigned to sweep and clean inside of the fixed structures. Word spread that they were shutting this camp down and moving us to another. A week later, I stepped out into the bitter cold. I watched my breath condense in the air as I walked to the work site. I swore to myself I’d never be in the snow again if I made it out.

I thought about my decision constantly, and all I could think was, One more mission, huh? One mission. The words clung to me every minute of the day I was there. After two weeks, we were told we’d be leaving to another place soon. I took this as a good sign. Forced relocation. The only question was, Where? 

“It’s time to go. Take what you have with you.” I gathered my wool coat and my only other possession, a picture of Evelyn. 

When I walked out, I expected vehicles to be waiting for transport. I looked around. Then I saw what was outside the gate. Others walking north. That’s when I heard, “GEHEN! Get in line.” There would be no vehicles. I prayed it wasn’t far. 







CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Smitty

It had been maybe ten miles before the blisters on my feet started to fill and pop. My eyes hurt from the sun’s reflection off the snow. My body was numb. I couldn’t take much longer. The thought of never seeing Evelyn again kept me going. Please help me make it through this, God. I stumbled for the first time at about mile fifteen. This wasn’t a good sign. I knew it would be the first of many. I couldn’t take it much longer. I began to fall behind around mile twenty. Maybe I was just that weak and old. This was a young man’s game. 

“Come on, Smitty, keep going. It shouldn’t be much longer.” Marco went up and down the files trying to motivate us to stay strong. 

Each step became heavier. My ankles buckled, and I hit the ground hard. I couldn’t get back up. Lying there in the snow, I watched the other prisoners pass one by one. They were just as torn up as I was. The worst part? I realized I didn’t even look back to see how many men had already fallen off, left behind. Maybe I deserved it. I was too consumed with putting one step forward. Everyone had their own problems. I realized this might be my last stand.

I struggled to move an inch, let alone get up and continue.

“Get up!” I felt myself yanked upward by what I initially thought was a guard. To my surprise, it was another prisoner.

“You’ve got this. I’m not going to leave you out here to die. You’re not the only old man out here,” he said with a mix of grit and determination.

I grabbed his hand, feeling a jolt of life as he pulled me to my feet.

“My feet are frozen,” I whispered, barely audible. That was all the strength I had.

“All our feet are frozen! You’re not going to quit now. You hear me?” He shook me firmly by the lapels. 

“I hear you,” I muttered.

“I heard the Jerries saying we are almost there.” He kept his hand on my shoulder, steadying me as we trudged the final three miles to the camp. I don’t know what compelled this man to help me the way he did, but when we arrived, I held onto him in thanks, tears stinging my eyes despite the cold.

“My name’s Smitty.”

“I’m Montgomery,” he replied.

“Are you . . . ?” The wonder in my face and my head tilt must have given me away.

“Get up, Smitty. You’re not dying here. We’re almost there.” Montgomery forcefully pulled me up. My knees buckled. “Get a hold of yourself, grab onto my shoulder, and steady your feet.” 

I took a deep breath and slowly began to balance myself once more. He practically carried me the last half-mile to our so-called camp. 

I collapsed once we got to where we were going. Montgomery stayed close to my side. 

The Jerries were exhausted too. I looked around to see most of the prisoners and guards collapsed in the snow between the wire. 

Hours later, they took roll by our inmate numbers. I was 2944. Montgomery was 3895. A German officer walked to the front of our formation. He pointed to some boxes. 

“Those are tents. Put them up if you don’t want to be in the cold.” 

We were slow to start, but not one damn one of us was willing to sleep a night in the cold after what we had just been through. I could hardly move my legs. 

A couple of hours later we had them set. Once in place we were assigned a tent and tried our best to stay warm. 

The tent was overcrowded, but I didn’t mind. It was much warmer inside. It looked like it had just been set up that day, and the camp was bare bones. A barbed-wire fence surrounded us. Some of the other prisoners were laying down more wire. Within minutes of settling down, snores filled the air. I didn’t last much longer and was out cold.

We woke up to yelling.

“Get up! Formation!”

I snapped out of a deep sleep, momentarily confused about where I was. Then it hit me, and I quickly fell into line. A group formed, filing out of the tent into the harsh morning air. Roll was called, and we were split into sectors. One person was handed a shovel, another a stack of fifty sandbags.

“You and you. Old ones,” the guard said, pointing at Montgomery and me.

“Sprechen sie Deutsch?” he asked.

“Ja, ich spreche ein bisschen Deutsch.” Montgomery replied.

I said nothing. I figured the best way to survive was to keep my head down and do as I was told.

The guard said something else I couldn’t understand in German and Montgomery nodded his head in agreement. 

He motioned me forward. “We’ll be in charge of the prisoners in the camp because we are the eldest and I happen to know German. The guards will go through me from now on. You can call me Thomas, by the way. Don’t believe all the things you heard. I’m just a guy like you. No different.” 

It took a week for my blisters to heal and my body to not be completely sore from that treacherous march. This would be our new home for the next four months. We were positioned right by a railroad outside of some town. We’d get resupplied from the trains. The new prisoners would be brought to our camp from there. It was Thomas and I who welcomed them, and the information they had to bring. After a month we had developed a system of information to keep the prisoners on what was going on and who was advancing where. 

Marco got in with a guard to bring in some contraband. We did our best to bring little comforts to the guys when we could. We got some bread stolen off the train more than a couple times. 

The three of us ran a well-oiled machine through time. 







CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Smitty

A fluid motion of deception passed between the prisoners, unnoticed by the guards, as we worked to harden the prison walls. Sleight of hand was something we had perfected with a little time and nothing to lose. My strength had come back in my arm. The positions of the American, French, and British units were sketched out in whispers. Rumors about advances inspired us all. We worked harder to move the escape plan forward, driven by a renewed purpose. Thomas brought much-needed energy to the prison. After all, it wasn’t hard when most thought he was a myth.

I watched the others as they looked at him when he walked by. They’d perk up, and something about his aura gave them peace of mind. It was incredible. I realized I felt more positive about our situation too when he was around. We rarely talked about it. I wanted to ask him why he did it. I thought about it often, planned how I’d bring it up, but when the moment came, I couldn’t speak. I pondered why I’d been so lucky to be saved, not once but twice, by strangers. What was the significance of my life in the grand scheme of things?

After a month, the large area full of snow by the train tracks was a flowing complex hardened by sandbags. The once-barren, snow-covered land was now our new home. A home that had turned into a comfortable routine: Wake up at dawn, go to our respective work areas, eat a quick lunch in shifts, finish work, and return to the tents by sunset. Each week, we’d switch tasks and repeat the cycle. Thomas taught me German words and sayings each day—simple commands that were easy to interpret through body language.

Being a prisoner wasn’t as bad as I had feared. The real fear was the unknown of what would happen if they realized they were about to lose the war for good. All the men that had been captured feared they’d kill us when that happened. There was also fear of one commander who had a brutal reputation at another camp. The consolidation and retreat all made us wonder if we’d be caught in his crosshairs. I thought about Evelyn constantly and wondered if they had contacted her yet. She was already expecting me home. I’m such an idiot, I thought. At night, I wrote her letters, hoping for a chance to send them. The guards said they’d collect mail once a point was established. Every day I asked. Every day they said no. 

The oversized wool sweater itched my neck and arms as I walked from the mess line to our table. Thomas was already sitting down.

“Not much longer. It’s a terrific waiting game, isn't it? I plan on getting out of here soon,” he said, reading me like a book.

“I’m trying. I wonder if Evelyn knows. I should have gone back to her.”

“You did what you had to do. Worry about getting out of here. Soon, we’ll get liberated or make our break for it. We are still alive, that’s what should keep you going. One day at a time. Ask yourself, are you breathing? If the answer is yes, then you still have hope. You also can’t say no.” He laughed. 

“How do you do it?” I bit into the rock-hard biscuit and checked my teeth with my tongue to ensure the crunching wasn’t them.

“I try my best to keep myself occupied and positive. The men in here look up to me, and I can’t let them down. Even when my mind is somewhere else, and I don’t think I can move on. They look up to you too. Do it for Evelyn, but more importantly, do it for them,” Thomas whispered, nodding toward a group staring at us.

His words of affirmation were right. I was still alive and breathing, and the men here needed to see strength to move forward. Suddenly a weight lifted. 

“You’re right. Any news on when this is going to go down?” I asked after gulping down water and the last of the biscuit.

“The Brits are gaining ground in the north, and we’re advancing from the west and south. It’s only a matter of time, and it’s happening fast. Units are said to be about twenty kilometers south.”

“Rogers told me they finished the south wall today, but there are weak points in the east-side corner.”

Thomas nodded, sipping his water.

The noise toned down, and the clatter of wooden spoons and bowls quieted as a guard walked by, scanning for suspicious activity. They thought they were safe here, deep in the heartland. They’d be a lot more worried if they knew how close the war was to their doorstep. The guard glanced at me with a grimace before continuing his route. Most of us had memorized the guards’ routines by now. The times of their patrols were meticulously noted, and the blind spots they left were used for passing messages and planning. Their discipline, while commendable, made them predictable. Being “by the book” is a good way to get killed.

After supper, the guards left us alone, understaffed and eager for their own free time. Walking through the tent, I saw men playing checkers in one corner and cards in another. I meandered to a corner and propped my back against the bunk. Thomas walked in and sat beside me.

“No checkers tonight?” he asked, eyebrows raised.

“Not tonight. Too busy thinking about the home front. What are you going to do when we get out of this place?” He picked at a piece of bread he’d saved from earlier. 

“The first thing I’m going to do . . . well, to tell you the truth, my wife.” We laughed. “Then, I’m going to get out to the beach with Jacqueline, put my toes in the sand, drink a beer, and watch the sunset.”

“That sounds fantastic. I’ll have to make my way down there to see you. Good ol’ Mobile. You make it sound better each time.”

“You definitely will. You’ll have to meet my grandkids. Thomas just started walking. He’s going to be trouble,” he said with a laugh.

“Lucky you. My granddaughter’s going to have me chasing away all the boys. She’s just the cutest, and that smile will sucker me into doing anything.”







CHAPTER THIRTY
Smitty

“Why did you do it?” I finally let it out.

“Do what?” he asked coyly.

“Why did you pick me up out of the snow? There were others. Why did you decide that day to save my life?”

“That’s easy. Because I would have wanted someone to do it for me if I were in that position. You motivated me. Hell, I was about to go down too. This is a young man’s game, and you were the only one close to my age. Hell, I couldn’t be the only grandpa here. To tell you the truth, you reminded me of a situation I was in years ago.”

“How so?”

“I was on my way to Fort Sheridan from Mobile. I was beyond exhausted. I had been navigating shit roads for a week, dodging potholes and choking on dust. Then snow started coming down hard. Snow. You know how many times I had seen snow in Mobile?  Maybe an icicle, once. About thirty minutes out, my steering wheel buckled on the outskirts of town. The truck skidded, sliding dangerously close to the edge of a steep embankment. I wrestled it back under control, and by the skin of my teeth it came to a halt. My heart jumped out of my chest and then the engine sputtered out. My panic turned to rage and I hit the steering wheel. As I was catching my breath, I saw dim flickering lights in the distance.” 

I didn’t know what to say. I was speechless. All I could do was listen to the story I already knew.

“When I got out, I saw tire tracks going off the road. Someone with worse luck than me. I rushed down as fast as I could, and when I approached the vehicle, there was a man with a bloodied-up face, well on his way to dying. He was unconscious, and I knew I had to get him to the hospital fast. He was about your size, a beast of a man. He sorta looked like you, and I was reminded of that when I saw you out there in the snow.

“I tried like hell to get him up to my truck, slipping and falling countless times. It was a real pain. It felt almost impossible, but I knew God had sent me there and made my truck slip for a reason. It was my job to get that man help. After about a half-hour of driving with the heater turned on high, we arrived at Mercy Hospital. I thought he was dead. It took a couple of strippers and the hospital staff to get him on the stretcher and into the emergency room. I sat there waiting to see if there was something else I could do. There wasn’t, so I left. I had training the next morning, and I was worn out and exhausted. I called to check on him, and when the doc said he would survive, I felt relieved. That was the end of it.“

“It was around December, wasn’t it?” I asked.

He thought about it for a minute. “Yeah, it was brutal. I don’t see how you deal with all that snow.”

“December 11, 1915?” I pressed.

He looked confused at first. “I guess. I’m trying to remember . . . Was that someone you knew?”

“Yeah, I know him very well.” No way this man had saved me twice in the snow.

“No way. Talk about a small world. How’s he doing? I hope he’s staying out of the snow.” He flicked a piece of lint off his pants. 

“He tried, but I think he didn’t manage too well. He had a similar accident recently.” I looked in his eyes and waited. 

“Holy shit!” He clapped his hands once. “No way that was you.” The other prisoners quieted down and stared. Thomas’s voice lowered. “You need to stay out of the snow. It’s not working for you. No way.”

“Well, I’ll be damned. I owe you my life twice over.”

“You need to be somewhere close to the equator.” We both laughed.

“You’re right, I do. I tell you what—if we make it out of here, I’ll be packing up my stuff and moving to Mobile.”

“That sounds like a plan to me. Jacqueline and Evelyn would get along just swell. Jacqueline’s quite the talker. I’m telling you, there’s a place on the beach right now with our names on it. A cold beer, our toes in the sand, and beautiful women by our side.” 

“Damn, son, how did you pull something like that?” He looked at Evelyn’s picture, then took out his picture of Jaqueline. 

“I could say the same to you, old boy. I guess we are just both lucky.” 

“This is one of the only possessions I have. That and this compass right here I snagged from a plane I shot down. Poor bastard didn’t make it. They took the Luger, but I snuck this before they snagged me up like you. It still works, if you can believe it.” He pointed to the west. “See right there. We got our boys coming soon.” 

The conversation died down, and silence filled the air. I was lost in thought, thinking about that moment, and I assumed he was too.

The loneliest part of any day was the few moments at night right before I went to sleep. I clung to the thought of Evelyn like a lifeline; her soft eyes brought me peace. The reports were positive, and we thought we’d be liberated within weeks.

