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Everything I understand, I understand because I love.


—Tolstoy
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I was in a whorehouse in Manila, trying to steal a prostitute, when I was fifteen years old.


It was a shit night, I remember. Rain’s beating a steady rat-tat-tat on the roof. Last Saturday of September 1941. War ain’t broke out yet for us. There I was, top of this old wooden staircase, peering down the dusky hallway into the gloom. Whole place smells like cheap perfume and an old Army boot.


I says to the lady, “She still here?”


Mama Rosa’s her name—the madam—and she knows exactly which girl I’m talking about. Mama Rosa’s a big heavy lady with huge bosoms who works all the girls at the joint. But she doesn’t own the place, right? That’s a thug named Manny Tang. I only met him once—him and his goons. You cross Manny Tang and he’ll slit your throat. But anyways I says to Mama Rosa, “I’d like to take her out on the balcony first, for a bit, if that’s fine by you.” I give her my dollar.


“I’ll go get her,” Mama Rosa says, her voice all sugar. “Don’t be outside for long. It’s too cold for the girl tonight.”


Couple minutes later, the girl comes out of one of the bedrooms, being led by the madam. Perpetua’s her name, and damn if she ain’t beautiful as always. Slender. Short. Wearing this thin gown with a ropey shawl across her shoulders. Whole face beams when she sees me. I hug her tight, and she hugs me right back.


Mama Rosa turns away so she can attend to another soldier, and I lead Perpetua by the hand toward the balcony. There I glance over my shoulder and see that Mama Rosa’s disappeared into the dark again at the far end of the hall.


That’s our chance.


Real gentle, I place my finger across Perpetua’s lips and say, “Follow me.” Her eyes grow wide. I whisk her toward the back door, and before she can say a word we’re climbing down the rickety steps that lead to the alley behind the brothel. An old Filipino driver is standing there, where my buddy Frisco had arranged for him to meet us. Driver has a calesa—one of those little one-horse-carriage things. I get Perpetua aboard, then climb in next to her. The driver gives the pony a click and a hiss and we’re off. But Perpetua’s shaking. Shivering. Wet from the rain.


“What’s happening?” she whispers. “This isn’t allowed.”


“Don’t be afraid,” I say. “You want to go, right?” She nods. “Everything’s set. You won’t have to work there no more.” Her whole body’s trembling, and I wrap my arms around her to keep her warm. The pony’s clip-clopping down the street at a fast trot. At most, we have twenty minutes before Mama Rosa discovers she’s gone.


“I can’t leave,” Perpetua says to me. “The streets have eyes.”


“You’ll be safe,” I say. “Promise.”


She starts to cry, and I hug her closer. Rain’s pelting us now, hammering the canopy of the calesa. Water pouring in from front and sides. We’re getting soaked. Hushed, our driver hurries us through the city to this tall, brick building near the base. It’s got a big wrought-iron fence around it. I tap the driver on the shoulder, and the calesa stops. I help Perpetua out. Driver clucks his tongue again and hurries away.


My heart’s beating like a jackhammer. Me and Perpetua are standing in front of the building’s tall steel doors, and I bang against the door with the flat of my hand. Once. Twice. Three times, all in sequence. I pause. Then bang one more time. That was the knock, see? The one I’d arranged.


But no one’s coming.


“C’mon, c’mon, c’mon,” I mutter. “Answer the damn door.”


I bang the sequence again. This dog starts barking—gonna wake the whole neighborhood. I see a porch light flicker on down the street. We’re caught for sure, and I don’t know what to do. I’m looking this way and that, tense as a steel rod, positive I’m gonna see Manny Tang spring at us with his knife. Bracing myself to fight back. Hell—


Perpetua was only fourteen.


No bullshit. The world can be a broken place, my friend, and it took me a while to understand that. She made some regrettable choices, and she had her reasons. Weren’t many options back then for a young girl with no family, no support. Your stomach gets empty for long, and you get desperate. I made my share of regrettable choices too, and I made a few of them with Perpetua at the start. Every damn one of us needs redemption. It took me a while to come around, to wise up, to see that Perpetua was important. She might’ve been a teenage prostitute halfway around the world, but she was important. Besides, I wasn’t saving her. She was saving me.


Now, I didn’t know if I’d die that night in the rain with the door not opened to us. But if you’re a soldier you got to be willing to die for the folks you’re called to protect. Looking back on it all now, I can’t say I was always willing. I ain’t no hero. Neither then nor now. Scrapes I been in. No way I should’ve been in the Army at my age, and no way I should’ve been inside a whorehouse in the first place. No way any kid like me should’ve been standing up to what was coming next for all of us—civilians and soldiers alike—full invasion of the country by Imperial Japan. And after the Philippines fell, well… when a boy grows up in a prisoner-of-war camp—working as slave labor for one of the most vicious enemies the world has ever known—a lot changes for him on the road to becoming a man.


You ask: How had I gotten myself into this trouble?


How did I ever manage to survive?


Folks have told me my story is one for the ages. One that sounds so far-fetched you have trouble believing it’s real. But it ain’t fiction. Every damn bit of it happened. If you’re gonna read about me, you should start at the beginning. It’s a survival story and love story like no other.















CHAPTER 1



Little Bird Walking


Memphis, 1933


From the front of the classroom, the teacher calls his name in a firm, chirpy voice. The boy is seven years old and doesn’t move, though he feels a sudden urge to pee. Parents, grandparents, and students shift in their seats and stare at the boy. Each child has written an original poem. His turn has come to recite for the audience, and he is proud of his poem, but his resolve has vanished, his legs locked as if in irons. His teacher calls his name again.


“Joseph Johnson. Joe?”


One drop. Two. His underwear dampens. The boy squeezes his thighs together while his eyes dart back and forth, searching for escape. The door to the hallway is shut tight. The chalk-dusted walls of the second-grade classroom at Christine Elementary School are wainscoted with hard yellow pine. Someone coughs. The boy’s attention snaps back to his teacher. She is tapping her foot. He wills himself to stand, walks to the front, and faces the crowd.


At the back of the classroom, Joe’s mother, Edna, leans forward in her hard-back chair and fidgets with her pocketbook. Next to her sits Joe’s aunt Ethel. His father has been gone from the family for three years. Edna lays her pocketbook flat on her knees, folds her hands on top, and beams toward her son.


Joe shifts his weight from one foot to another. His mouth stays frozen. The teacher’s voice is cheerful yet urgent. “Tell us the name of your poem, dear.” But stage fright has overtaken the boy. She prompts again. “The title, Joe. What’s your poem called?”


For one long moment he stands speechless in front of the audience, his mouth gluey, his heart hammering, then he blurts: “‘The Little Bird.’” And begins to read, “Once there was a little bird.…” And stops, because no more words will come. Seconds tick by like forever. Finally the teacher speaks again.


“And what was the little bird doing, dear?”


Joe tries to read beyond the first line of his poem, but his eyes blur and he cannot connect to the page’s print. He knows he needs to say something. Anything. Finally he glances toward his teacher and without reading further answers her in a high, quavering voice, “He was walking down the road, just walking down the road!”


His classmates burst into laughter. So do some of the parents. Joe looks out into the sea of staring eyes and sees his mother and aunt burying their faces in their hands. Whether to keep from crying with embarrassment or laughing, he never knows.


Joe shakes his head, drops his chin, returns to his seat. His mother pats him on the shoulder but the damage is already done. In that flicker of a moment, a seed finds root in his heart, a vow he points toward himself and much later learns to identify as resolve. Never again, he thinks.


Never again give in to fear.
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Joe’s upbringing is shaped not only by the Depression, but by the hardships of an absent father—his dad went looking for work when Joe was four and never returned. By 1938, when Joe is in sixth grade, his mother has grown lonely. Sometimes at home Joe discovers her crying. She is tall and slim with long legs and beautiful golden plaited hair. Every morning she leaves the house at 6 a.m. and rides a streetcar across the city to her job with the Works Progress Administration. Rent is ten dollars a month, and she earns ten dollars a week at her job sewing flour sacks into dresses. Sometimes she can’t make rent, and when the landlord comes around to collect, the family hides in the middle room of their three-room shotgun duplex until he leaves.


Each night after work Edna returns at 6 p.m., exhausted. By then Joe has returned from school, done his homework, chopped wood, carried coal, looked after his two younger siblings, put on a pot of beans, fried up a batch of hot-water corn bread, and made up the beds. They’re a team. Joe’s a responsible boy and a good student. His favorite subjects are history and geography. A music teacher encourages him to appreciate classical music and has him memorize the words to “La Marseillaise,” the French national anthem. Joe sings it word for word with gusto. His favorite composers become Borodin and Rimsky-Korsakov. He devours books and dreams of great things ahead, but life’s hardships are holding him down.


One family ritual is never overlooked, poignant in its display of austerity. On a blustery Saturday evening, Joe stokes the coal-oil stove in the duplex, heats water in pots and pans, and ladles it into a large washtub in the middle of the kitchen floor. The duplex has no designated bathroom, although a plumbed commode sits in a planked-off area on the back porch. Joe leaves the kitchen and shivers. The March wind blows cold outside, and the rest of the house is chilly. A few chunks of coal smolder in an open fireplace in the middle room, where the beds are kept. He moves closer to the fireplace, where his younger siblings linger in the warmth, and turns his back to his mother while waiting his turn. Edna steps out of her simple dress and underthings in the kitchen, stands with goose-pimpled skin in the radiant heat of the stove, then slides into the hot soapy washtub for her weekly bath.


She has borrowed a red dress from her neighbor, a black woman, because races mix without qualms in this part of Memphis’s sooty slums. When Edna’s bath is finished, she dons the borrowed dress, bundles into her old coat, gives her children a finger wave, and heads to a nearby beer joint, where she quickly sheds the poverty of her outer layer and smiles at the proprietor, a one-legged man named Mr. Jake.


Meanwhile at home, Joe heads into the kitchen and strips, dips himself into the same water, and sighs with anticipated pleasure. Joe is thin and bony, with brown eyes and a shock of dusky hair that hangs over his forehead. He can’t afford hair oil, so each Monday morning he rubs lard on his palms, then smears it through his hair to keep it slicked in place. By Wednesday of each week, his hair smells. Kids at school wrinkle their noses when he walks down the hallway. Joe is embarrassed by the odor. Each week, he can’t wait until his Saturday-night bath. When he is finished, his little brother, Charlie, jumps into the same water. The water is dirty and tepid by the time their little sister, Betty, takes her turn. Coal oil is required to heat fresh water, and coal oil costs money.


Joe’s mother stays out late in the loud jukebox evening. Elegant on a barstool, she taps out a long cigarette from a pack of Chesterfields, inserts the tip into her mouth, and leans across the counter so Mr. Jake can light it for her. He obliges with a smile. Anytime young Joe is out walking in the neighborhood, he searches for clean, discarded name-brand cigarette packages. Edna buys tobacco for a nickel a pouch at the grocery store. Joe rolls her cigarettes on the kitchen table using a hand-operated rolling machine. He trims the ends neatly with scissors and carefully places the cigarettes in whatever clean package he last found. He knows his mother likes to look stylish.


Mr. Jake takes care of Edna’s hamburger and beers, even though he is married. His wife is not happy that her husband is offering free food and drinks to a divorced woman, and tonight’s free meal is not the first Edna has received at the joint. Edna comes home half-tipsy, and Joe hears her stumble in the early hours of Sunday morning. Mr. Jake and his wife live on top of the beer joint with their three sons. On Sunday afternoon the husband and wife argue fiercely, and she kicks him out of the house. Mr. Jake tells himself he has nowhere to go. On Sunday night he knocks on the door of the Johnsons’ duplex and asks to come in.


Edna has met other men at the beer joint. Most drink too much, and once in a while a fellow walks her home, and she needs to fight him off at the front door. But Edna likes Mr. Jake’s look, so they start going together. Late that first Monday afternoon when Joe comes home from school, he discovers the new arrangement. He slips out the door into the backyard and throws rocks at the coal shed for hours, muttering under his breath until he can throw no more.
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For the next several months Joe tries to live like nothing’s changed, even though he knows it’s a lie. Mr. Jake’s wife has commandeered the beer joint, so he is now out of work. His three sons go to the same school that Joe attends now—Humes, a combination middle school and high school that later becomes famous for graduating a young warbler named Elvis Presley. Mr. Jake’s sons harass Joe and spread playground rumors that his mother has broken up their once-happy home. Joe can’t decide whether the boys are louts or if they’re simply as despondent as he is.


For the time being, he shrugs off the allegations. He needs to focus on his work. School lets out, and the hot, sticky Tennessee summer begins. Every two weeks he pulls his wagon to the city auditorium to pick up surplus government food. Edna qualifies because of her low income. Refrigeration and storage are a problem at the auditorium, and the food’s never anyone’s first choice. Joe brings back rancid butter, wilted apples and cabbages, dried milk and flour crawling with weevils. Neighborhood kids taunt him on the walk home.


Fortunately, Edna finds a union job at RKO Pictures, inspecting movie reels for damage when they’re returned to the studio from theaters around the mid-South. The new job comes with better pay, so Edna moves them a block up the street to a house with two bedrooms and a bath. She and Mr. Jake take one bedroom. The children sleep three to a bed in the other.


One Saturday morning, as usual, Joe stands outside the grocery store with his wagon along with other neighborhood kids, all hoping some kindhearted homemaker will take pity on them and choose a child to haul home her groceries. A good tip is a dime. A lousy tip is a nickel. An even worse tip is a cookie and half a glass of milk. Joe knows the best tippers and has high hopes. He makes two trips with his wagon and earns fifteen cents. When the day grows long, he talks to the grocer to see if he has a loaf of day-old bread to give away. Edna likes her work sandwiches made with bread. If there’s no bread, Edna will make sandwiches with biscuits—but biscuit sandwiches get old, she complains to Joe more than once.