The wool blanket itched. It was always so cold. I’d turn around at night, feeling the winter upon me. I wrapped the blanket around me as tightly as I could. One more mission.







CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Smitty

The once-distant booms now shook the ground beneath us. We could see the skies light up like lightning in the distance. The camp that had once looked like an abandoned homeless shelter was now fortified. We’d put up the walls, weakened the spots we needed for our escape, and strengthened the spots we needed in case hellfire started raining down on us. Thomas and I orchestrated most of the defense and the plan. Those that guarded the camp had become complacent. For the most part, no one gave us trouble. All of us just tried to survive. Without a moment’s notice, it all changed.

“FORMATION!” The sound of the guard woke us all up.

Something was wrong. It was earlier than we’d been waking up for the last month. The yelling put a hop to my step. Claustz, the guard, looked scared as I darted by him at a fast pace. My heart sank. For the most part, there was a mutual respect between the guards and prisoners. I walked outside to see it was still pitch black. A spotlight from one of the towers was shining on a man I’d never seen. He was an officer. Thomas had recognized the man in the light, and his face said it all. It was now time to worry.

“Playtime is over!” were his first words. The light followed him as he paced back and forth. “I want my base completed in a week. Those of you that slack off will die. Those of you that aren’t where you are supposed to be when you’re supposed to be there will die. Those who step out of line or try any escape will die.”

The words sent tingles down my spine.

“Those who object, speak now. Those who don’t feel up to the task given, step forward.”

One of the new arrivals stepped up. I tried to get a closer look. He had frostbite on his fingers, his face covered in soot. A hand reached forward to pull him back.

Don’t do it, I said silently in my head.

“There’s always one. Face the others.”

He spat in the officer’s face, then turned around with a smile.

My stomach dropped when I saw the familiar gaze. The 1911 rose, and after a single pop cutting through the silence, he was dead.

I wanted to shout out, but it was too late. “…Ray.”

“My name is Heinrich. Let this be an example for all. Now finish my camp.” There was a moment of hesitation. “GEHEN!” Heinrich shot his pistol in the air.

We scattered towards the brick and mortar. It was midnight before we were called to sleep. I was exhausted, cold, and scared. I searched for Thomas before I was grabbed from behind. It jolted me. When I turned around, it was him.

“We have to move the plan up. If you haven’t noticed by now, that’s the one man we don’t want. His unit was ambushed and most of them were killed by Americans. They searched for him and thought he’d die in the snow. Don’t talk. Don’t let him know you’re a pilot. He’s one crazy bastard. I didn’t think the stories were true.” His eyes widened when he spoke.

“When do we start?”

“The soonest we’ll be ready for a full-on attack will be three days. Now all the guards will be on their toes and switch up everything we’ve learned over the past couple of months. Our time here will look like heaven compared to what’s to come.” He left on that note.

I didn’t sleep at all that night. I prayed.







CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
Smitty
1946

“It’s terminal.” 

The words felt heavy. 

“How much longer?”

“Six months maybe.” 

“Look at me.” 

“I have to.” The doc turned his head, pleading. 

“Doc, you will not tell her.” 

“But Mr. Smith—” 

“Evelyn will not find out.” 

“See you in church. I’m sorry, Mr. Smith.”

The door felt light on the way out.

Michael was a longtime friend. We’d have to avoid him for a while. His face would give it away immediately. 

Get yourself together. I counted my breaths as I walked toward the truck. Evelyn was waiting. 

“What did the results say?” Evelyn was good at reading me. 

“Just the flu. Says I should be over it in a week or two. Getting old is for the bees.” The last time I lied to her, my life was on the line too. 

The drive to church was somber. I tried to act normal. The trees and streets blurred together, then faded into oblivion.  How does one act when he’s told he’s going to die? I’ve had a couple stare-downs with death before. Why’d this feel so different? 

I felt my heart in my chest. One sunken beat after the other. 

We made our way into the church. My thoughts shifted. There he was again. 

“T.J.’s here.” I squeezed Evelyn’s hand.

“Where?” 

I pointed. “We aren’t letting him go this time.” 

“Yes, dear. What do you want us to do, kidnap him?” 

“I’ll figure something out, just go with my lead.” 

She shook her head. She probably thought I was going crazy. 

Was I? I began to think about how I’d approach him. Invite him over. 

He had to have felt my eyes on him the whole time. I was afraid to turn away, as if he’d vanish in thin air like last time. Each minute of the service felt like a lifetime. 

When it was over I rushed over and bumped into him. 

He turned to some familiar faces. “Mr. and Mrs. Smith, it’s nice to see you again.”  

“You made it back. Good for you, kid. Don’t tell me you’re still after Magdalyn?” 

“There’s just some part of me that can’t let go. I guess she couldn’t make it today either.” 

“I hate to burst your bubble, kid. She doesn’t live here anymore.”

“Do know you where she might be?” T.J.’s head sunk. 

“I’d have to ask around and find out.” Don’t give too many details. 

“Uh— she still visits her family and should be here Father’s Day.” Evelyn came in with the save. 

“Really?” His eyes lit up. “That’s like two weeks away.” 

“Uhh— she could be in town.” I didn’t know what else to say. I was failing. 

He leaned over the pew and grabbed a welcome card and wrote down his number. “Just let her know I was looking for her if you happen to see her. I’m not sure where I’m staying here, but please if you could. If you hear anything, can you please call or send a telegram?” 

I tried to think fast, but the words weren’t there. I watched him walk to his truck.

“What was that?” Evelyn asked. 

“I don’t know. I froze. I just couldn’t.” 

“Well, how are we supposed to help now?”

I stared as he got into his truck, wondering if it had been Thomas’s. Then I started walking that way. I couldn’t let him just leave. I couldn’t have that on my conscience. Right as I approached I heard the engine stall. He tried again, to no avail. 

“Shit, come on. Start.” 

“Having some trouble?” 

“Jesus!” He flared back. “Sorry. Yeah, this old truck has been through a lot.” He turned the key once more. 

“I’ll see if I can get a tow. Ronny’s shop is just up the street. Who’s this?” His dog was sitting in the passenger seat with its tongue out. 

“That’s Daphne. She’s a good one. I couldn’t just leave her in Mobile, again.” 

“Well, would you and Daphne like to come over to the house? We can get some tools and try to fix her up or get to a phone and call Ronny for a tow.” 

“You really don’t have to.” 

“Yeah, you just gonna sit here?” That got a smirk out of him. 

“I guess you’re right. Thank you for your help.” 

He threw the bag in the back and rolled his windows up. Daphne jumped in the back too. Evelyn gave me an approving look as she scooted over. We scrunched up in the pickup and headed to the house.

This was a start, but I didn’t know where I’d go from here. I still couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The ache of my bones was a reminder of my lack of time. And the faint hint of alcohol on his breath told me he wasn’t doing much better.  

“Let’s go to the barn and see what tools I’ve got.” 

“You boys don’t enjoy yourselves too much,” Evelyn said as she walked inside. 

We made our way to the barn. I peeked around the corner to make sure Evelyn was inside. “There’s plenty of tools to go around.” 

He hesitated as he looked to see if it was safe to come in. 

“It’s sturdier than it looks. I have plans to build a new one soon. Had plans.” I walked a little closer. “Listen, kid, I got some bad news today and I’m not sure how to handle it.” 

T.J. looked concerned. “Is there anything I can do to help?” 

“Evelyn can’t know—not yet. But I had to tell someone. It’s not easy. I was thinking maybe we could help each other out on the ride here. I’ll help you find Magdalyn, and you can help me tidy things up and build this damn barn before— before my time comes. I’ll pay you. I just need to get things in order.”  

“Oh no.” 

I put my hand on his shoulder. “I don’t need your sympathy, kid. I just know I’m going to get weaker and things may get a little tougher around here for me. You have a familiar face, and for some reason I think I can trust you. Can you help an old man out?” 

“Yes, sir, I’d be happy to.” 

I heard the creak of the screen door as Evelyn looked out to check on us. “Well, looks like we will have to give Ronny a call!” I called out. 

“I brought you guys some sweet tea.” Evelyn handed T.J. a glass. 

“You’re gonna have to watch out for her. You’ll end up needing suspenders.” 

He grabbed the drink. I winked at her. Mission accomplished. 

“Mrs. Smith, you sure know how to make a sweet tea. I thought you didn’t do that around here. It reminds me of home.” 

“Well we’ve made our way down south a time or two, honey. Call me Evelyn. I’ll let you men get back to work.” She made her way back to the house. 

“How do you know Magdalyn anyway?” T.J. caught me off guard. 

“Uh . . . she’s the granddaughter of an old coworker I flew with.”

“You flew? In the war?” 

“I did, a long time ago.” I knew that would pique his interest. 

“My grandpa flew too. What are the chances?” 

He was my old friend, a spitting image. It was hard to think T.J. wasn’t Thomas. I just wanted to speak to him as if he were his grandpa. So many emotions. What a day. I’d have to keep that card to myself for now and figure some things out on my own. 

“You’re telling me, kid. Small world. You can get your stuff and I’ll have Evelyn set up a room for you. How does that sound?” 

“You’re too kind. Thank you again for your help.” 

“Thank you for yours, kid. Remember, she doesn’t hear a peep about what we talked about earlier.” I made sure he understood. 

“Yes, sir.” 

I walked inside to find Evelyn upstairs making his bed. 

“Good call not putting him in her room.” 

“You think I’m stupid? He’d probably smell her. That boy is determined. How did you convince him to stay?” 

“It was pretty easy, I just threatened his life.” I shrugged. 

“I bet you did.” 

I helped her put on the comforter. “I made him a deal, said he could help me build a shed and I’d help him find Magdalyn.” 

“Oh Lord. What have you gotten yourself into now?” 

“Things are just spinning out of control for me lately. Getting older is hard on me. I’ll figure it out. He just got back and I’m not going to let just anyone in like that.” 

“You already let him in decades ago.” 

I smiled. 

“Come on, T.J., we’re up here.” I walked down the stairs. “Make yourself at home, kid. We’ll figure this out together. I’ll make a couple of calls and see if we can’t find Magdalyn and get your truck fixed.” 

“Thank you so much for all of your help. I really appreciate you two for your generosity.” 

“No problem.” 

He set his bag on the floor by the bed. I pondered life while walking down the stairs. Did I really use cancer to con him into staying for a while? I did. God had his mysterious ways. My nostrils flared to the smell of Evelyn’s fresh sourdough. She held it in her oven mitts as I walked in. 

“How are we going to string this along? More importantly, what’s your end goal?” 

I stood in the doorway.

“I figured we’d work on the shed, make some plans, and make it elaborate. I can’t just let anyone in her heart, especially in that condition. You saw him. His face, the smell. I know what it’s like. He’s not in the right head space right now. Plus, what would Thomas want me to do? He gave everything. I owe him that much, to make sure his grandkid doesn’t go off his rocker. War changes a man.”

“As for Magdalyn?” Evelyn took off her mitts. 

“No need to act too fast. We’ll stall. Ease her into it. I don’t really know. This is all new to me. I’m trying to figure it out as we go.” 

“I understand, but stall for too long and it’ll all go sideways and fast. On both accounts.” 

“Yes, dear.” I didn’t like lying. Not one bit. A moral dilemma. 

T.J. came down the stairs. “It smells delicious. Are you sure it is okay for me to stay until the truck is fixed?” 

“Of course, and help yourself to anything you’d like, darlin’. Consider this your home too.” 

“Thank you again.” 

“I’ll give Ronny a call and see if we can’t get it fixed.”  I knew he was closed on Sundays. “No answer.” 

We made our way to the living room. He looked around as he made his way in. 

“Have a seat. Let’s hear your plan.” 

“What plan?” 

“When you see Magdalyn?” 

He sat there for a minute. 

“I don’t know. I wrote her a letter. It was always a lovely reunion in my head. She’s married though. So I really don’t know, Mr. Smith.” 

“She’s not married.” 

“She’s not? What do you mean?” 

“I take it you haven’t heard. She was engaged, but it didn’t work out. You know the gossip that goes on in church. Evelyn makes sure to keep me updated.” I was saying too much, but I had to give the kid some hope. 

“So she’s not married?” T.J. perked up. 

I sat in my old armchair beside him. “Not that I know of. But what does that mean for you? How long has it been? What do you have lined up?”

“I haven’t really thought about that either. It’s been six years. I’ve saved some money. I can’t go back to working the factory.” 

“That ain’t going to work. So you’re telling me you don’t have a job, you don’t have a place to go, and you don’t have any idea of what you’re going to do? If I know anything about a woman, she’s going to want someone with a good head on his shoulders, the ability to provide, and the ability to protect. I know what it feels like to come back. I was lost for a minute, but I already had my purpose here. Evelyn and my family. Just because I was gone didn’t mean they didn’t keep on livin’.”

“Yes sir.” He lowered his head and slid his finger along the edge of the glass. 

“You’ve got time. It won’t be easy. Especially with the weight you carry, but those men that died with you expect more from you. I’m here to help, and when you get settled in, I have a story to tell you. Tomorrow, I’ll get Ronny to check your truck.” 







CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
T.J.

Today was the day I had to tell him. I paced back and forth in the kitchen trying to figure out how I’d tell him about what his grandpa had done for me. I played it in my head a dozen times how it would happen, how he’d react. Evelyn let me know it was time. He needed to hear this. He needed to know the truth about his grandpa and how much he meant to me. He needed to know how his grandpa had inspired me to be a better man. 

“T.J., I want to tell you a story. I think it’ll give you a little hope in your moments of darkness as it has done for me all these years. Why don’t you have a seat.” 

T.J. sat down in the chair while I took another sip of my tea, staring at the fire and hearing it crackle. 

“I had worked my whole life on the farm and in the factories. I needed something for me. Something I could call my own. Something that made me feel like I had a part in the world. Evelyn and I were blessed to have the family we did. We went to church every week, but I did it to please Evelyn. I had a hard time believing. It wasn’t until the night my granddaughter was born that I thought there might be a higher being out there. 

“On the way to the hospital I wrecked my vehicle during a blizzard. I slid off the road and hit a tree. I could have easily died, but out of the darkness there was a man that came to my salvation. He took me to the hospital, and when I came to, I had been placed beside my daughter Mable. That’s where I saw her for the first time. That’s when I thanked God. The man’s face was vague, and he didn’t even give a name before he left. It was the winter of 1915.” 

“So that’s why you hate the snow?” T.J. asked.

“That has a part in it. There’s more. I left three years later to WWI as a pilot and, like most of the other pilots, I wanted to become an ace. I wanted to be better than the rest. The stories of other aces went around the camps. From place to place we’d hear of one that stuck out. This ace had shot down more than any other. I wanted to be like him. I had shot down four, and in my eagerness, I wanted to shoot down another. So, naturally, I took on any mission that came my way. That’s when I got shot down. All I could think about was Evelyn. Fortunately, I didn’t die on the crash landing, though I came close. I was captured shortly after. 

“I was afraid of the unknown. When the war started to turn and Germany started losing ground, we were forced to march to another camp about twenty-five miles away. I was fed and had a warm place to stay with the other prisoners until that moment. It was hard on the guards to walk in that cold. It’s indescribable, and it still gives me chills today thinking about it. Knowing I’d be left behind if I didn’t make it, I kept going as far as I could until I could go no further. We didn’t have much longer to go when I fell out. I was past my point of breaking. I had no hope left. I was going to die out there in the German wilderness. That’s when a man picked me up, looked me in the eyes, and told me to get my ass up. He wasn’t going to leave me behind. It turns out the same man was the one who had saved me before. That man was the ace I had idolized. He had saved me not once, but twice in the frigid winter. “

“That’s unbelievable! It was the same guy? No way.” T.J. sat up straight. 

“I couldn’t believe it either. Hell, I didn’t even know the man who did it the first time. Imagine my surprise when he’d done it again across the world years later.

“He was put in my life for a reason, and after he’d put me in my place and lit a fire in me, I got up and made it to the new camp. This camp wasn’t like the others. We had to build it. We stayed there in relative peace until a man changed it all. His name was Captain Gerard Heinrich. He let his name be known for his relentless cruelty towards the prisoners. You didn’t want to get anywhere near him if you could help it. Other prisoners told us not to stand out or look in his direction. He’d made an example out of others once a week. 

“As our forces closed in, he became furious and took it out on us. He made us build another wall around the camp. He made us work from sunup to sundown with little food or water. I was one of the oldest prisoners there. After hours we’d plan an escape plan to get reinforcements to liberate our camp. It had already been set up as we were building it, according to the whispers. Lord knows, I couldn’t keep up with the high demand of work. Thomas and I were there for months. We got closer and closer. No one said a word of Thomas’s status as the highly valued ace from America in fear of retribution, but eventually Heinrich found out.
 
“They pulled Thomas out of the line to make an example of him. They beat him and made him continue working on the wall by himself at night and barely gave him rations. We’d make it a point to drop some bread off by his feet when we walked by to keep him afloat. He never quit and did what was asked even when the tasks seemed impossible. That also infuriated Heinrich. Thomas knew German, so while he was being punished, he’d overhear the news on the radio about how close our men were closing in on the camp—Offizierslager is what they called it. 

“We assigned someone to get a flare to shoot up and give the location of where we were via a radio they’d built with spare parts. When the flare went missing, Henrich lined us all up in the cold, threatening to kill every one of us if it wasn’t found. He gave us an hour. Time was ticking down to the moments. We could hear the bombs and gunfire close by. All the hope we had was diminished by one angry Jerry. As we sat there in formation, he lifted his confiscated 1911.

“It was the longest hour of my life. I was the oldest, and all these young kids had their whole lives ahead of them. As I put one foot forward, just before the hour was up, your grandpa reached for me and said, ‘Heinrich, it was me. You’re nothing but a Hun.’ That really got his blood boiling.”

T.J. leaned in closer. 

“I saw the bombers in a tactical formation heading toward our position.” 

“What did you do?” 

“I jumped and tackled Heinrich. By this time the bombs were falling on the camp, and I was blown back. That’s when I saw Heinrich take aim at your grandpa. He got him before I took him out.” I choked up as I got those words out. 

“In his final act on earth, Thomas saved me again, along with everyone else. I couldn’t save him. T.J., the ace who saved my life three times was your grandpa. I thought I saw a ghost when I saw you that day in church. It took me a while to put the pieces together. The last time I saw you was at his funeral. You were next to your mom and Me-ma, too young to remember.” 

T.J. walked up to me with tears in his eyes. “You did all you could do. Trust me, I know. Sometimes you wish you could have saved the rest and you fall short. I get lost in the what-ifs too. Thank you for telling me. I would have never known if it weren’t for you.”

When he put his arms around me, he began to sob. I looked over to see Evelyn crying too. We all were. I tried to get a hold of myself before he let go. 

“I’ve never told anyone that story. You’re the only one. I thought you should know that your grandpa was not only a hero, he was my hero. He’s the reason I’m here today. I didn’t know how to tell you at first, especially in your state. Now that you’ve come around, I thought it was the right time. I left a compass on his grave. The one he kept close at the camps. He said he got it off the German plane he’d taken down right before he was shot down himself.  It was the greatest honor of my life to have served with him. He was my best friend. He’s the reason I believe in God. He taught me to never give up and live life to the fullest, and I’m hoping by passing this on to you, you’ll know just how important you are in this world and how much you’ve meant to me.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
Smitty

“Get the hell up!” Smitty roared and I jumped like I had been shocked with a jolt of electricity. I laid in the guest bed questioning where I was.

I shrieked of pain as he slapped me. For a split second I didn’t know where I was.

“You’re not going to drown your life away in a bottle; you’re not going to continue to pity yourself and think the world’s against you.” He left the room. I was still weary and slightly drunk. His anger turned into incoherent sound as I dozed off. It was still dark outside. 

“You really think you can close your eyes and make me go away?” he asked with a roar.

I jolted up at the sound of his voice and cold water splashed my face. 

“I'm up, I'm up!” Shock and rage filled my body.

“You angry, boy? You think the world is just going to bow down to you? You don’t think I can hear the sound of a bottle or know that you’ve been buying more? Trying to be sneaky. You think people care about your issues or your problems or that you survived?” He glared. 

“Why are you doing this?” I didn’t think anyone cared. 

“Because someone has to before you fall into a coma or die. You think anyone would ever want you like this? You think Magdalyn would ever want you?” His eyes found mine for the last question that hit deep.

“NO! I don't think anyone would want me. I have nothing to offer. I have no one now. It's just me. What am I supposed to do?” Questions I’d been repeatedly asking myself for months came out. 

“You're absolutely right. No one wants some drunk, broken man that pities himself!” He shook me where I stood.  My body began to wake up. I don’t know if it was the cold water or him that did it more. It made sense though. It was what I needed. A hard look in the mirror. 

“I’m going to change. I need help.”

“What do you think I’m doing? Why do you think I’m here? Do you think I enjoy watching you do this to yourself? You need to shake it off and get on the right path.”

“I don’t have a path. Everything I knew was over there. All my friends.” 

“I know how it feels. I owe Evelyn everything. She left me. I came back from the war and distanced myself from others because of the guilt I had. I ran her out. I was the worst version of myself. I had to chase her down and change my life, boy. I trusted her, just like you have to trust me when I say it’s going to be okay. You’re going to be okay. It takes time and focus. I never thought she’d take me back.“

“Yes, sir.”

“Now put on some dry clothes and get ready to go to work. You have five minutes.” He walked out of my room. 
I threw my wet clothes in the laundry basket and got dressed in some jeans and a T-shirt. You can be certain I made sure it was under five minutes. I didn’t want to see him upset again. I walked downstairs as he waited, picking his fingernails with his knife. 

He looked at me. “When Evelyn took me back, I pushed all those sabotaging thoughts deep down inside and I embraced what I had to do to be the best father and husband I could be. Evelyn relied on me; my children and their children needed me. What is being a man? It’s being a rock, being someone reliable. This family needed me. I had turned my back on them. The realization hit me like a ton of bricks. My word is all I have, and I made a promise to a woman, and by God I will keep that promise. There have been many doubts and tears thinking I couldn't do it, but I did it. You get lost in it at times, and sometimes you may not catch yourself going down that rabbit hole. I prayed and I begged, and through time God has answered my questions. I’ve lived for those who died to protect me. for a man who took a bullet for me. A man you'll never know because I couldn't respond quick enough. Your grandfather was one of the greatest men I’ve ever met. He gave his life for me, and I lost sight of that like you’re doing now. I lost what it was to be lucky enough to still be alive.” 

“I was ruining my relationship with my family, my friends, and Evelyn. I was distant and distracted. I hid in a corner of my own mind for quite some time, and for what? You can’t turn back time, son. You just have to keep going. You think your friends and brothers-in-arms would want you to be like this? Of course not. You’re alive. You should be out there living. Not sucking down your sorrow for an early hole in the ground. I won’t allow it. Get your shit together.” 

He walked over to the icebox and pulled out a bottle of Canadian whiskey. My mouth watered. He placed it on the dining table. 

“Sit down.” He waited in anticipation until I did as I was told. I obliged. I trudged across the dining room. The wood cracked beneath me. I took my seat in front of it and stared. 
“Alcohol never did anyone any good. Do what you’d like with it. Down the whole bottle, for all I care. But let me tell you this: it’ll be the last time I see you drink. You want to know something about life that goes without anyone saying, ever?” 

I swallowed. “Yes, sir.” 

“As a man, all you have is God and yourself. Your love is specifically tied to how much you provide. What you can do for someone else. There’s no one waiting to help you or hold your hand. There’s no one coming to save you. Yeah, there will be one or two that’ll love you no matter what, but really, if you stop providing, you’ll see how quick that number goes down to nothin’. We should be proud we got to stand side by side with such heroes.” 

“Yes, sir.” I sat there and stared at my demise. Deep down inside I fought his words, but they were true. He slammed the door as he left to get more supplies. I was still there when he got back. I stood up, picked up the bottle, and threw it away. 






CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
T.J. 

“So that’s how it all happened, you and my grandpa.” I sat there in disbelief. The pieces of the puzzle falling together. “The way you’ve looked at me. The way you’ve stretched out your hand to help several times. You don’t owe him anything.”

“I owe him everything. You see my predicament when I saw you? What was I going to do? Seeing a ghost. You’re the spitting image of him.” He held the compass in his hand. “How do you think this came back to the States?” 

“It was you.” 

“It was the only thing he had left. He got it off a German pilot he tried to save after they had both been shot down.  A terror in the skies, and he still tried to help save the enemy face to face. You’ve seen what one man would do for others.” 

“I have. The last mission I was on will attest to that. Most of the missions we had would.”  

“It fades with time.” Smitty looked me in the eye. I knew he understood. I had to trust what he was saying was true. 

“I’ve kept it to myself. I hoped we had ended the war. I’ll never know the real answer or what caused Germany to concede. I hope what happened there that day put a dent in it. Those of us that survived. Maybe it was a stupid idea. We were just tired of it all. The war, the exhaustion, and the thought of it never ending at all.”  

Smitty sat back in his armchair. I stared into the fire, but the warmth didn’t help the cold I felt take over my body. Those last moments of my war settled in my mind with such clarity. 

–

I took a step into the Rhine and gasped for air. My mouth tasted of vomit. The ignorance I felt storming the beach on D-Day had long since faded. For some reason this felt like it would be it. The grand finale to my life. I was terrified. We all were. Sergeant Haas once said, “No matter what happens, keep moving forward,” so that’s what I did. For some reason I held onto that thought when I got in my head. That and Magdalyn were all I had to keep me sane. The men beside me did it the most though. Once fully submerged I looked to see the others. Trantham was point man, and Jackson was next, his bald head slick with oil. Bell was weighed down by the explosives he had in tow. Vance was the only one missing. Cato took his place. Vance’s part was to drive, the hardest part of all. I doubted anyone would think someone would be stupid enough to get in the water. 

“Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. I can’t feel my legs.” Cato spoke. 

“Now you tell us,” Jackson said. 

Bell’s head barely made it above water. He looked like a skunk with that white streak.

“Anyone think of a return plan?” My teeth clattered. 

“All these good ideas.” Miller joined the fun. 

“Rig the explosives, blow the bridge. Let’s stay focused.” Cato grounded us. 

Then silence. We floated down along the edge of the Rhine. The bridge got bigger and bigger. That’s when the dopamine hit. The cold gave way to numbness. I moved my fingers in the water while the anticipation built. Trantham’s hands pointed to his eyes and then to the last thing we wanted to see, two panthers facing the opposite side of the bridge, tucked in some brush. A German lit a cigarette out the gunner’s hatch. It was SS. A company. 

I relayed the signal to the others. Jackson was weighed down with the explosives he took from Bell. Bell’s inability to stay afloat for much longer made it impossible for him to carry that kind of weight for a prolonged period of time. The cold didn’t bother us so much anymore. It was only hand signals from here on out. We got the signal to dunk our heads lower. Just our mouths came out of the water as we went under the bridge. We crept right behind enemy lines. Miller found dry land for us to crawl onto. The Krauts were making noise. That was a good sign. Indistinguishable chatter ensued. We crawled into a huddle. Bell began to scout the positions of placement for the explosives while we took a 360-security position. 

Shortly after, Bell started pointing. My eyes followed. The bridge was already rigged to blow. Bell whispered softly, “They’ve rigged it already. The good news is I don’t have to rig it. The bad news is we have to find the T-handle.” 

“The what?” Trantham answered.

“The plunge detonator. The thing that makes it go boom.” 

“How the fuck are we supposed to do that?” Jackson mouthed. 

“Follow the line . . .” Bell pointed and traced his index finger along the faint line. 

“New mission. Bell, give me half the explosives. You go with Trantham and Jackson and rig that panther. Me and Montgomery will rig the other.” Cato pointed to the far side of the bridge. “Once we bring the line back, Bell, you wait for the right moment. I don’t know when that’ll be, but you’re going to have to figure that out for yourself. Try to follow that line and see where it goes too. We have to hit that T-handle. No matter the cost.”