On the way home from the grocer with two stale loaves under his arm, Joe heads to the railroad yard and hunts for coal along the tracks. A worker yells at him for trespassing and chases him out of the yard. Joe waits in the shadows until the worker disappears. He slips back inside and keeps scrounging until his wagon is full.


He likes being the man of the family and doesn’t like Mr. Jake lounging around. Often they argue, and the friction between the boy and the newcomer only grows. Mr. Jake looks for a job, but it’s the Great Depression, and jobs are as scarce as hen’s teeth.


Seventh grade begins for Joe in the fall of 1938, and Mr. Jake’s three sons start up their needling again. Joe feels harassed from every side. His mother won’t listen to him, if ever he tries to explain his feelings. Mr. Jake’s no help. They’re arguing nonstop now. Edna tells Joe to simmer down; Mr. Jake’s not going anywhere. To top things off, little Charlie has begun to wet the shared bed nearly every night. A faraway thought begins to invade Joe’s mind and take shape: Surely my family would be better off without me.


His Aunt Ethel has moved to San Antonio along with others from the extended Johnson family. Joe keeps Ethel’s address stuffed deep in a pocket. The person he really wants to find is his father, a carefree wanderer who collects silver dollars to give away and works as an itinerant horse trainer and sometime commercial chef. He’s been known to kill a fifth of whiskey like it was Coca-Cola, but Joe remembers him with fondness. The father has disappeared. Maybe Aunt Ethel will know his last location.


Early one morning in late fall 1938, without telling a soul, instead of heading for school, Joe makes a beeline for the railroad yard. He finds an empty boxcar heading toward southwest Texas, looks both ways, and jumps aboard.


Joe Johnson is twelve years old and venturing into the great unknown, as blind and unsuspecting about where the road will lead him as that little bird walking.















CHAPTER 2



Last Days of Boyhood


All that day and into the evening, the train moves in a headlong rush. Joe huddles in a corner of the boxcar, wondering how he will know he’s arrived in Texas, watching his new world through a hole in the worn-wood slats. Memphis and the Mississippi River have vanished ages ago, replaced by the pine bluffs and chalky valleys of Arkansas. Every so often the train slows to a crawl as it eases into a siding. The boxcar door is flung open. Hobos jump off. Others jump on. Sometimes a wandering man will eye the boy, sizing him up, looking for hints of food or cash, before settling against the far side of the box. Other times the boy is paid no attention. All the men seem driven by private desperations; all are trying to survive unprecedented times.


Joe has read enough news to know the dangers of freighthopping. Boxcars were never designed to hold people. A few weeks earlier, a young Tennessean named Hoyt Parker lost his grip while attempting to swing onto a southbound train. Shaken and badly bruised, Hoyt was fortunate to walk out of the Chattanooga hospital with only a broken arm. Another young Tennessean who hid on top of a boxcar as it passed through the low-hanging Missionary Ridge tunnel in East Chattanooga wasn’t as lucky. His body was crushed too badly to identify.


Joe’s stomach growls, and his throat is dry as dust. The slats rattle his back. He wishes he’d grabbed biscuits and a bottle of milk before leaving. He wonders what his mother will do when she discovers he’s run away. Joe hates the thought of making her cry. He vows to write as soon as possible—though if he can’t find his father, he doesn’t know what he’ll do. Joe has crafted no further plans. Perhaps he can make a new life for himself in Texas, he thinks—somewhere, somehow. Anywhere but Memphis.


After sundown the train slows again, and Joe’s boxcar empties of men. It’s time to sleep, and he hopes he will be left alone for the night’s ride. The train leaves the station and begins to chug faster, slowly gathering speed. But just when it looks like the boy will get his wish, a man flings a walking stick and knotted kerchief into the car, then hauls himself aboard. He is tree-tall, slate black and rangy, with muscled shoulders, and wearing a coat with ripped sleeves. In the Deep South in 1938, it’s not uncommon for whites to view blacks with suspicion, and any number of blacks have good reason to be wary around whites. Joe mixed freely with blacks in his neighborhood in Memphis, but the man is so large that the boy’s courage evaporates, particularly as the big man scans the inside of the boxcar with a scowl. His stare drifts over to the boy and locks on. Joe considers his options. The train is running too fast for him to jump.


“Evening,” Joe grunts with a nod, hoping a lead of sociability will prevent any violence. The man stays as silent as a sentry. He sits against the wall in the brooding darkness and watches Joe as the hours pass. The boy fears closing his eyes. It is chilly inside the boxcar, growing colder as night deepens, and Joe is shivering. The huge man never slumbers. When the train eases into another siding and slows, a shifty-eyed drifter jumps aboard. By the glare of a railyard security light, Joe glimpses a knife stuck in his belt. The drifter eyes the large man, then backtracks, jumping from the boxcar into the night as if to wait for easier colleagues. Joe and the big man are alone again, and the train rolls on.


Another dark hour passes. Another. The train is still bearing forward when daylight begins to sift through the slats. Joe catches himself dozing and shakes himself awake. He studies the man more closely. He looks older than Joe first imagined. Flecks of gray wisp his temples. The man is still eyeing him, a sidelong stare from profile. Perhaps he is a predator. Or perhaps he has been standing guard.


Joe clears his throat. “Say… you know where we are, mister?”


All is quiet except for the clickety-clack of the wheels along the railway track. A minute runs by. Another. At last the man scratches, stretches, and speaks, his voice cavernous: “Hardships will make you stronger, son. But a boy like you best not ride the trains no more. Ain’t safe—least, that’s what I say. We’re in Texas now. Soon in San Antone. You have kin there?”


“My father,” Joe says. He grins, then adds, “Thanks.” The boy checks through the hole in the slats and finds new landscapes passing by. Hardwoods and ponds, pastureland and black-eyed Susans. The information about his destination—as well as the unanticipated kindness—lifts the boy’s spirits like a sunrise.
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Joe walks from the San Antonio railyard into the city, stops at the first filling station he sees, and shows the attendant the crumpled paper with the address. The attendant unfolds a map and points. Joe’s relatives live clear across town. Joe says thanks and starts to hoof it. He walks all the rest of the day. He has no suitcase to slow him. At suppertime, footsore and parched, he climbs the steps to the address in hand, his grandmother’s house. He removes his torn cap and knocks on the front door.


“Lord have mercy!” his Aunt Ethel exclaims from behind the screen. She opens the door, rushes forward with a clatter, and squeezes him tight, hollering backward into the house: “Everybody come quick! Look who showed up.”