Time was running out. The Krauts were so close we could smell them. Me and Cato moved at a snail’s pace for what felt like hours to rig one of the Panthers. He took out his precious Rolex oyster for the time and wiped off the beads of water to see the hands. I prayed they were still moving after being submerged. 14:58. Two minutes. We signaled to the others. 

Two minutes. 

We handed our line to Bell and went back to the far side of the bridge. Better to make a run for it from two different angles. 

“We found the T-handle. It’s barricaded with sandbags about fifty meters before the bridge. Northeast of the bridge,” Trantham said in a whisper. “They got a lot of Krauts looking for a fight.”  

“I hope you brought enough rounds for that pistol then.” Cato shrugged then gave a sly smile. 

One minute. 

I had to remind myself to breathe. I took my pistol out and checked for a round in it. Cato did the same. This was it. 

“Get ready,” he whispered. “I’ll take them from right to left, and you take them from left to right. Always moving forward. The second you think you have a chance, you better run like you’ve never run before. You’re the runner, remember.” 

“Long distance . . .” Focus

Ten seconds. 

Then nothing. I looked at Cato. He looked at me. He looked at his watch, then shrugged. We dunked down lower with our bead on our weapons. We waited. 

Then we heard a potshot. Then another. Then the sound of a vehicle came with a barrage of shots from a Browning machine gun, Eastman’s pride and joy. 

Wait for it. The Krauts started moving around like ants. We got as far away from the panthers as possible to avoid being collateral damage. 

My focused narrowed. It was just me and Cato now. Right in the hornets’ nest. I heard Vance’s voice speaking German. Here we go. It didn’t appear to be working. There was a back and forth. His voice was getting louder and less confident. The Krauts started to return fire on the position. Come on, Vance. Think through it. The sound of the turret of the Panther startled me. Cato’s eyes widened with mine as we watched it take aim at the hillside. 

Nein. Nein. The only words I knew. Something was wrong. Then I heard a shot, and all hell broke lose. That was our signal to go. I looked at Cato. He looked at me. With a quiet nod, he went forward. I took aim and squeezed the trigger, pointing it at the first Kraut I saw. Only head shots. I couldn’t afford to miss. One by one they went down. My eyes widened as I looked to my right then left and scanned with the T-handle in view. They were starting to gather and group together. Shots were going off everywhere. I climbed up over the sandbags, then time slowed once again as I stared into the eyes of multiple Krauts. Their surprise slowed their reactions, but I kept firing one shot after the other until I heard a click. My pistol had run out.

“Blow the fucking panthers!” I screamed. 

An overwhelming sense of defeat came over me as I grabbed the StG 44 from the downed Kraut. I wouldn’t make it on time. He had me. I sat there fumbling to load it. I watched his aim rise toward me and then he was shot several times. 

Cato. The jig was up now. All the focus was on us.  I clipped the mag in, thinking it would be my last. Then we made a direct line to the T-handle. Why is it so far away? The snaps of the bullets got louder. I took as many well-aimed shots that I could. The whole world was coming down on me, and then I heard Cato grunt. A Kraut had the drop on me. I reloaded the box mag, but not fast enough. I watched his pistol rise into the air before he took a shot to the chest and flew back. I looked back for a brief second to see Cato sitting, sunken down. He looked at me with the subtlest hint of a smile. I wanted to help him, but I didn’t have time. I turned around to bolt toward the T-handle, then a deafening explosion threw me through the air. 

I hit the ground like I had fallen a hundred feet down. I gasped for air, fighting against the pressure in my chest. “Cato,” I whispered. The smoke blinded me. 

The panthers. 

I couldn’t move. My eyes made their way back to the T- handle. The bridge hadn’t blown yet. I still had a mission to accomplish. I didn’t know if anyone was left to do it. 

I saw blood all over me. I couldn’t tell if it was mine. I wiggled my toes and lifted my legs slightly. They were still working. Then I turned my head back to my mission. I darted up toward the T-handle and then I was grabbed by a Kraut. His grip slipped. Then more German words and another grab, but they slipped off again. Thank God for the oil. I continued without looking back, and then one caught my foot and I went flying into the ground over a dead Kraut. I landed on his weapon, picked it up, and prayed it would work as I swung it around to take out the Kraut. 

Mortars started hitting. My mission was becoming impossible. I dove behind some more sandbags. Krauts were everywhere. Those were our mortars being walked in. The bridge still wasn’t blown. The hill was taking heavy fire. I watched as Vance stepped on the gas and tried to pass the bridge. He must have figured it out. It felt like the whole company had focused on him. He plowed over two of them. The truck was getting torn apart with bullets. 

Jump in the water, idiot.

I made a run for the T-handle. Then I got taken down. I struggled to move. But couldn’t. The end had come. I just watched Vance now. He smashed into the barricade. I watched the end trail of a Panzerfaust blow the back of the truck up and spin it around. I used my last bullets to take out the Kraut who’d shot it. Then I heard the dreadful click. I was out. 

“Vance.” The word came out in a whisper. 

They had my arms now. I was getting punched in the head by another. My eyes reached for Vance like I’d somehow help him. He was surely dead by now. My tears burned with the blood that dripped in my eyes as the thuds of fists fell silent. 

It was Vance. He was moving. Shot up. Spitting out blood. His body ruined, but his will strong. 

Do it, Vance. You’ve got it. 

He inched his way for what seemed like an eternity. The mortars didn’t stop. I watched helplessly; his hands were barely able to make it up to reach the T-handle. 

You’ve got it, buddy. 

I smiled one last time as he gripped it and thrust his lifeless body on top, pushing it down. The bombs started echoing in unison. Then it was lights out. 

–

“I woke up on a stretcher. I was told the fighting ended as soon as the bridge was blown. The bombers came. The back up came. The SS held up their white flags, omething unheard of throughout the war. The inevitable end. Me and Jackson were the only ones to survive in my squad. They flew him home to Kentucky. I survived with a couple of broken bones and fifty stitches. The shots that hit me were just flesh wounds. I had somehow made it out of the devil’s nest, barely even scathed. I’ve been trying to figure out why ever since.” 

“I know the feeling, kid.” Smitty ran his fingers over the compass he held. 

“Where do I go from here? How’d you do it? How do you move on from war?” I wiped the tear that fell from my eye. 

Smitty sat up and looked me in the eye. “You don’t. A part of you will always be there. We may have taken off the uniform, but the boots remain. The weight of what we carry stays with us. The burden of a man is never easy. Especially one that’s walked beside so many heroes.” 





CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
Smitty

Getting ready for winter was not one of my favorite things to do. I had to cut enough firewood to last a couple of months and prepare the farm. I was glad to have a helping hand with T.J. He enjoyed it. I was getting worse. 

I snuck out to the farm to get the coughing out of my system, before walking into the house deflated. 

“Are you sure you’re feeling okay, dear? You should have been better by now.” The way Evelyn cared stabbed me like a dagger. The guilt of lying hurt. 

“I’m sure. It’s just my yearly cold.” I tried to sound convincing.

That’s what I thought it was, until my cough got deeper and my body felt weak. 

“Do you want me to schedule an appointment with Dr. Laughlin?” 

“That’ll be nice. Sorry I haven’t been getting as much done around the house lately.” It had been months since my diagnosis. 

“Don’t worry about that; you just worry about getting yourself healthy.” 

“I will, Lord knows you couldn’t handle life without me.” 

“Good to see your sense of humor is still intact.” She laughed.

“I’ll just lay down a bit, then I’ll cut some more wood.” 

“We have plenty of wood for now; I don’t want you overexerting yourself.”

I slowly walked up the stairs to our bedroom before making it to the bed. It didn’t take long for me to fall asleep. 

Hours later I woke up to the sound of loud bangs and the smell of something delicious. I looked out the window to see T.J. cutting the firewood. I shook my head then followed the smell downstairs to the kitchen. 

“Can he make any more noise out there? I made you a sandwich and some soup. Your appointment is Wednesday at 9 a.m.” 

“I should get sick more often.” 

“Don’t get used to it, buddy, there’s still plenty of work to do.” She continued washing the dishes. “T.J.’s helping with the wood.” 

“I heard.”

She laughed. “He said you would and that’s why he waited an hour. He didn’t want you awake all night.” 

“How thoughtful.” I walked outside. 

“If I knew a way to make it louder, I would. Stay away from me with that cold.” T.J. made a face of disgust. 

“Very funny. Have you figured out what you’re going to do?”

“Life is clearer and clearer everyday. Not sure yet, but I guess I’ll be headed back to Mobile soon.”

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’ve come around. I appreciate all you’ve done for me and Evelyn. You look good, kid.” 

“All because of you.” 





CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
 Smitty 

“When are you going to tell him, Robert? You’ve been putting it off for a while now.” Evelyn’s voice broke through the morning air as she sipped her coffee, her eyes fixed on me. She stood by the porch railing. Our porch talks were a familiar ritual, but this one had a weight I wasn’t sure I was ready to carry. The sound of traffic in the distance reminded me that the world kept moving, no matter how stuck I felt.

I leaned back in my rocking chair, the creak of the wood almost louder than my thoughts. I took a slow sip of my coffee, choosing my words carefully. “It’s not that simple,” I said finally, my voice steady but low. “I know how you feel about it, but he’s really improving. He hasn’t had a drink in months, and he’s starting to find his footing again.”

Her expression softened, but only a little. “How do you think he’s going to feel knowing your granddaughter is the love of his life and you’ve been lying to him this whole time?” She shook her head, not with anger, but with a frustration I couldn’t blame her for.

I set my coffee mug on the armrest, feeling the weight of her question settle deep in my chest. “He’ll understand,” I said quietly. “I’ve been waiting for this moment. Thomas saved my life, Evelyn. I just want to do it right.” My voice softened as I looked out at the city creeping closer to our little haven. “That was for a reason. I’m still here for a reason. It’s God’s path for me.”

Evelyn came closer and put her hand over mine, her touch grounding me in a way nothing else could. She didn’t say anything for a long moment, just looked at me with the understanding only she could offer. Survivor’s guilt, they call it. But it wasn’t just guilt—it was purpose. I owed everything to Thomas Montgomery, and I needed T.J. to know that Thomas’s life wasn’t wasted. Evelyn had always known that about me, even if I never spoke it aloud. She saw it in my eyes, the burden I carried.

“You’re right. I’m going to tell him.” 

I squeezed her hand and smiled at her. She always seemed to know the right thing to say, the right moment to say it. Lately, I’d been noticing her more—really noticing her. The years had added a tenderness to the way I looked at her, the kind of love that deepens after forty-six years together. She was still the woman I’d fallen for, even if life had pulled my attention away at times. The breeze picked up, cool against my arms, and I knew she’d be going inside soon. She felt the cold quicker these days. Before I could finish the thought, she stood and disappeared into the house, her coffee cup in hand.

I stayed on the porch a little longer, watching the traffic below and letting my thoughts settle. How do you tell a man that the woman he loves is your granddaughter? How do you tell him that you’ve kept it from him because you wanted to protect them both, because you didn’t think he was ready? I’d been asking myself those questions for months, and I still didn’t have an answer.

I rocked back and forth, staring out at the horizon.

“Almost finished, kid. We did it.” I looked at the barn—Evelyn’s dream: two stories, six stalls, an upstairs in-law suite. 

“I don’t know . . . My back hurts.” He massaged his lower back with a grimace. 

“What’s going on?” I sat up, concerned. 

“From carrying all your weight.” He laughed. 

“Ha ha, I didn’t know you were funny. You should have shown me this months ago.” 

T.J. was like a son to me now, and I’d grown to care for him in ways I hadn’t expected. I understood better than anyone what he was going through. Coming back from war leaves a mark on a man, a wound that doesn’t heal the same way others do. It’s a pain that’s impossible to explain to someone who hasn’t lived it. He needed someone to walk alongside him, someone who could show him he still had a purpose.

What T.J. didn’t know was how much he’d done for me. On the outside, it might have looked like I was saving him, but the truth was, he’d saved me. He’d brought a spark back into my life, reminded me of what it felt like to care for someone deeply. Magdalyn might have been the catalyst, but T.J. was the one who pulled me out of the rut I’d been in for so long.

I just hoped they both knew how much I cared for them. Not just as individuals, but as the family they’d become to me. My biggest fear wasn’t telling T.J. the truth—it was losing the bond we’d built. That bond felt like a second chance at life, and I wasn’t ready to let it go.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
Magdalyn

I was running late to the hospital. I had started working at St. Joseph’s in the veteran wing a couple months ago. I had been nervous being in a new place at first, but then I had warmed up to it. I cashed my check knowing I'd be cutting it close to get to work, but I hadn’t expected the traffic to be this bad. I clinched my jaw. The radio had been spotty because I broke the antenna, and the heat started to make me sweat from lack of wind flow. This run-down Ford had to go; it was on its last leg. I had no idea what that sputtering sound was; all I knew was it couldn't be good. Today I'd be getting another set of patients— something I enjoyed. Their stories found a way to my heart. I flipped through the stations to get my mind off the agonizing pace. 

“Somewhere over the rainbow, way up high . . .” Judy Garland sang in the background as sweat dripped down the small of my back. I made it with a minute to spare. 

“Good morning, my lady,” Reese said, as he said every morning I walked in. He was an odd fellow from the staff. 

“Hello, Reese.” I rolled my eyes as I walked towards Sarah. 

“Hello, little lady. The traffic was horrendous today!” 

“I know. It was the train backing up the exit. I had to go the other way on Winchester Road. Glad to see you made it on time.”

“Lucky. I wish I had gone another way. Next time I'll go down Newtown Pike. Maybe you'll get a hunk today.” I smiled. 

“Maybe we both will. It's been a while since you've dated.” 

We always looked forward to seeing the new veterans. The truth was most of them were old men from World War I, although we had recently had an influx of Word War II guys.  

Sarah and I walked into the lobby of our floor for the shift meeting. Every day, at the same time, we'd get briefed on our medicines and what we'd do. Since the war started we'd get frequent visitors from all the veterans returning. I didn't think I could handle it at first. I had to take it one stride at a time. 