His grandmother bustles onto the porch along with two aunts and an array of cousins. Fried chicken sizzles on the stove, and the aroma overwhelms the boy. The relatives shift into hospitality gear, rush him to the kitchen table with an order to sit, and plunk down a plateful of supper. Joe busies himself eating and fielding questions. Out of the corner of his eye, he glimpses an aunt head to the phone on the wall, wind the crank, and speak low to the operator. Joe wants to ask about his father’s whereabouts, but he can’t get a word in edgewise.


An hour passes in the noisy kitchen. Joe’s on his third piece of apple pie when he hears the front door bang open. A familiar voice hollers his name. Unmistakable. The boy stands in a rush, then hesitates, the tight hold he’s kept over himself the last few days suddenly slackened. His father bursts into the room and grabs the boy in an enormous hug. His father’s crying, laughing, shouting. Joe cries too. All the aunts are crying. The whole household is an emotional mess. Joe breathes in the scent of his father’s coat, allowing himself to be held like a small child. Then he finds his sturdiness again and hugs his father back.


His father is built like a boxer with a thick neck, big hands, and a broad nose that looks broken. A shingle of dark hair hangs across his forehead, and he wears his hat at a tilt. He asks Joe a few questions, wolfs a plateful of supper, gives his mom a hug goodbye, then drives the boy to Alamo Downs racetrack, about ten miles west of San Antonio.


“It ain’t much to look at no more,” his father says when they arrive. “C’mon, I’ll show you where I live. Stay as long as you like.”


In the moonlight, Joe can see the old concrete-and-wood grandstands, home to a thousand quivering bats. The seats are covered with droppings. At least the barns are intact. Joe’s father explains the track is used mostly for training these days. Thirty broodmares and one stud are stabled at the track, along with an assemblage of two-year-olds and foals. A local gambler owns the horses, and Joe’s dad works for him and stays in one of the tack rooms as part of his keep.


The father waves the boy into the room. He has a two-burner propane stove for cooking and a metal cot for sleeping. Bathing is done outside near a shed by hanging a running hose over a rafter. The father digs another metal cot from storage for Joe. It’s late. Father and son are soon flopped on the cots, fast asleep.


Next morning, Joe awakes to the salty smell of frying bacon. His dad is busy at the stove. The father heaps potatoes and pinto beans onto a plate for his son, pours the boy a tin of coffee, plunks bacon on top of the feast. “Gotta put some meat on your bones,” he says with a laugh.


The entire morning becomes delightful. Joe’s dad shows him how to feed and water the horses, which the boy will do twice a day for chores, as well as muck out the stalls once. He takes him to the goats and shows him how to feed and care for them. He leads Joe over to where a mixed-breed dog is nursing her litter in the hay. Joe eyes the puppies with boyish longing. “Go ahead, pick one,” his dad says. Joe’s eyes widen. He looks closely, then carefully scoops up the one on the litter’s edge. The pup is black and tawny, with floppy ears and a rough pink tongue. “She’s all yours,” his father adds. Joe nestles the puppy close, laughing with incredulity at the gift.


Father and son eat bread-and-butter sandwiches for lunch, fix fences in the afternoon, and dine on tamales for supper. So begins the best time of Joe’s young life. He names his dog Mippy, and she becomes his constant companion. He adjusts quickly to the chore schedule and soon has his favorite foals and mares and pet goats. Before long his father has him up on horses, teaching him how to ride. One evening he remarks that the boy is a natural with animals. “You’ve got a true gift,” the father says. “Someday you’ll make a great trainer.” The guidance, the manly praise—it’s all new to the boy. Joe finds himself flourishing in his father’s attention.


The autumn of 1938 passes, and it’s not long until Christmas arrives. Joe’s mother has been notified where her son is and she mails him a shirt as a present, but it’s too small. She doesn’t realize how much the boy has grown. In January 1939, Joe turns thirteen. In the spring, Joe’s dad teaches him about foaling and breeding, and Joe becomes an old hand around the barn. By early summer the boy gallops horses up and down the back stretch of the old track, riding bareback to get a feel for balance. He befriends a Mexican boy named Chico, whose father works a cattle operation next to the racetrack. Chico keeps a rowdy Airedale named Loco, and in off-hours during the lazy summer, Joe and Chico wander the rolling scrub-oak hills, their dogs by their sides. They flush armadillos and hunt rattlesnakes. Joe has now missed a year of school, but his father hasn’t forced the issue. He does mention that Joe will need to begin again in fall. Joe whines that he doesn’t want to go.


“You’ll do as you’re told.” His father’s voice is surprisingly gruff.


In September, Joe and Chico trudge the two miles to the one-room schoolhouse where they both enroll in eighth grade, even though Joe has completed only a month or so of seventh. The schoolteacher tests Joe and finds him a quick mind and an excellent student when he wants to be—which isn’t often. When the weather turns cold, Joe and Chico take turns stoking the old potbellied stove in the middle of the schoolroom. The fire gets to blazing, and whenever Joe walks near the stove, his teacher wrinkles her nose. Joe owns only one pair of cowboy boots. He never wears socks. Showering under the cold hose is fun in summertime but not in winter. One December afternoon when Joe sits near the stove, his teacher explodes.


“Joe! This class and I cannot tolerate the smell of your boots any longer. Go home immediately. Bathe. Tell your father to buy you a new pair of boots—and socks. You are not allowed to return until you have them.”


Joe hasn’t realized his feet are so ripe. He feels embarrassed and peeved. Back at the barn, Joe relates his teacher’s message, word for word to his dad, who’s busy soaping a halter and shank. The father doesn’t answer. A few moments pass, then he mutters, “This weekend we’ll go to town. I’ll get you a new pair of cowboy boots and a dozen pair of socks. How about that?”


Joe nods, his eyes on his father’s work.


His father pauses again, still focused on his task, then asks, “You learning much over there?”


“No,” Joe answers. “Reckon I know as much as she does.”


Without looking up, his dad snaps, “Then don’t go back.”
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A second Christmas passes. In January 1940, Joe turns fourteen. When spring arrives, the balmy Texas winds whorl through the racetrack, fanning dust particles into circles and filling the air with pollen. Joe and his father stay busy with the hard work of breaking yearlings and training two-year-olds. Once again, mares are foaling and new life arrives in the stalls.


One Saturday afternoon, when Joe and his father have a rare hour to themselves, his dad drives the duo into San Antonio in his Chevy, the running boards rusty and dented. They head to the outdoor Mexican market, where the father treats the son to a late lunch cooked over charcoal at one of the stands.


Joe sits back after finishing his tamales and studies his father’s visage as the man sips the last of his beer. The boy doesn’t know much about the man or his story, other than his father’s name is also Joseph, and he’s a handsome man at whom women often steal second glances. He was already traveling by age eighteen, working as a section hand for the railroad when he met and married Joe’s mom, who is three years older. She had her teacher’s certificate from Louisiana Tech, one of only two of eleven children in her father’s red-clay farming family who attended college. Her folks weren’t pleased with the match to a “drifter,” as they called him. Joe knows his parents’ wedding date was June 12, 1925, that his own birthday is January 27, 1926, and that seven months and fifteen days didn’t offer much time for licit baby-making.


His father never speaks of Joe’s mother anymore. Before their baby had come, his father had quit the railroad and found work as a soda jerk to stay closer to home, but that hadn’t lasted long. Joe’s mom had had a good job teaching grade school in Bernice, Louisiana, where they’d lived then, but that job had ended too. Joe remembers an entry in his baby book: “I never saw my Daddy until I was two months old as he was working in Memphis.”


At the lunch table, Joe screws up his courage and asks, “Why did you leave Mom anyhow?”


His father drains his beer, raises two fingers and beckons over the waitress, orders another cerveza. “Son, if you can’t say something good about a person, don’t say nothing at all.”


“No, really,” Joe says. “Why?”


His dad sucks in his breath, then exhales. “Your mother and I both made mistakes. That’s part of life. Making them. Learning from them. I can’t answer for your mother, but I’m always trying to answer for mine. My life ain’t been easy, and I’m a restless man. I boxed some. Dealt cards. Cooked some. I’m a horse trainer now. Can’t say my ship has come in. But I still have hopes for someday.”


Joe gives his father a quizzical look and asks him to explain further.


“When your mama and I parted ways, I was in a rough place,” the father says. “No job. Far from family. I’d forgotten what it felt like to live normal, and for a spell all I did was drink.” He shakes his head, nods at the waitress who’s brought his next beer, takes a sip. “But a life ain’t ruined just because a man gets knocked down. You ice his hand. Close the cut. Put him in the ring again so he fights another round. God knows we all fail and fall, but every life can be lifted again.”


Joe nods, toys with the straw in his empty soda glass. His father gives him a dime and motions up the street to the Joy Theater, where a double feature is showing. When Joe returns in the evening, his father is next to the stall at a cantina, fingering the braids of a young senorita. He slurs at Joe to go catch a few winks in the back seat of the Chevy while he finishes up some business with his new friend. Three hours later, the father stumbles to the car and wakes his son. Joe helps him lie down in the back seat, then slides behind the wheel.


The boy, age fourteen, drives his father home.
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In early fall 1940, Joe’s father decides to quit his job at Alamo Downs and open a public stable at Santa Anita in Arcadia, California. Opportunities are better on the West Coast, he insists, and he thinks he has enough connections to secure twenty stalls for the racing season.


Joe disagrees with his father about the move. He loves Alamo Downs. The boy will need to leave behind his grandmother, aunts, and cousins. He doesn’t see them often, but the occasional Sunday dinner in a house full of noise and laughing has lodged within him as something to hold on to. The sharper, more immediate loss is leaving his only friend, Chico, his beloved mares and foals, and his dog, Mippy. Joe’s father offers to let the boy stay behind and live with his grandmother, but Joe doesn’t like that idea either. He wants things to stay the same. They leave by train on the Sunset Limited anyway, heading for California.


The boy’s mood improves when they arrive a few days later. He inhales the sweet smell of orange blossoms. It feels like he can reach out and touch the mountains. The grounds and racetrack at Santa Anita are much newer than those at Alamo Downs. Right away, his father begins training horses for actors and producers in the movie business. He hires four grooms and two exercise boys, including Joe. For saddling, riding, and steadying thoroughbreds, and preparing them for the jockeys, Joe earns a dollar a day—flush wages for a Depression-era kid. Joe’s father handles the horses for Barbara Stanwyck, Robert Taylor, George Raft, Lou Costello, and Max Factor. He travels to South America to pick up horses for Bing Crosby. The actress ZaSu Pitts buys a shirt for young Joe as a gift. A teenage Gloria Vanderbilt walks the shed rows, and Joe drums up the courage to say hello to her.


Stabled in the barn behind the quarters where Joe and his father stay is the famed thoroughbred Seabiscuit. Joe is exercising a horse one morning when he spies the legendary racehorse around the next turn. He gallops ahead to Seabiscuit and flies on past.


Despite the glamour and excitement of Santa Anita, Joe’s not happy. He’s been spending too much time at the track kitchen, putting on too much weight for an exercise boy, who needs to stay around 120 pounds. He’s now five feet seven and 135 pounds—far too heavy for his job. His dad relegates him to walking hot, sweaty horses after their workouts. For less money. Joe and his father argue. His dad says he’s grown too big for his britches—literally and figuratively. The same argument happens more than once. Joe smarts off to his dad. The boy grows dejected, his attitude surly.


Track officials notice the boy with the sour outlook and make inquiries. Joe is underage and is not supposed to be living or working at the track until he’s sixteen. Also, he’s not enrolled in school. They threaten to revoke his father’s training license unless the boy shapes up.


Joe’s father sits the boy down and gives him an ultimatum: “Either you go back to San Antonio and live with your grandmother, or you go back to your mother in Memphis. Whenever you finish your schooling and get your attitude straightened out, you’re welcome to return. I’ll make a trainer out of you. Sleep on it tonight, and the decision is yours. But no matter what, by this time tomorrow, you’re on a train, leaving California.” He reaches into his pocket and hands Joe two folded twenty-dollar bills. “This should be enough for whatever you decide. I’ll get you to the station tomorrow and buy you a ticket.”


“I ain’t doing neither,” Joe says. “I’m gonna join the Army.”


It’s a threat. A bluff. He hopes his dad will back down, keep him on. But his father says, “Hell. If they take you, you got my blessing.”


That night Joe lies awake on his cot. He knows he has messed up, yet it’s too late for apologies. No way is he going back to Memphis to be the breadwinner again for the freeloading Mr. Jake. Living with his grandmother wouldn’t be bad, but he has already tasted the freedom of life on the wing. He fears his grandmother would tie him down.


Before sunrise, Joe packs a small suitcase and steals out of the tack room. He leaves no note. He doesn’t say goodbye. He catches a streetcar to the Post Office building in Pasadena, where he has seen a sign for a recruiting station inside. To join the Army, you need to be seventeen with a note from your parents, eighteen without. With as much vigor as he can manage, Joe climbs the steps and pushes through the front doors. He announces his intentions to the sergeant.


“Really.” The man looks him up and down. “How old are you, kid?”


“Eighteen.”


“Eighteen, my ass. You got a birth certificate?”


“Not with me. I’m not from California originally. It’s back in my home state.”


The recruiter rolls his eyes. “Well, let’s send for your birth certificate. Where were you born?”


“Memphis.”


“Memphis, huh? I’ll tell ya what. You take this stack of papers and fill them out, stand over there and wait. We’ll get this sorted.”