“Sarah, you'll get Johnson, Michaels, Roy, and Ambuel.” 
Sarah nodded. “Magdalyn, you'll get Martinez, Jones, Thames, and Jackson. Marybeth, you'll get Logan, Williams, Richardson, and McAvoy. If there are any questions or concerns let me know. I'll be here. Good luck, ladies, and watch out, some of these guys are hound dogs.” 

“I'm sure the heartbreaker will take care of them,” Marybeth chuckled. 

“Oh, shush.” I was not interested in the advances of others. I had developed a hard shell from my heart being broken before. I walked into the first patient’s room. 

“Hello, Mr. Martinez. How are you feeling today?”

“Well I'm much better having seen you walk into my life.” He winked. 

“Is that a ring on your finger? I'm sure your wife would love to hear that.” I tried to be coy.

“Wow, feisty. Just trying to lighten up the mood. I've been better, but my leg isn't growing back yet.” 

I admired his spirit as I looked at his bandaged right leg—or what was left of it. He'd stepped on a mine, according to his bio, and developed staph shortly after and had been struggling since. I checked his IV to get his fluid back. 

“I'm your nurse; my name’s Miss Johansson. If you need anything just let me know. I'll be helping you get back on your feet.” Oh my God, I can’t believe I just said that. “I'm sorry, Mr. Martinez. I didn't mean it like that.” 

“I guess that makes us even, huh?” At least he had a good sense of humor. 

“I guess that does.” I shook my head as I left the room, placing his clipboard in the holder. Sarah was really going to get a kick out of this one. To my left was Thames; he was a bigger Black man with a kind smile. 

“Hello, ma'am. It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance. So, you're going to help me get back together?” He reached out his hand to shake mine. 

“Well, don't you seem chipper this morning! It's nice to meet you, Mr. Thames.”

“Please, call me Martin.” 

I shook his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Martin. I'll be here for your therapy session in a couple of hours. We'll be working together to get your arm functioning again. If you need anything, let me know. It was nice meeting you, Martin.”

What a gentleman, I thought as I made my way to the next room. I loved being able to help others, and the best part about nursing was that it was always different. Nothing was exactly the way it was the previous day. Something to look forward to, another person to help. 

When I walked into Jackson’s room, he looked up at me, eyes above his glasses, with a fresh grin on his face. He raised his eyebrows. I shook my head and smirked. Here we go.

“Hello, little lady, have I gone to heaven?” His confidence was out of this world. 

“Get over yourself, big boy. I'm only here to facilitate your recovery. Anything else, you'll just have to find on your own.” 

“I've never been shut down so hard in my life. What do you say we get something to eat?” 

“Why, of course. I think your meal will be ready around eleven. I’ll bring it to you then.”

“Good one.” The wind went out of his sails. 

“Nice try, though; I’ll be here all week.” I stuck to the “shut them down fast” routine. If I did it fast and hard, they tended to tone it down a bit. I had a feeling this one would be trouble, though. “I'll be checking up on you later and giving you a lot of physical therapy; the sooner you get out of here, the better.” 

“I think I just hurt my other leg . . .” 

“Sure you did, Mr. Jackson. Get some rest,” I said as I walked out and over to Sarah's section. 

“Boy, do I have a handful over there.”

“You too, huh? I'll be sure to stop by and see. Just don't tear him down too much; I heard his unit was hit pretty bad,”  Sarah said with a laugh. 







CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
Magdayln 

When I walked in the house I heard the phone ringing. I dropped my purse on the counter and rushed to pick it up. “Hello?”
 
“Hello, dear, we can't wait for you to come up. It's been too long.” 

“Hey, Nana, it’s been so long. Will I get to meet this mystery man? Pa has been talking him up lately every time I talk to him. I’m glad he has a friend.” 

“I'm beginning to think he wants him all to himself, dear. I haven't seen him this close with someone since Roger Cummings. Some kind of special attachment to this one. In his mind, I'm sure he thinks he's a matchmaker,” Evelyn said. 

“Bless his heart, what do you think?” I twirled the phone cord around my finger. 

“I hate to admit it. He’s your type. I could be wrong.” I could see Nana’s smirk behind the phone. 

“Are you gonna tell me his name at least? I don’t know why it’s so secretive.” 

“Honey, after fifty-four years with your grandfather I still don’t understand him. He just told me to not say a word.” 

“Yeah, yeah.” I rolled my eyes. 

She wasn’t usually wrong. She had seen my type; I’d talk to her about them all, even crushes that meant nothing. My mind started to wonder. It was strange. Pa was the last person I’d expect to ever send a man my way. He was the one that would scare the hell out of anyone who even thought of looking in my direction. Yet, here he was, thinking there was a guy for me. This was going to be good. 

“I’m excited to see you next month. I heard you’ve got a new barn now.” 

“We are both very excited to see you. It’s been a while. I’ll try to tell Robert not to spoil you too much. I can’t wait to show you it. Let me tell you, it’s over the top.” 

“I need to go check on the horses. I'll call sometime tomorrow. I love you, Nana.” 

“I love you too.”

I hung up the phone and thought to myself how excited I was to see them, now more than ever. Pa was talking up some man he approved of. That never happened. Every guy I ever brought up, Pa was sure to shut down immediately or give him a bad time. Oh, how the world had changed. Maybe Sarah could check on the horses while I was gone. 






CHAPTER FORTY
Magdalyn

Jackson sure was something, but I realized I looked forward to going to work more with him there. He was like a brother I never had. 

His confidence persisted, and I admired him for that. I'd torture him a couple times a day in therapy, and he’d repay me with stories in the evenings before I got off at seven. Sarah thought Jackson was a hoot. His walking improved and so did his confidence, which I didn’t think was possible. I didn't know it could get higher. He did move on to only hitting on Sarah though. She didn't mind; she thought he was cute. 

Martinez told me about his time as a marine in the Pacific. He was in Iwo Jima when he stepped on a mine while running towards a bunker. The rest of his body fell in a man-made hole, protecting everything but his leg. He had a family of six, with the most adorable kids. Three girls and a boy. They'd visit him daily. 

Thames was a quiet man who stuck to himself. His wife would come every other day. He remained positive and worked hard to get his arm strength back. He had to leave though, because he got staph again; eventually they ended up taking the rest of his arm. 

After work, I’d head to the farm. It was my place of refuge. Major would walk up from wherever he was when I got there. He heard the Ford pull up and welcomed me each time. When I was sad, he’d nudge my body with his head, something he’d done ever since the engagement. 

I looked forward to work; the house was lonely, and I couldn't spend all my time at the farm. I'd gotten closer to Jackson. I know he didn't want to show it, but there were nights when I worked overtime from three to eleven or eleven to seven, and I would overhear him weeping. He didn't want anyone to hear, and he never brought up his time in war, which always made me wonder what he could have gone through. But I didn't press him. I knew that it was none of my business; if he wanted to open up to me, it would be on his own terms. His stories were light and humorous about his friends, mostly Vance. He never mentioned anything about the actual war though. He improved a lot on the exercises I introduced to him. He'd be discharged in a couple of days. I was sad to hear about it. 

The night before his discharge, at about one in the morning, I walked past his room and heard sniffling. I decided to walk in and see if I could do anything.

“Hey, Jimmy, can I do anything for you?”

“I don’t suppose you could bring back my best friends,” he said while wiping his tears away. I could tell he didn’t want me to see him in that way. 

“If you need anything, let me know, okay? I know you don’t talk about the war, but it’s been long enough. You can’t just keep it on the inside forever. I know you’ll try, but I think you’ll feel better if you didn’t. I’ll be outside if you need me.” I started to walk towards the door.

“I wish it were that easy. A lot of my family was lost over there. Right in front of me. There’s not really an explanation or way I could think of that would help. All I can do is picture their faces and relive all the memories we shared.” 

“And what do you see?” 

“I see getting seasick on the channel. I taste the salt in my mouth while running on shore. I see Vance saving my life. I see the faces of the men I’ve killed. I see everything so vividly.“ 

“How does it make you feel to have experienced all of that?” 

“I don’t know how to feel yet; it’s so fresh in my mind. At times I feel it should have been me that died out there with them. I feel lucky to have lived too. I don’t know what I will do now that I’m back.” 

“Try and take it a day at a time.” I watched him look off, knowing he was picturing the visions he’d described.

“I stormed the beaches of Normandy with the First Army. Before that day, the only traumatic thing I had seen was a turtle get hit by my dad’s truck. I was just a kid and I had never even shot a gun. I know it wasn’t that long ago, but it seems like it was decades ago. 

“I don't understand why I made it and the rest of them didn't. Vance died in my arms, right before the Germans surrendered. They only surrendered because of what he did. I was too late. Imagine that. Right at the final hour, after having made it through a year of hell, you get killed. I should have died so many times. 

“I try to push it down and be positive, but at night it rears its head. I don’t know how to explain all the emotion. But then again, heartache and pain can happen with anything. I’m sure you’ve experienced your share too.” He paused before adding, “I’m a pain in the ass most days, but I appreciate the things you’ve done for us. I hope I’m not too much.”

“You definitely are, but I don’t mind the entertainment. It takes a lot to open up. All these stories are a part of this job I very much enjoy. After hearing all the stories you guys talk about, I know their deaths weren't in vain. That thought has helped me. 

“The worst thing that happened to me was walking in on my fiancé cheating in my own home. I was trying to surprise the bastard too. I know it’s nothing compared to what you guys have been through, but it was rough for me and put a bad taste in my mouth about men. Maybe that’s why I’m so good at shutting men like you down.” That got a smile out of him. 

“You do have an exceptional skill.” His smile turned somber. “I was saved more than once by great men, men that sacrificed so much—much more than me. They gave their lives for me. One even jumped on a grenade for me without a second thought. There's not a day that goes by when I don't think about it. I guess I'm not doing such a good job, but I try.” He sat up higher on his bed.

I put my hand on his. “I think you're doing a great job. You've been the happiest of my patients since I got here.”

“Thank you for telling me that; it makes me feel like I've learned something.” 

A slight smile came across Jackson’s face. “Vance taught me to always laugh and forget getting mad about all the things that didn't matter. He taught me how to forgive. He’d piss me off ten times a day and I’d want to punch him in the mouth, but I always ended up forgiving him.” He laughed. Then he started sobbing. “He taught me what it was to have a brother. I’d always wanted one.” 

I grabbed his hand with tears in my eyes. I tried to be strong. I didn't know what to say, so I stood there in awe. I never knew the harsh realities of war until they were right there in front of me, a grown man with tears streaming down his face.

“I can't imagine the feeling. I’m so sorry you’ve had to deal with so much. I know he did it because he loved you, and he’d want you to live your life. A happy one.” 

“Vance always said if he were to die, I'd better make love to as many women as possible when I got back.” A smile interrupted the flow. “Well, shit, I guess I haven't done that yet either. Do you think Sarah would maybe go on a date with me if I told her my sob stories?” The audacity of this man was something I had to admire. What a way to cope.

I rolled my eyes and began to walk towards the door. 

“Don't tell her I told you!” Jackson yelled after me.
 
“I think you're doing a good job without the sob story. I've noticed her hanging around more to see you. As shocking as it may be, your persistence is starting to pay off.” I shook my head. 

“Really?” His head perked up. “I know it's all fun and games, but I'd actually like to find love one day. I thought I had loved before, until I saw what it was to love from another man’s eyes. T.J.  was head over heels for this woman back home. He talked about her and wrote letters to her. He didn't even have an address, but he swore one day he'd go back to find her again. Hell, we made fun of him for it, but, now that I think about it, I envied him. I was a bit jealous. We all wanted something like that. To love a woman so much you'd go to the edge of the world and back to get her. It was more to the brink of death and back.” 

I paused at the door and turned around.

“That must have been something. That something was something I wanted to experience. I remember snapping him out of his daze quite often, just looking off in the distance, most times with a smile. It wasn't until we got to know him that we knew what he'd been thinking about. He even gave me a letter to hand to her if he didn't make it back. T.J. sure was something. He showed me what it meant to love.”

“I think there’s someone out there for all of us. You’ll experience that one day. Maybe one day soon with Sarah.” I chuckled. 

“Maybe.” He nodded his head in agreement. “Sorry for keeping you. I’ll shut up now.” 

I walked back toward his bed. “What was T.J. like?” I couldn’t help but ask.

“T. J? Now T.J. was a character. Quiet at first, but once you got to know him, he wouldn’t shut up. He saved me a couple of times too.” 

“Are you sure it wasn’t you talking? My Lord, you could talk forever, darlin’.” 

“He was nice and proper. He claimed he didn’t have a southern accent, but he did. He was the protective type. I miss him. He really tied us all together.” 

“Oh yeah, and what did this T.J. guy look like? Was he short like you?” 

“That was a low blow, Miss Johansson. He did have some height on him. Skinny at first, but he bulked up. We made sure of it.” 

“What color were his eyes?” 

“Blue.” 

I couldn’t help myself. “He sounds handsome.” I took another step back into the room.

“Well, look at you. Getting interested?” 

“No, it’s just . . . I once knew a guy named T.J., that’s all. One last question, I swear.” I looked him in the eye. “What was his last name?” I tried to gather my thoughts. I felt my heart pound inside of my chest. Faster and faster it went.

“Montgomery.”

 I swallowed and froze. 

“Did I say something wrong?” Jimmy looked concerned. 

“Did he die?” My heart skipped a beat. It had to be him.

“He definitely had the opportunity too, but he survived. He went back home to Mobile, the last I heard. I lost track of him when, you know . . .” He pointed to his leg. “I’m sure he went up to Chicago to find her again; he had gone up there before the war and saw she was engaged or married. It tore him up inside. He even said that’s why he joined the army. He vowed he'd give her the letter if he made it back, and said he'd come back from the grave if I didn't give it to her. That guy. I still have that letter.” He exhaled. “When I get out of here, I’ll do my best to get it to him. I owe him much more than that, but I’m sure he’ll be happy to have it back so he can finally give it to her.”

“What was her name?” 

“I'm trying to remember; he said it enough I don't know how I could have forgotten. It's on the tip of my tongue. M— Ma— Maddie . . .”