Joe nods, receives the papers and a pencil, takes a step back, scribbles on the forms. His birthplace is not Memphis. It’s Ruston, Louisiana. But that’s a strategic part of his fib. He figures by the time the Army receives a copy of his birth certificate, he’ll be long gone. Besides, the Army is eager for warm bodies. President Franklin Roosevelt has already hinted in the press that it’s only a matter of time before the United States joins the Allies in the titanic struggle of World War II. A few months earlier, on September 16, 1940, Roosevelt signed into law the nation’s first peacetime conscription bill. All men ages twenty-one through thirty-five are now required to register for military service. The Army is hungrier for warm bodies than it has been at any time since World War I. He’ll be doing the Army a favor, Joe thinks. And as far as Joe knows, America’s not directly involved in the war yet. He’s just a boy looking for adventure, and he’s a good worker. He’ll do his part.


The room grows busy as the morning grows long. After four hours, Joe and a cadre of men follow the recruiting sergeant up the street to a small office, where they’re given a quick physical and ordered to eat lunch next door in a diner. Joe keeps his head down. He’s lost in the shuffle.


Two hours later, Joe and the men are loaded into the back of a truck. Ahead is the long drive to Fort MacArthur and a grown-up world he knows nothing about.















CHAPTER 3



Where Sea and Sky Meet


The bumpy truck ride southward from the recruiting center in Pasadena through the city of Los Angeles to San Pedro on the coast takes an hour. It’s early January 1941, and like many fourteen-year-olds, Joe is not a global thinker. As he climbs off the wooden seat and his feet hit the pavement at Fort MacArthur, just up the bay from the Long Beach pier, all he can think of is how much his butt aches.


He’s certainly not thinking of world news. Not of how three principal partners in the Axis alliance have been running loose during these last few turbulent years. Not of how Nazi Germany has already invaded and conquered Poland, which had possessed one of the strongest and best-equipped armies in Europe, then done the same to Finland, Denmark, Norway, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, and Belgium. Not of how Great Britain and France are trying to fight back, and not of how France acquiesced and handed over the northern and eastern parts of its country to the Nazis. Not of how Fascist Italy had invaded and annexed Albania and conquered Ethiopia, then invaded southern France, Egypt, and Greece. Not of how the Soviet Union, supposedly on the right side of this conflict, is busy gobbling up countries of its own. Not of how Imperial Japan had attacked China and intensified military activities throughout East Asia. And certainly not of how Japan had decimated the city of Nanking, leaving more than 300,000 civilians of the Chinese capital robbed, raped, tortured, and slaughtered.


None of this hostile action crosses his mind at the entryway to Fort MacArthur, where Joe is ordered to fall in. He and two dozen other enlistees are yelled at, bedamned, and marched up the pavement to a single-story wooden barracks, which will act as their quarters until they’re sworn in. They unfurl their bedrolls, are marched outside in columns of two to the mess hall (where they’re fed supper), then marched back to the barracks (where the “Lights out!” order is barked).


That night Joe lies awake on a top bunk, vigilant and watchful, the snores of strange men surrounding him. He considers how his life has changed so radically, so quickly. He knows there’s no one to blame but himself for running away from his problems and getting into whatever this is. His mind teems with memories. He misses the mares and their foals back at the stables. He thinks of his grandmother, his mother, of little Betty and Charlie back in Memphis. He regrets causing his father so much trouble. When he thinks of his dog, Mippy, and how he needed to leave her back in San Antonio, he buries his face in his pillow, stifling the sobs.


Early the next morning, the moonfaced corporal in charge of the barracks shouts them awake. Joe trudges to the latrine, washes his face, wets down his hair, stares into the mirror. It’s 5 a.m. A man stands next to him, lathering his whiskers, preparing to shave. The man sets down his shaving brush and extends his hand.


“I got the bunk underneath you,” he says. “Raymond Rico. Call me Ray.”


The man is in his early twenties with high cheekbones, arched eyebrows, and a dark-hued complexion. Without thinking twice, Joe shakes the outstretched hand and says, “Joe Johnson.” He wants to talk to the man more, to make a friend, even if he doesn’t trust him fully. But another shout races down the hallway, and the enlistees are ordered to shut up and hustle. Soon they’re outside in formation, yelled at again.


Joe wonders if they’ll go for a run. If they’ll be ordered to do push-ups. If they’ll practice with their weapons on the rifle range. But there’s not much to do yet. They are not assigned to a regiment, nor given uniforms, nor sworn in. They are nothing official yet except enlistees, waiting for the Army to figure out what to do with them.


The boy is tasked with kitchen duty a few times over the next few days. More new enlistees arrive, and the transitional barracks are soon at capacity. When he’s not in the kitchen, Joe spends most of his time lying on his back on his bunk, listening to Ray spin stories from the bunk underneath him. Ray doesn’t volunteer much personal information, but the stories flow from him like water through a sluice. He brags about working as a stuntman in the movies, giving a massage to an older, thrice-divorced actress named Kitty, drinking too much when gadding about town, and driving his car far too fast. Joe can’t help liking the guy. Ray is full of panache. Or perhaps malarkey.


Days pass, and without a murmur of fanfare, Joe marks his fifteenth birthday while in the transitional barracks. In early February 1941, and without further question by military officials, he’s officially sworn in with the rest of the enlistees and assigned to the 31st Infantry Regiment. On the morning before they’re shipped north to Fort Ord in Monterey, a skinny captain informs the men in formation about a rare opportunity for raw recruits. A few openings are still available to join the 31st Infantry Regiment in the Philippines. It will mean travel, adventure, and seeing the world, the captain promises. If any man wants the assignment, he’s to step forward.


Not a man moves. Joe has never been aboard a ship. He shrugs and finds his feet taking a bold step, as if on their own. Ray spots Joe out of the corner of his eye and steps forward with him. They are the only two volunteers.


“What were you thinking, anyway?” Ray hisses to Joe after the first sergeant has taken down their names and told them they’re now heading to Fort McDowell, in San Francisco. “Didn’t I tell ya to never volunteer for anything?”


“Girls in grass skirts,” Joe says with feigned bravado. “Hammocks? Coconut juice?” He turns to face the older recruit. “What exactly were you thinking?”


Ray scoffs, “That you need somebody with you to keep you out of trouble.”
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The night after being sworn in, Private Raymond Rico takes Private Joe Johnson out to a bar to celebrate. The older soldier takes the lead on drinking. Joe follows suit. He drinks his first beer. Then another. Then one more. After that, Joe loses count. They tell jokes and laugh too loudly. The boy’s head is so fuzzy he can hardly see straight. All he wants is to return to base to sleep.


The next morning Joe’s head pounds. They leave by train for Fort McDowell; the chug of the locomotive’s pistons beats a steady pattern of pain in Joe’s inner ears. Once there, they will await their vessel to the Philippines. They still don’t have uniforms and haven’t even sweated through Basic Training yet, but in an extraordinarily rare move for the military, the boys are informed they will go through boot camp overseas. Joe hasn’t notified either of his parents where he is yet. He has already second-guessed his decision to join the military, but he doesn’t want to lose face and be forced to go home. He figures he’ll write both of his parents after his adventure is well underway.


Off the train, shivering, Joe and Ray are put aboard a small Army boat and taken to Angel Island, just past Alcatraz. The dampness of the wintry San Francisco air cuts to their bones. After the boat docks at the pier, they are marched up a steep serpentine road to the barracks. Fort McDowell crawls with soldiers; it is even more crowded than Fort MacArthur. Most soldiers at McDowell are dressed in old World War I choke-collar blouses and sport wrap-legging trousers. The old-timers hoot and holler at the new recruits. Joe and Ray are issued blankets, linens, and towels, and told where to bunk. About 100 restless and bored men bunk in their barracks. Not all will go to the Philippines. Some will go to Alaska. Others to Hawaii.


Inside the barracks, they greet a lounging Michigan native named Dale Snyder, who rises on one elbow while lying on his bunk to introduce himself and shake their hands. He’s been in the barracks two weeks, has a kind face and chiseled good looks, and is about Ray’s age.


“There’s gonna be a war,” Dale says. “I figured I better get in and get it over with.” He glances over his shoulder, whispers for the other two to huddle up, and adds, “Look. See that tall, eagle-beaked bastard that just walked in?”


Ray and Joe squint toward the door and nod. The soldier’s nose is sharp and sizable. His eyes bulge as if too big for their sockets.


“Watch out for trouble,” Dale says. “Sumpter’s his last name. They call him Sump. He’s from Alabama and has this little clique of rebs that follow him around. They got a nasty habit of baiting a loner into a fight.”


“Humph,” Joe says, trying to sound tough. Ray just glares.


“Here’s another piece of advice,” Dale offers. “You’ll draw your uniforms soon. Before you do, slip a buck to the fella in charge of the clothing line. He’ll see to it you get something that fits. Otherwise you’re stuck with potato sacks.”


The guys all guffaw.


Dinner that night is flopped into bowls and platters and rushed around the tables. Pork chops, mashed potatoes, green beans, white bread. The mess hall is a madhouse of flailing arms, shouts, and clangs. A thousand men all make noise at once. Joe manages to capture some mashed potatoes before everything’s finished. His stomach growls.


“Most of these bums left their manners at home when they joined the Army,” Dale shouts. He hands Joe an extra pork chop from his plate, along with two slices of bread. “Here. Make yourself a sandwich. It’s dog eat dog when it comes to chow.”


Dale’s a good egg, Joe thinks, making a mental note to move faster at mealtimes.


The next morning, Joe and Ray each slip a dollar to the private on clothing duty. They’re the only two recruits in formation who are given the new type of blouses, plus long trousers that fit. In the days that follow, Joe and Ray receive X-rays and blood tests, thorough physicals, and a tingling array of vaccinations. But mostly they just sit around. Dale naps. Ray smokes. They play cards. Joe wanders the grounds. He finds he’s becoming fast friends with Dale and Ray. They walk the shores of Fort McDowell each afternoon, searching for shells and oddly shaped stones and driftwood. Afterward, they hike to the PX for Coca-Colas.


February passes. The first two weeks of March move slowly. One morning an order is tacked to the barracks bulletin board saying the men will receive partial pay and a weekend pass.


“Hey, see what I see?” Ray looks at the notice, then nudges Dale in the ribs. They both turn and stare at Joe. He has wondered for a while now if they know he’s underage, although he hasn’t told anyone.


Dale chuckles and elbows Ray back.


“What are you guys gawking at?” Joe doesn’t want to sound stupid. “It’s just a pass.”


Ray laughs again and points to Joe. “This weekend, little brother’s gonna become a man.”






[image: image]








The next day the Army pays them twenty bucks each. For the first time in their military careers the trio hits the city, all in uniform. Ray secures them a hotel suite with two adjoining rooms for two bucks each. They hop in a taxi and head to the downtown core for drinks. Joe begins to have reservations and says, “You know, guys, maybe I’ll just head back to the room. I don’t want to slow you down.”


“What’re you talking about?” Ray says. “We’re gonna go crazy.”


“Well… you know.” Joe’s voice turns flat.


“We don’t,” Ray says. “What?”


Joe scrunches up his face and wonders what he can say to remove himself from the quandary. He decides to come clean, at least to a degree. “I’m not much of a hard drinker,” Joe admits. “A few beers here and there, but I’ve never had a real drink in my whole life. And…” His voice trails off. He decides to tell the truth. “Never been with a girl, neither.”


Ray and Dale laugh. The cabdriver glances in his rearview mirror and smiles.


A moment passes and Dale says, “How the hell old are you, anyway?”


Joe doesn’t hesitate. “Eighteen.”


“Well, you look young for eighteen,” Dale says. “But hey, if you want to head back, that’s okay by us.”


Joe looks out the window of the cab but doesn’t say anything. The guys are cutting him some slack, giving him a way out, being true friends. Yet he’s torn. He doesn’t want to go along with them, but he doesn’t want to let them down, either. He pauses before muttering, “What the hell.”


The three drink whiskeys with beer chasers until they can stand no more, then wobble back to the hotel. Ray uses the bathroom, then migrates to the street again in search of some girls. An hour later he returns, bursting through the doorway with three young women on his arms. Ray holds a bottle in each hand. He introduces the women as Dottie, Marie, and Ginger. Joe can’t quite tell if they’re prostitutes or simply patriotic Americans, wanting to have drinks with some servicemen who are heading overseas.


The six hang around in the first room, all talking at the same time, laughing and swapping stories, drowning out the sounds of the old radiator’s laborious hiss. The new bottles are passed around until they’re empty. Joe’s head swirls and his vision becomes cloudy, yet he notes that Ray has downed far more than he. Dale appears the most levelheaded of the gang and leaves the party early and alone, saying only that he needs to take care of some personal business. Ray’s voice turns bombastic. He announces he’s going to entertain Marie and Ginger in the other room. Joe is left alone with Dottie. He finds the woman attractive and wonders if he’s falling in love or if it’s simply the booze talking.


An hour passes, and when it’s time for the women to say goodbye, Dottie kisses Joe on the cheek and says thanks for the fun time. Ray’s still loaded. He closes the door behind the girls, flops onto the bed in the first room, and prods Joe for juicy details, but Joe doesn’t want to talk about it. The youthful soldier plays along with Ray’s questioning because he wants to be thought of as one of the guys. But Joe never does tell Ray any specifics about what happened—or didn’t—between him and Dottie.
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Late one morning toward the end of March at Fort McDowell, Ray and Dale are getting haircuts. Joe is reading by himself in the barracks. He spies a group of Sump’s cronies against the far wall, yukking it up among themselves. Joe ignores the gang of rebs, sets down his book, and heads into the latrine just as Coot, one of Sump’s cronies, is walking out. Without missing a beat, Coot shifts his step, thuds his shoulder against the boy, and saunters onward to join his buddies against the wall. They laugh like hyenas.