“Magdalyn?”  

“Yeah! You’re good.” He didn’t put the two together. How could he? They were as insignificant to him as riding a bike. But they changed my world. All I could think about was Nana’s words: God will guide. I started to cry.

“Wait a minute, that’s not a common name.”

A tidal wave of emotion poured out of me. “It’s me. I’m Magdalyn.”

He sat up and blinked his eyes as if he could see better. “Well I’ll be damned.” He started choking up. “Dear, God. He’s okay.” He reached his arms out to embrace me. 

I could no longer hold it in. I hugged him and started sobbing. I was uncertain what to do or where to go. I just sat there in his arms for some time, then Sarah came rushing up to me.

“What’s wrong? What happened?”

“It’s him.” Her face was blurred from my tears. 

“Who? What did you say to her, Jimmy?” she scolded him.

“I just told her the truth. How was I supposed to know she was the one T.J. was taking about?” Jackson fumbled over to the drawer by his bed. “I never thought this day would come. I just planned on giving this back to him. I guess I get to do my part after all.” He handed me the letter. I was sobbing. 

“Oh, dear God . . .” Sarah put one hand to her opened mouth and tried to balance herself.

I didn’t know what to do exactly, but I had to do something. My shift would end in a couple of hours. I’d have to wait it out for tonight at least.

I had to sit down in the lobby with Sarah. I realized I had so many unanswered questions. So many things I’d thought of daily over the years. Things I’d never been able to get out of my head. Everything came rushing back to me as if each memory had happened yesterday. Luckily for me, my patients were asleep, and the night had been quiet. The only bad thing was I began to stare at the clock. I watched the second hand go around. I had cried and talked most of the night away, but that last hour seemed like eternity. I got my composure as the clock hit seven.

“Sarah, I have to leave town for a couple of days. I'll be back on Monday. Don't worry too much.” 

“Take your time, dear. If you have to take longer, I’ll think of something to tell them. Be sure you dress warm.” 

“Thank you.”

“Go get him!” she said as I walked out the door.

“I will,” I said as I walked out towards my car. I didn’t know what to think, but doubt started to creep in. All my emotions overwhelmed me—happiness, excitement, anger, sadness. I was a mess. 

I ran out to my car as the memories of my past poured into me. Jackson’s story played in my head again and again. He'd come back for me. He had written me letters. He’d loved me until the brink of death and back. I sat there in my car and cried. I’d laugh, then cry, then feel angry, then I’d do it all over again. I didn't know what I was going to do. I had to see him, though. I had to get the answers to the questions I always asked. He did do what he always said he would do. I felt like a monster.

I had moved on and almost married another man. A swell of guilt covered me like I was about to drown. Who was I to deserve a love like this? A love I thought no longer existed. I had told him God would guide, and here he was guiding me to T . J. Then I thought about turning around. I chastised myself for doing something so spontaneous based off of Jackson’s words. Have I gone mad? But I was also excited. To see his face, to look into his eyes. We didn’t even need words. I’d see it all with one look. I prayed it wasn’t the look I feared it would be.  

When I got to my house, I packed my bags and checked to make sure I had everything. I ran around in a frantic state. Then, I pushed my suitcase over to the right side of my bed and looked at a room with clothes thrown all over the floor. My eyes began to get heavy, and I told myself I’d lay down for just a minute.

I woke up a couple hours later. When I looked at the clock, I jumped up, got in the shower, and decided I’d have to drive through the night. I was used to the schedule anyway. 

I left a part of me behind the day I left Mobile; I had always felt that way, and that part hadn’t shown itself until now. I had buried it as deep as I could in the depths of my heart. I ran down the checklist of things in my head one more time. 

Then the phone rang. 





CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
T.J. 

For the first time in a while, I was alone. The Smiths had gone down south for the weekend to get some furniture for the barn. Evelyn insisted they needed a getaway and to be somewhere a little cooler. I wished them off then went on my morning run. Surprisingly, my energy level was up, and I beat my five-mile time by a minute. Thirty-one minutes was something to be proud of. I relished it a little while I drank my black coffee. I sat on my rocking chair quietly listening to the sounds of the birds. I’d clean what I could, though Evelyn had skills. Then it hit me, as I looked at the pieces of scrap wood by the burn pit: I’d finish the barn. I didn’t know how much time he had left. I tried to bury it and let him do more than he should have. That was his way of still being in the game. I didn’t blame him. 

I walked around back to look at the frame. We had poured the slab and I had helped with toting all the bags from his old Ford truck. I probably lost ten pounds that day.

I was more than willing to help after all he had done for me. I hadn’t had a drink in four months.  I needed to get materials from Cook’s Paint and Varnish. It was a small hardware store a couple blocks down. I preferred something bigger with more options, but Smitty stuck to the local shops. He’d always say, “Always shop local, kid.” I could picture Evelyn smirking in the background right now. 
I walked over to his toolbox for the tape measure. The foundation had been laid, the walls up, the barn was almost finished. It was massive and a point of pride for both Smitty and me. It was also my distraction. 

The door to the truck squeaked when I opened it. The keys were in the ignition, and it cranked right up. The loud muffler frightened the cows next door. “It’s alright. I hope you don’t mind all the banging I’m about to do.” The cow flicked its tail.

Daphne looked at me on the porch with a face I couldn’t resist. She looked like she’d enjoyed being here all these months without the humidity. She looked thinner too. “Okay, get in. I don’t know how you talk me into giving you rides all the time.” She jumped off the porch in excitement and did a little spin. I leaned over to open the passenger door. She looked good, healthy. Without being in my drunken stupor, I was out and about more, which benefited the both of us. She got in and we headed to the market. 

I walked up and down the aisles to find the right kind of molding, then some durable trim. I opted for cedar. It was great for building. Smitty would be proud. I put thirty pieces of six-by-twelves on the cart. My goal was to finish it before they got back. 

“Daphne! You know better than to get in my seat.” I shook my head and offloaded the wood into the bed of the truck then headed back to my temporary home. By my watch it was 8:13 a.m. If I worked fast, I’d finish up by next evening. I drove down the dirt road, past the house, to the elaborate barn we’d created. Daphne jumped out the window with her tongue out. She ran around in circles. I went inside to get some sweet tea Evelyn had made—the only place above Tennessee where you could get good sweet tea. Afterward, I got to work. I had made a checklist of everything that needed to be completed: trim, molding, doors, etc. It was no easy task. I struggled to stay focused, but sure enough, one check followed the other over the next eight hours. Smitty was a perfectionist. I didn’t want to disappoint. For once the crisp air was refreshing after some hard work. At least it wasn’t snowing.

The year’s first snowstorm was set to come tomorrow. My body shriveled at the thought. I’d cut some more firewood too, before the snow came, then be finished in time for evening church. By sunset I was sitting on the stairs off the back porch, writing down what I’d need to pick up tomorrow. 

I threw the notepad down, then walked inside to get a hot shower. I was starting to see why Evelyn insisted on that gas-fired heater. When drying myself off, I stopped to look in the mirror. I saw a different man. Freshly shaven, I could see my whole face again. It felt refreshed. Hell, I felt refreshed—I was no longer drowning in my sorrows. I had been pathetic. My muscles were now toned too. If only Magdalyn could see me now. I wasn’t the boy I used to be. I had grown into a man. She had saved my life and didn’t even know it, because she had brought me to Smitty. I would forever be grateful. I owed him my life. 

The heater was on and the shower had warmed my body up just enough. I slid my tongue across my teeth while putting my toothbrush back into the cup, then went downstairs to relax on the couch. I turned on the radio then drifted away. 

“Well, what do you know? He smiled at me in my dreams last night. My dreams are getting better all the time.“ Soothing words form Doris Day came on. 

The ringing of the clock bell woke me up at eight. For the first time in a while, I didn’t have a nightmare. A feeling of euphoria swept over me. I had hoped this day would come for half a year now. When I jumped up, I scared Daphne on the floor. She wasn’t used to this kind of happiness either. I got her food and started cooking while I turned up the radio and danced by myself. I didn’t care. It was one more step in a direction other than death. I cooked eggs, bacon, toast, and added fresh strawberries from the market. 

I didn’t fight Daphne this time. I just told her to come on, then opened the door. She leaped right into her seat. Then back to the store for some vinyl. The sun felt warm on my face as the cool breeze blew into the truck. By the time I got back, the sun had gone away and the cold had arrived. It had dropped ten degrees in forty-five minutes. I needed to get up to that roof and finish it before I couldn’t. No breaks for me today. I rushed to nail the vinyl pieces to the frame. The wind picked up, almost blowing the ladder down before I climbed up it to start on the other side. I tried to hammer faster and faster. My coordination skills were dimmed by the cold; halfway up the roof, I could barely feel my hands as I hit the nails in one at a time. I climbed down to get a coat and warm up by the fire before finishing the last of it. It was dark outside now, and the snow began to lightly drizzle down. I raced against time to put the last three pieces in before the final top piece. 

The snow began to fall hard as the wind whistled down and around the shed. I added more nails to secure the roof tighter. Then I threw down the measuring tape when I was finished. While stepping down, I slipped on the ladder and fell. The cold ground hit me like a hammer and I coughed as the air flew out of me. I looked around to see if anything was damaged, then moved my joints—sore, but good. I picked everything up in a hurry, then neatly put them away in the shed. The last touch was putting on the door. We’d picked it out earlier this week and attached it to see if we got the right fit. All I had to do was screw it back in and be done with it. I had barely shut the door as the snow piled up. 

Storm warnings were on every station. I turned it down before I started cleaning the kitchen. I looked out the window beyond the sink to see all white. I wondered if I’d be able to make it to church tonight. It wasn’t far. It was 3 p.m., and if the wind lightened up and the roads weren’t too bad, I would be fine. I gave the shed and the kitchen one last look over. Satisfied, I grabbed the suit Smitty made me get a couple months ago. The ironing board was in the hall closet with the iron. First the trousers, then the undershirt, then the shirt. Smitty insisted that first impressions were important and that a man should always be well equipped with a coat and tie. I had disagreed at first because I thought it didn’t matter, but with all the compliments and stares I’d been getting from women— something I wasn’t used to— I had to believe in his pure genius. 

After I made sure every seam was pressed, I hung it up by the door to the guest room they let me stay in. In my boxers, I vacuumed and swept. Daphne watched from her bed next to the couch. I straightened the picture frames that lined the stairwell, even dusted too. Up and down the stairs into the bedrooms and the bathrooms—all cleaned, and trash taken out. By the time I finished, it was time to get ready for church. There had to be a couple of feet of snow when I opened the door and peeked outside. It was cold, so I decided to wear an overcoat. I went upstairs, put on my suit, then went to check how I looked in the mirror before I headed out the door. I straightened my tie and put on my hat. I cranked up the truck and turned on the heater. Then I ran back to the porch to get the shovel to clear the snow. It was soft and easier to move while it was still so fresh. I checked my watch, put the shovel back against the ledge, then got in the truck. 

The natives were so used to the snow, it didn’t seem to faze them. I watched others clear out their driveways while the kids played in the new snow making snowballs and throwing them at one another. When I pulled up to the church parking lot that was half-full, I realized more people were there than I thought. I wasn’t the crazy one. This was just another day for the people of Chicago. There were some members who’d make it to service, even if they were on their death bed. One of them was Mrs. Heally.

“Hello, T.J. It’s nice to see you made it!” She smiled and hugged me. Michael, her husband, wasn’t thrilled to be there either by the look on his face. He put on a show to please her, though, and that was respectable.

“Hey, T.J.” He shook my hand. 

“Nice to see you, Mr. and Mrs. Heally. I’m glad you could make it today.” 

“Of course we’d make it; a little snow never hurt anyone.” Mrs. Heally smiled before she walked inside. 

“Thank you, sir.” I followed shortly behind while Mr. Heally held the door. 

It was good to see everyone there in such conditions, and a little awkward to be there without the Smiths. 

When I turned, I was overwhelmed by a hug from the one and only Trudy Livingston.

“I’m so glad you could make it, handsome! I’m sure Evelyn and Robert are enjoying the weather down south. They left you here, huh?”

“Yes, ma’am. It was a family event. I didn’t want to intrude.”

“This snow, you know, I’ve been here my whole life, and it doesn’t get any better. I just deal with it as it comes, and it puts me in such a bad mood. You know about my moods, don’t ya, honey?” 

“You’re wonderful, Mrs. Livingston.” I faked a smile. 

“Aww shucks, honey, you don’t have to lie to me. What did you do this weekend? Is that barn finished yet? It sure does look nice.”

“Almost.” 

“Honey, if you haven’t realized it by now, you are a part of the family.” 

I laughed. Trudy’s ability to run her mouth was a talent I hadn’t seen before. Michelle was close in the running, but Trudy was by far the most talkative person I had ever met. 

“They offered, but I declined. I had things to do here. It’s nice seeing you, Trudy.” 

Father Bishop greeted me as well. I enjoyed the fellowship and how close the congregation was with one another. 

“You look good, son. Much better than you did when I first saw you.” 

“Thank you, Father. I feel better.” 

“I’m proud of you. You’ve come a long way. You’ll enjoy tonight’s message. You inspired it,” he said as he left to go in the back before service started. 

Trudy flagged me down to sit by her. At least she couldn’t talk through the service. How could I inspire anyone? I sat down while a few more trickled into their seats and settled in. People came from all around the city to be a part of Father Bishop’s sermon; he was well known around Chicago. Father Bishop had grown up with Smitty; when the Great War started, he went to God while Smitty walked into hell. 

Tonight the crowd was small. The bells rang and the song played as church got started. Everyone stood to welcome Father Bishop and his clergy. He walked up the aisle and around to his podium; everyone stood until he was ready to start. 

“Please be seated.” We all sat in unison. “God be with you.” 

“And also with you.” 

“I’d like to thank you for showing up tonight. At times God puts obstacles in our way, and today is an example of the dedication you have to him by being here. It’s a much bigger crowd than I expected, but it ties into what I have to say. I think God knew it too.

“There are obstacles in each one of our lives, some harder than others. We all struggle. We all fall on hard times, and it’s up to us to lean on God in moments like these for strength. Each one of us is strong in a different way, but rest assured, we are strong enough to handle whatever is thrown our way.”

Amens were thrown out by those who spoke. I kept silent, but I listened intently and agreed. Maybe there was a purpose for me surviving. I was just a speck in the world. How lucky was I to have endured this long and still be here to talk about it? To be in a free country that wasn’t oppressed by awful people. To not have been in a death camp, my days numbered. 

He continued, “Temptation is out there too, things that make the pain easy. Things that can drag us down deeper into a hole, and some never come out. Those that have lost faith in everything. These very things that push us to a breaking point may make it seem like the world isn’t fair, but the hardships we go through are what make us who we are. If we have the ability to see the good in the world and survive such hardships, we will come out on the other side better than we’ve ever been.”

He walked back and forth making eye contact, like any good speaker would. I liked him the most, because he knew how to touch the people he talked to and make everyone feel like he was speaking directly to them. He cared about his congregation, and they knew it. 

“There are a great deal of people in this room who have struggled. People that have been tried to the breaking point and back, and yet you’re still here! In faith that you can recover from anything you’re put through. You’ve passed the ultimate test. That’s something to be proud of. Put aside the losses, the heartbreak; put away everything that’s been holding you down and pushing you back when you should be moving forward. Give God the burden, and rejoice in what you have, and make those who are no longer here proud to see you’re still here living!” 

“Amen!” A larger crowd spoke this time.

“I’d like everyone to open your Bibles and turn to Jeremiah 29:11.” 

Everyone shifted to the Bibles tucked in the seats in front of them. 

“‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the LORD, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.’

“Everyone read it with me.” Father Bishop raised his voice, “‘For I know the plans . . .’” The congregation read the verse in unison. 

“Does that not resonate with each and every one of you?” he asked with conviction. “We do not know our plans, and hard times will be bestowed upon us. We must strive to make it through and go on with his plan.” 

I thought about all the things I’d been through and how I had gotten to this point. Each day I was growing more and more. I had a whole new perspective on life. He continued talking while I thought about the roller coaster I called my life. 

“The world was just forever changed by great men and women doing their part to get rid of a vicious dictator. The world was at war! So many millions of men, women, and children died—brothers, mothers, fathers, wives, husbands and daughters. Relatives here in this congregation! There are men here who fought in that war. Some that shouldn’t have come back at all. Let that sink in. We don’t know why it happens. What we do know is that when the world desperately needed someone to lean on, we came together and fought and died so that we could be free and free those who were oppressed. 

“Sometimes the plans don’t make sense, and they hurt, but in the big picture, how many have we saved? How many live on because another gave their life? Is it not right to thank and live each day to the fullest in honor of those that cannot? Can I get an AMEN?”

“AMEN!” 

“Let us reflect on the words of the Lord.” The choir started to sing. 

I saw the faces of those no longer with me: Vance, Trantham, Stump, Haas, Hardy, and Vance. Ritchie.  I took a look around at each of them. If only I could see their lives through their own eyes, maybe then I’d get some perspective that I wasn’t the only one who’d had difficulties in the world, a world I thought I was alone in.  Vance, Trantham, Stump, Haas, Hardy, and Vance.  Ritchie. I thought of the picture we all took before Normandy; we were only boys. We didn’t have the slightest clue what was coming next. One by one, their faces faded away. Tears welled up in my eyes. 

“Let us greet each other and be thankful for those here today.” Everyone turned to their left and right saying hello and shaking hands; heartfelt hugs went around the room.

“It’s good to see you here, T.J.” 

“It’s good to see you too, Mr. Price. How are Evan and Ashley?” 

“They just keep growing and growing. It seems like yesterday they were crawling around.” 

Mrs. Walters walked up for a hug. “It’s good to see you, dear.” 

“You too, Mrs. Walters; glad you could make it.” 

A couple more greetings before Father Bishop spoke again.

“It’s good to see us unite. I’m going to have to cut the service shorter tonight before there’s too much snow on the ground. I want all of you to get home safely. I just heard there has been an accident on East Devon Avenue. Avoid it if you can. May God bless us this week and on our journey through life. May we get through the hard times ahead and be thankful to have survived the past, so that we may live on in God’s glory. Amen.” 

“Amen.” 

“Please join us in song on page 356 in the Book of Hymns.” 

The music started to play as the clergy gathered and lead Father Bishop down the aisle and out the chapel. Once the song ended, the congregation said their goodbyes to welcome another harsh Chicago winter outside. 

Trudy grabbed by hand. “Oh, that was a good one, wasn’t it? Every time I come it feels like he’s speaking right to me. Did you know I used to date a priest? Well, he wasn’t a priest when I dated him, but that was a long time ago. You don’t mind taking me to my car now, do ya, honey?” 

Anything to shut you up, Trudy. “Not at all Mrs. Livingston.” 

I led Trudy to her car and opened the door to hug her, thankful I only had to see her once a week. I didn’t now how Evelyn had put up with her ever since they were children. 

“Please be safe out there, dear. Robert and Evelyn lucked out this time. You know how Robert can’t stand the cold. Bless his heart. I can hear him now. Did they tell you Magdalyn was coming up?” Her eyes widened, like she had said too much.

“Magdalyn?” 

“Oh dear, I didn’t mean to say that. They’re never going to talk to me again.”

“What do you mean Magdalyn?” I tried to hold my rage. 

“Well, dear, it was nice to see you again; I’d better head home now.” 

I held the door open as she tried to shut it. “Mrs. Livingston, what do you know about Magdalyn? It’s out now. How’d they know she was coming up? 

She receded in defeat. “Because she’s their granddaughter.” 

I shut the door. 

When I turned around, I almost slipped in the snow. I couldn’t believe what I’d just heard, and at the same time it all made sense. Piece by piece, the last six months came together—why Smitty didn’t talk much about his granddaughter and always avoided Magdalyn when I brought her up. I started the truck up and sped out onto East Devon, only to realize the road was blocked off ahead, so I yanked the truck around. I’d take Stillwell to South Craig Drive by Eaton Field. I’d wait for the Smiths to return. All I could do is ask myself, Why? 







CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
T.J. 

I raced down the back roads as fast as I could, snow swirling around me. I just couldn’t bear to wait any longer. The windshield wipers struggled to keep up, and the radio kept chanting about the incoming storm, but I couldn’t focus on anything but what was ahead. Five miles. Just five more miles until I could see Smitty. I slammed my foot on the gas, pushing the car even harder.

I had given up all hope of finding Magdalyn. I never thought she’d come back down to Mobile to find me. My heart raced as the snow blinded me. Then, without warning, I turned hard to the right to regain control, but the car just kept going straight.

My car tore through a cornfield, and just as I got a grip on the wheel again, I saw it right in front of me—a large oak tree.

Then there was silence.







CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
Smitty

The drive home from Bloomington was boring. The weather was better, though. We got home just before dark. I sat there in my chair and lit the fire. T.J. would be home soon. I looked out the window, and the swirling pattern of the snow made it look like it came from all directions. It reminded me of the night of my crash. My eyes grew heavy as I watched, and then I dozed off. 

About an hour later, I awoke to the crackle of the fire and looked at the clock. T.J. should have been back by now. He had never been this late. The screen door blew open, and the sound of it hitting the wall lured me outside. The snow was making its way down with that old, eerie silence now. The soft stillness filled the air.

My eyes widened. “Dead Man’s Curve. T.J.” 

I rushed inside to get the keys to my truck. I hurriedly put on my boots as I lunged toward the door.

“What’s going on?” Evelyn muttered from the bedroom. I had no time to reply.

Please crank. The old Ford sputtered. Come on, not now. I turned it again as my heart pounded in my chest. My foot throbbed. Then it started. Whew. I spun out of the driveway. He was there. Somehow—I just knew it. 

My mind raced as I squinted my old eyes down the familiar path I’d avoided for so long.

Had T.J. figured out that we were her grandparents? Magdalyn called Evelyn, torn up by the news that he had been looking for her. Had Trudy opened her big mouth? Why did I keep it from him for so long? I was an idiot to think he wouldn’t figure it out by now. So stupid. But why wasn’t he here by now? Why didn’t I think of this earlier, as I’d watched the snow come down?

I tried to trace his route in my mind—what could have gone wrong? The road work. Maybe he stayed at church to wait out the storm. 

The frightening clarity was like a punch to the gut. I hoped it wasn’t too late. Only the locals knew about Dead Man’s Curve. All of the little paths of the city were foreign to T.J. Please be wrong. Maybe the cancer is making me go mad.

I veered down the path. I couldn’t get there fast enough. I stepped on it. The Ford came out from under me around the last turn. Okay, slow down.

I stared down the infamous street, blanketed in isolation. Maybe that was a good sign. Maybe I was just a stupid old man. I turned on the high beams and slowed down to a crawl. The snow fell relentlessly in its silence; the only sound was the snow being crushed beneath my tires. Its fury never stopped. No signs of him. That was good.

I approached the curve with caution and left the truck running as I stepped out. I reached back to turn the heat on high. I grabbed the small flashlight in the glove box, flipped it on, and began to search for signs.

A flicker of light in the distance. I peered through the wall of white death with squinted eyes. I saw something in the distance.

“T.J.! T.J., is that you?”

I sloshed through the snow, down the embankment for any confirmation. I stopped to silence myself and cupped my ear, peering my head to the left to silence the wind as I strained to hear anything.

“Is anyone out there?” I called

I continued my descent. One step at a time. My body shivered. My bones were cold. Evelyn’s going to kill me. I shined the light where I thought I had seen a distant light. I thought about turning back.

Then I heard a horn. It’s him. I ran toward the sound.

“I’m here, T.J.! I’m coming!” I hope he heard my weak screams.

I wasn’t imagining things. Each step was harder than the last, my legs aching with every movement, but I pushed forward, even as the bitter chill stabbed at my spine.

It took everything I had.

“Oh no, come on, T.J. What were you thinking?” I saw the faint lights of his tipped truck, the cab partially buried in the snow. I ran up to the driver’s side and found him lying on his back.

I leaned over and checked for a pulse, trying to ignore the panic rising in my chest. T.J.’s head was bleeding, and he was dangerously cold. I reached under his shoulders and started pulling him toward the road. The run had already winded me, but this time, with T.J. in my arms, the weight was almost unbearable. God has his mysterious ways, and I had no intention of failing him now.

The road seemed so far away. My breath came in ragged gasps, my body screaming at me to stop, but I couldn’t. Not yet. One foot in front of the other. God, just give me the strength for this one last thing. My heart hammered in my chest with every step. But I kept going, pushing through the pain; my frozen feet had become lead as I neared my truck. I was so tired, but I couldn’t stop now.

“Stay with me, T.J. You’re going to be okay.” Please. Please. God, I need you.

With every last ounce of strength, I lifted him into the truck, slammed the door behind me, and almost slipped off the hood as I rounded the corner to the other side. I rushed to the hospital with tears streaking down my face; the minutes stretched out like hours. I followed the lights of the city toward Cook County General. 

The same hospital his grandpa had taken me to all those years ago. I was the only vehicle on the road. The grand Beaux Arts facade loomed ahead, its towering columns and arched windows highlighted faintly in the dim light. My tires skidded to a halt in front of the entrance.

“Someone help!” I beeped the horn repeatedly. A security guard and nurse rushed out. “He’s been in an accident and out in the snow for too long!”

“Get the doctor and some help,” the nurse yelled to the guard as she ran forward.

I panted as I tried with every bit of my fading energy to get him on the stretcher.

That’s when I fell.







CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR 
T.J. 

That night, I woke up in a daze, my mind blank, with no memory of what had happened after the impact. I drifted in and out of sleep, interrupted by nurses coming in and out, checking on me. They seemed to be paying more attention to the man in the bed next to mine, but I didn’t have the strength to speak yet, so I just observed. Since no one seemed overly concerned about me, I figured I was alright.

“Mr. Montgomery,” a nurse said with a kind smile.

“Yes, ma’am,” I managed to croak out.

“Do you know why you’re here?”

“Yes, ma’am. How did I get here?”

“You’re very fortunate to have survived.”

“How did I get to the hospital?” That question had been nagging at me for hours. There was no way someone would have seen me with all that snow, and surely, my tracks would’ve been covered within minutes.

“I’m afraid we don’t know if the man is going to survive. He has pneumonia. With his age and the strain on his body, he went into shock shortly after bringing you here. As for you, you’ll be here for a couple of days. You’re hypothermic, you have some bruised ribs, and you also have fifteen stitches in your head,” the nurse said before leaving the room.

“Excuse me, miss!” I called out weakly.

“Yes, Mr. Montgomery?”

“Where is he, the man who brought me here?”

“Oh, Mr. Smith is your roommate,” she said, pointing towards the window.

I reached for the handles on the bed and sat up. My body ached. I grabbed the IV bag attached to a wheel cart and headed towards his fragile body.

His age had crept up on him. The cancer spread fast. I realized how close the two of us had become when tears started streaming down my face. I pulled up a chair and sat down. The questions started pouring in from every direction. I should have waited until the storm was over. Why couldn’t I be more patient? A great man could die because of my selfishness. Would he survive this? What about Magdalyn? Her grandfather. What did I cause? Where is Mrs. Smith?

“Mrs. Smith!” 

I ran out to the nurses’ station and asked if my family had been contacted.

“Mrs. Smith is on her way now. We got in contact with her not long ago. It was a challenge finding her number since Mr. Smith didn’t have his wallet on him.”

After hearing she was on her way, I felt a little more relaxed. How was I going to explain why I had been out in the middle of the snow, especially with my disdain for it? About a half-hour passed before she arrived, tears in her eyes. It was almost unbearable for me. I knew how in love they were—they had been the ideal couple—even after forty years. I began to cry again too as I approached her for a hug.

“I’m so sorry, Mrs. Smith. This is all my fault. I shouldn’t have driven through the storm. I don’t know how he thought to look for me, but he saved my life. Please forgive me.” I choked on my words.

Mrs. Smith grabbed my hand. 