Joe turns around and glares. A mistake.


“Keep walking, boy,” Coot calls over his shoulder.


“Maybe I don’t feel like it,” Joe answers.


“I know what you feel like.” Coot addresses his buddies more than Joe, looking for another laugh. “Getting lucky again with that boyfriend of yours, Ray.”


Joe clenches his fist. “What’d you say?”


“You heard me. He’s humping you every night. And if I’m wrong, you and me can settle things down on the beach. Sump will referee.”


Joe snorts at the insult. “Lead the way.”


The gang pushes off the wall, heads out of the barracks, and hikes toward the rocky shore. Overbold and trying to think, Joe stands for a moment, all motion suspended, then shakes his head and follows. The fifteen-year-old has never been in a fight before, certainly never with a grown man, although his childhood vow propels him forward: Never give in to fear. They approach the high bank overlooking the beach, then half run, half slide down the embankment. Coot’s on the beach now with his back toward Joe. Sump stands nearby, holding his flunky’s jacket. A crowd from the barracks has followed and forms a ring. Joe approaches. The circle parts to let him in.


Without uttering so much as a grunt, Coot spins on his heel and slugs Joe square in the jaw. The boy stumbles backward, struggling to keep his feet. He feels blood on his lips. Coot smirks, lunges two steps forward, grabs Joe’s shirt, and tries to throw the boy to the ground. Joe breaks free from his grasp and dips into a half crouch, shuffling his feet like a basketball player so he can circle Coot. The older man is sinewed and muscular, taller than Joe and cagier. Joe senses he’s in trouble.


“C’mon, kid,” Coot says, one eyebrow cocked. “That all you got?”


Joe ducks his head and charges the older soldier, hitting him mid-torso with his shoulder. They plunge to the ground, grappling and striking each other, both struggling for an advantage. Joe fights with frenzy. He’s angry at himself for getting suckered into the fight, furious at his opponent for spouting off false accusations against Ray and himself. The boy slides out of Coot’s grasp, slips to ascend the soldier’s stomach, and clutches the man’s neck with both hands, squeezing his throat. Joe pounds the man’s head into the sand—again and again. The boy’s winning the fight, killing the man, losing touch with reality, when he finds two hands yanking his shoulders upward and back. Joe stumbles off Coot and spins to see Dale breathless from having run from the barracks. Ray stands a few paces away next to Sump, staring down the gang’s boss, telling him to back off.


“Relax! Just relax!” Dale yells to Joe. “You got him, kid. Don’t kill him.”


Joe pants, short-winded. He shakes off Dale’s grasp and retorts, “I don’t need your help.”


Coot is helped up by one of his gang. His mouth is bloody and full of sand. His face looks as rattled as a pinball machine. He spits. The fight is over. The crowd disperses.


Ray and Dale help Joe back to the barracks. The boy is shaking so fiercely with adrenaline he can barely sit on his bed to gather his wits. Dale brings him a wet washcloth and helps him wipe his face.


“One thing I need to make clear,” Joe says. “I don’t need you two to rescue me every time I get into a scrape.”


Ray puts both hands on Joe’s shoulders and looks the boy in the eyes. “We just wanted to make sure you got a fair shake, that’s all. It’s actually the other guy we rescued.” Ray grins, then turns serious. “Whether you like it or not, we’re going to stand by you. We were told what Coot said, and I like that you fought our battle just as much as yours. But from now on, with Dale’s help I’ll do the fighting for us, okay?”


Joe slows his breathing. His shoulders sag. He nods.


Dale pats the boy on the back and gets him a fresh shirt.


That night Joe lies awake for a long time, imagining what might have happened if Dale hadn’t held him back. He’s still unnerved by the encounter, replaying each twist of the fight in his mind, imagining the bully’s smirking face just before he beat his head against the sand. The boy senses a new and chilling feeling, and he isn’t comfortable with it. He tries to erase the dark emotion from his mind, but it floats back like a phantom. It takes a while before the boy can name hatred for what it is—and he cannot help wondering, given his new profession, how much of it he might need to summon in the days to come.
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Joe, Ray, and Dale have been told they’re in the 31st Infantry Regiment, but while talking among themselves at a nearby beer parlor one evening, they realize they each could be assigned to a different company, even to different battalions. A corporal wanders by, overhears their talk, and offers a solution. For five bucks per man, he can guarantee they’re assigned to the same company. The three pull out their wallets and pay up.


Later, lists are posted on the barracks bulletin boards. The corporal has delivered. Joe, Ray, and Dale are all assigned to D Company, 1st Battalion, and set to embark at 0800 on March 31, 1941, aboard the USAT Republic for duty stations in the Philippines.


On the morning of departure, tugboats ease the big white ship away from the dock at Fort Mason, the point of embarkation in San Francisco. The Republic is a sedate old passenger liner that’s been pressed into service and outfitted to carry troops. The tugs cast off the lines, and the recruits feel the big ship’s propellers start to churn the sea. She heads westward, venturing ever farther into the vast blue ocean, knifing through the choppy waves with determined purpose.


Joe, Ray, and Dale stand at the stern of the ship on the port side, watching the cheering crowd diminish in size as an Army band finishes a warm farewell. The recruits don’t speak. They watch the hills and houses of the city grow smaller and smaller. Soon, the morning sun breaks through the clouds. A sailboat passes, its occupants waving goodbye to the ship. As the boys pass under the Golden Gate Bridge, Joe looks up, feeling the magnitude of the event is beyond words.


“Well, fellas,” Ray says. “It’s too late to change our minds now.”


The next few days are spent gaining their sea legs. Joe, Ray, and Dale each take turns heaving their meals over the deck, noting that few empty spots are available at the railing. But soon their nausea subsides, and the recruits settle into life on the ocean. They play cards, read, and catnap. Joe thinks of his mother back in Memphis, and of how much he misses his little brother and sister. He wrote his mother a few quick lines just before leaving, and when he thinks of the words he penned to her in his sober, attentive cursive, a new wave of homesickness washes over him:




Don’t worry, Mother, I’ll be careful.





Joe often wanders alone topside, exploring as much of the ship as he’s able, reflecting on the past and pondering his future. He has energy and he’s curious. One morning as he watches seagulls follow the Republic’s wake, he meets a wizened merchant marine named Dewey Holzclaw who’s been at sea for nearly thirty years. He’s an oiler on the Republic, the worker who services machinery in the engine room. Joe finds him a fountain of information about the ship and the military.


“Joined in 1911 and sailed all through the Great War,” Dewey says, puffing on a stubby cigarette. “So you’re in the 31st, eh? Well, you couldn’t send me to the infantry; you’re just fodder for the artillery. So keep your head down when you hear them shells come a-whistling. Make sure you go home alive. Now, you consider my job. I do it right and nobody bothers me. That’s how you live, son. Free and clear just like that.”
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