“It’s not your fault, T.J. I’m glad you’re both here, and the nurses said he’s in stable condition. I’m sorry I couldn’t get here sooner. Let’s pray that he gets better and comes out of it soon. I don’t know what I’d do without my other half.” 

“How’d he know? How did he find me?” 

“That’s the same place he crashed.” 

The two of us sat there and prayed as the sounds of the machine remained consistent. The sun had finally come out, and outside was blanketed in white. Later on that day, as more family came to see him, they shut my curtain to divide us and the nurses insisted I get more rest. They needed time alone.

The hours passed like days. I paced back and forth through the hallways, lost in thought. Soon, the day turned into night, and I returned to Smitty’s room. Most of the family had left, except for Mrs. Smith, right there by his side, sleeping as best she could. As I walked in, she briefly opened her eyes to see who it was. Then, once she knew it was me, she went back to sleep. I grabbed another chair and sat next to Smitty. I wouldn’t leave his side until he was okay. Would he ever be okay? 

What have I done? I fiddled with a pen, my guilt too heavy to ignore. A slight movement from Smitty caught my eye. His eyes lightened as he strained to smile. “You son of a bitch, you’re alive. Don’t you ever scare me like that again.” 

“Me? Don’t you scare me like that again. How on earth did you know where I was? How?” 

He let out a laugh. “You ain’t the first one to crash on Dead Man’s Curve. I guess you could call it a little flashback. The place where your grandpa first met me.”

“The crash. Talk about fate.” Chills went down my spine. 

Smitty sat up. “Look at me. I’m sorry for taking this long. I’m sorry for everything. I wouldn’t take it back, though, T.J. What I’m about to tell you is something that has taken me great restraint to hold from you. It wasn’t an easy position to be in. I had an uphill battle from the moment I saw you, whether I really knew it or not. I had to protect my granddaughter. In the meantime, I got to see how great of a man you are, like your grandpa. T.J., Magdalyn loves you. She always has. What a surprise it was to hear that it was you, but God has his mysterious ways.” Smitty let out a grunt, trying to gather more strength to say more.

“You’re my best friend. I’d never hold that against you or be angry. I just hope you get out of this and you’re okay,” I said, trying to hold back the tears once more.

“Don’t ever lose hope, T.J. You saved my life. You were put in my life for a reason, and you’ve granted me the one thing I’ve always prayed for—a man who would take care of Magdalyn and love her with all his heart. I’m an old man with little time. That’s my baby girl. Take care of her. I know you will. Now go and get her. I knew the second she came home, something was missing, and when I told her you’d come looking for her, she immediately left for Mobile. She left to go to you.”

“I love you too, Smitty. You’ve saved me too. I couldn’t have survived without you.” I could no longer hold in my tears.

“Go! When you see her, can you do me a favor?” Smitty asked.

“Anything.”

“Can you tell her I love her and will always love her? Tell her I’ll always be there with her.”

“You’re going to tell her that. You’re going to make it through this, and then you’re going to be there to walk her down the aisle. That is, if that’s okay with you?” I tasted the salt of my tears, realizing for the first time he might not make it.

“I would expect nothing less. Now go get some rest.” Smitty wiped a tear from his face with his fragile, shaking hand. I embraced him one last time then made it back to my bed, the adrenaline wearing off. He was okay. It was lights out the second I pulled the blanket over my cold body.


 



CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
Smitty

The tears rolled silently down Evelyn’s face as she walked into our room, looked at T.J. in his bed, then made her way around to my side. She didn’t say much—she didn’t have to. Her presence was enough, calm and steady, like always. I prayed she wouldn’t feel the weight of this too deeply, that God would give her peace and strength. I prayed he’d take care of her when I couldn’t.

“Evelyn,” I said in a whisper.

“Yes, darling?” She grabbed my hand. Her voice was gentle, but I could hear the strain in it.

“I told him.”

“I know you did.” Her lips trembled as she fought to stay composed. “I love you, and I’m glad you’re okay.” Her soft eyes welcomed me like they had decades ago. It was hard to smile.

“I love you more than words.” Her hand felt so warm, so little in mine. 

“I know you do,” she said, smiling through her tears. She kissed my hand, then leaned in to kiss my lips.

“Thank you for always being there for me.” My hands were shaking. “I didn’t know how to tell you this because I’ve felt so ashamed.” 

“Of what?”

“I felt responsible for Thomas’s death. I play that day back in my head over and over, every day of my life, trying to will myself to act sooner.”

“Look what you’ve done. Look at all that you’ve accomplished. Look at the life we’ve made.”

“I know, and I’m so thankful for it. For you and the kids. I felt so selfish for so many years. I shouldn’t have left at all. Then when I saw T.J., I was taken back, like I saw a ghost. I knew that was God’s way of telling me I still had something left in me to give.” I tried to laugh, though it came out weaker than I intended. “All those years, dreading every inch of snow, trying to get as far away from it as possible—and here I am, back in it again.”

“God has his ways,” she said, squeezing my hand. She always had the perfect thing to say, even when my jokes weren’t much.

We sat there in the dim light of the lamp for a while, sharing stories. The times we were young and full of fire. Her laugh hadn’t changed. I hadn’t heard it like that in years, not with the constant grind we call life. It touched my heart to see that light in her eyes again.

She dragged the couch closer to the bed so she could stay near me. Always so stubborn.

“Go to bed; get some rest. I’ll be right here with you in the morning. I’m not going anywhere.” That was Evelyn. Always there. She pulled the blanket over her shoulders and nestled up into the couch. She was the most wonderful human I’d ever seen, inside and out. My mom had been right when she said, “You better marry this woman.”
  
Evelyn began to doze off. 

“I love you. You're the best thing that ever happened to me. I'm sorry to have kept you up so long.” 

She brushed my apology away. “I love you too. Good night.”

I waited for it. 

“This is the best part of my day.”

“This is the best part of my day too.”

I couldn’t believe how lucky I was. I whispered a prayer, thanking God one more time for giving me a life I didn’t deserve, for giving me her. Take care of her for me.

I tried to take in every last ounce of her beauty. God was saying, It’s time. I glanced over to see T.J.’s monitor. 

I did it. 

That’s when I saw him, standing tall in the corner; my eyes squinted in the light. His expression was serene. Thomas gave me a nod of approval, then extended his hand. 







CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
T.J. 

Smitty was gone. The last couple of days had felt like blur. I spoke with Evelyn earlier this morning when she saw me in the hospital, and she assured me she’d be okay with a kiss on the forehead before she left. She asked about my well-being. What a woman. She knew what he meant to me; her strength gave me hope. I knew she was devastated, but after all those years growing together, a part of her was from Smitty. She had a steadfastness unlike any other. I kissed her on the forehead and told her I’d be there if she ever needed me. She said, “I know.” Her quiet grace held a strength I envied but couldn’t understand.

As soon as I got cleared and left the hospital, I ran beside the truck and threw up. My core tensed and churned, unable to stomach reality. The weight of it all pressed against me, holding my breath hostage. The drive to the cemetery was a blur. 

I looked up to the sky with tears in my eyes, torn and tattered. A raven distracted me as it soared down into the cemetery. I looked in on a world I seldom saw. I knew it was Smitty’s way of letting me know everything would be okay and that someone was watching over me. 

The deaths I’d seen and the men I’d lost always ended with a small gathering of the company—if we even had the time to pay our respects at all. It was a lot different when death wasn’t far from each one of us at any second. The enemy doesn’t care for your dead. They don’t give you time to mourn. That emptiness is for when you get home. 

I felt my heart slow; calmness took over. Smitty once told me he wasn’t afraid to die, especially if it were doing something he loved to do. I shouldn’t take that away from him. I wiped my tears away again.

I stood up on a distant hill with only my despair. There were people stretched as far as the eye could see. The flag-draped coffin blurred through my tears. I asked God why he would take Smitty from me. Smitty had given his life for a man he had known a little under a year, though it had felt like a lifetime. Once again, I had questions with answers that would never come. Even if they did, it wouldn’t change the truth. There was a price I could never repay. Another piece of me torn away.

Father Bishop began to speak. Everyone’s head bowed. I couldn’t hear words, only the questions in my own heart. I knew what kind of man he was. I knew the softness in his voice. I knew the love he had for everyone around him. He had taken me in. He had taken me out of the dark hole I’d dug far too deep.

The soldiers moved with precision. Their boots struck the earth with measured grief. The rifles cracked in perfect unison, each shot sharp and final, like a closing door. The sound lingered in the air until “Taps” began to play. The weight of the world crushed me with its melody. It felt as if the earth held its breath in reverence. Smitty was more than just a man; he was a piece of every man who stood beside him. He was Haas, with his call to help others. He was Ritchie, steady in his stride. He was Vance, laughter in chaos. He was Thomas, fearless until the end. He was me—the man I wanted to be, the man he saw in me when I couldn’t see it myself.

I looked at one last piece of him in Evelyn. Her heart was shattered, and yet she carried it silently. Others couldn’t hold back their tears. Occasionally, she’d look my way. She kept it quiet, and I knew she was checking up on me too. She was the sweetest woman. Her sadness hurt me deep inside. She didn’t deserve this—the ache, the emptiness. Evelyn stood there solemn. She broke slightly as she received a folded-up flag. Even in death, her strength humbled me.

My outstretched hand trembled as I gave one last salute and a goodbye too heavy for words.

There are only two paths we can take when life doesn’t go our way: Fall into the pit of misery, or find the courage to move forward. For so long, I had chosen the first path, letting grief and alcohol drown me. But Smitty helped me fight those demons away.

The past doesn’t control the present unless you let it. My tears, streaming freely now, didn’t just mourn another loss; they cleansed me. They washed away years of anger and despair, leaving me raw but whole. Smitty had shown me the good in the world, even when I was blind to it. Maybe Magdalyn wasn’t my path after all. Maybe I had been looking for love in others when I needed to find it within myself.

A while back, after the war, all I could do was ask myself why I was still here. Why had I survived? Why had I lived when so many others had died? Those questions plagued my mind daily. Smitty once told me that time answered all; at first, I didn’t understand, but as time went on, the answers were given. The answers were in him and all the great men and women beside me through life. Smitty had shown me what had mattered: love, sacrifice, the courage to live. One man’s love could take him to extraordinary lengths, and it all came down to the first question. Why am I here in the first place? 
The question lingered in the heavy air. Then came the soft rustling of footsteps behind me, followed by the faint scent of vanilla and jasmine. A familiar voice broke the silence.

“It was you. It was always you.”


The End

























Thank You

I’m truly grateful you’ve taken the time to read these words—words that took me years to get down on paper. Writing this book has taken me fifteen years. It wasn’t easy. It was frustrating. It took time to learn the ins and outs, and life always found a way to get in the way.

I don’t say that to discourage you. I say it because that’s how most things in life go: Everything takes longer than we think. And the biggest lesson I’ve learned?

Don’t quit.

I’ve put the writing off more times than I can count. I got distracted with everything else. My ADHD didn’t help. I bounced from project to project: making cutting boards, getting a real estate license, playing guitar, training jiu-jitsu, building things—chasing whatever had my attention at the time.

But eventually, I made a choice: to stick with what I believed I was good at. I’m a terrible realtor. I make okay cutting boards. I’m mediocre at a lot of things. But when I finally committed to finishing this book, it was on sale two months later.

Experience makes a writer. I believe you can do anything you want to—without limits. But I also believe that words transcend time. 

And sometimes, words also discourage us from chasing what we’re meant to do—especially when they come from loved ones. Out of fear, or their own insecurities, people can project doubt onto your dream. It doesn’t take much to knock you off course. And more often than not, it’s the strangers who support you the most. I find that profoundly beautiful. So what if we fail? I prefer it that way. The lessons we learn from failure stick with us infinitely more than what we’ve achieved in success. 

What a beautiful paradox.
















The Origin of the Idea 

I strive to read a hundred books every year. I fail miserably most years. Seriously, sometimes I’ve gotten ten or less. I’ve never even made a hundred, but one year I made it to seventy-three. A lot of ideas came to me that year. It was 2009–2010. I was on my second deployment in Iraq, and if we weren’t on QRF in an old morgue in Tikrit or on a mission to Mosul, I had time to read.

I’ve always loved a good story. Especially a good war story. I can’t tell you how deeply moved I am by the men and women who’ve served and given their lives for their country. There are so many stories we’ll never know. Everything we have is because someone fought and died for it.

An interesting title came across my eyes called The Best Little Stories from WWII. In it were so many interesting stories unknown to most, and among them I found one that gave me chills. A man named Professor William Miller was rescued during a German POW death march—by the same man who had saved his life years earlier in the US before the war. The rescuer’s name has never been recorded in the versions I found, but the story stuck with me. I took that powerful 2 page idea—of one man saving another more than once—and built a fictional story around it.
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Jiu-Jitsu

I can’t fully explain the impact of jiu-jitsu in my life or the lives of others. I can tell you this: If you have questions or troubles, jiu-jitsu will not only answer them, it can help you work through them. Within six months you will have more knowledge of fighting than most of the world. If you want self-esteem, confidence, and purpose, this is a great place to start. No matter how young or old you may be.

Jiu-jitsu is an infinite dynamic of the mind and body. You will fail constantly. You will get beat repeatedly. You will be humbled. You will feel claustrophobic. You will feel all the emotions. Most importantly, you’ll be able to reflect on yourself. 

If you have any doubt at all, I challenge you to try it and see for yourself. Some of the best men in the world will be on the mats next to you or around you. Family men, mentors—the most peaceful men and women capable of extreme violence. You can go anywhere in the world and be welcomed in this fraternal brotherhood. Find a place near you. You won’t regret it.  Here are some of the places I’ve trained.

Four Seasons
Port City 
Mobtown 
Checkmat 
Victory  
The Warrior’s Journey

If you or any veteran you know need help please get in touch with The Warrior's Journey. We’ve all heard so much about all the lives lost to suicide. This is an organization that saves those very lives. As of today they have 4,327 interventions with a 99 percent success rate. This is the first time I’ve heard of lives saved. We can all do our part to help those that have served this very nation to protect what we have. They are a valuable asset. Call or text: 

(213) TWJ-HELP
or
(213) 895-4357
	
