



[image: Cover: A Stream to Follow by Jess Wright]











PRAISE FOR A STREAM TO FOLLOW






“Jess Wright’s A Stream to Follow is a gripping reminder of the trauma of war and the healing power of family and love. A stunning and heartfelt debut.”


—LINDA KASS, award-winning author of Tasa’s Song and A Ritchie Boy


“This post-World War II novel touchingly and intelligently reminds us that no war ever ends. It survives in our minds and bodies, daring us to live and love alongside our memories of brutal history and unforgettable valor.”


—SHELLY BLANTON-STROUD, author of Copy Boy


“In a thrilling account of the aftermath of wartime trauma, Jess Wright tells a story of heroism, love, and healing. Engaging and heartwarming.… A book you can’t put down.”


—ROBERT L. LEAHY, PHD, author of Don’t Believe Everything You Feel and The Worry Cure


“An authentic portrait of working through traumatic experiences to develop resilience. At the same time, matters of the heart play an important role in the lives of the characters in this compelling family saga … an absolute joy to read.”


—AMES SHELDON, award-winning author of Eleanor’s Wars, Don’t Put the Boats Away, and Lemons in the Garden of Love


“Jess Wright is a gifted storyteller who weaves the heartrending impact of PTSD into a novel that will resonate with all. It is a page-turner full of love, intrigue, and tested values.”


—BARBARA O. ROTHBAUM, PHD, Professor and Director, Emory University Healthcare Veterans Program, and author of PTSD: What Everyone Wants to Know









A Novel


A STREAM TO FOLLOW


JESS WRIGHT


[image: Logo: SparkPress]











Copyright © 2022 Jess Wright


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or


portions thereof in any form whatsoever.


Published by SparkPress, a BookSparks imprint,


A division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC


Phoenix, Arizona, USA, 85007


www.gosparkpress.com


Published 2022


Printed in the United States of America


Print ISBN: 978-1-68463-121-6


E-ISBN: 978-1-68463-122-3


Library of Congress Control Number: 2021918339


Interior design by Tabitha Lahr


All company and/or product names may be trade names, logos, trademarks, and/or registered trademarks and are the property of their respective owners.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, organizations, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.









To Susanne Wright


And in memory of Captain Jesse Wright,


Jr., and First Lieutenant Donald Slep,


soldiers who had their own stories













Chapter 1

HOMECOMING







Pennsylvania October 1945


From high on the main track of the Pennsylvania Railroad, his eyes locked on the mountain stream where it tumbled into the Juniata River. The train from New York had barreled through the gorge before it slowed at the curved stretch where the river went deep, snaking along the cliff and picking up the limestone spring–fed water from Spruce Creek. He had stood on the spot where the streams merged, casting to the fish that were strong enough to feed in the fast current and swirling pools.


When he was in France and Germany, Bruce had pictured this place to push his fear away. It was just a diversion—a way to lift himself away from the slaughter at the front line. But it nurtured a belief that he’d return here someday.


Bruce had been able to imagine with photographic accuracy since he was a boy. In medical school, he could scan pages in textbooks and seal them in his brain. In the war, he blocked out noise from exploding shells while he visualized each step of the surgery that was about to start. Until the battles in January had unnerved him, he could control the flow of his thoughts, take them where he wanted. Since then, imprints of the carnage tore at him.


Even now, when sight of the two streams signaled he was close to home, Bruce’s thoughts ricocheted backward. It was the Zorn this time—the frozen river outside Rohrwiller. He could feel the ice crack as he reached out to his corpsman who had been hit in the face with the sniper’s bullet. They fell under the surface before he grabbed a tangle of tree roots and pushed Carl through the ice onto the bank. His fingers were numb—they were losing their grip. But he heaved himself up beside Carl. Then the other corpsman ran forward, screamed, and dropped on top of them. The gun had fired again. The red crosses on their uniforms meant nothing to the Germans.


While he hugged the ground, Bruce rolled the dead soldier off them and found a hemostat in his frost-crusted pack. After he clamped the spurting vessel in the hole where Carl’s jaw had been, he lay on his back, shuddering with cold, wondering if the sniper would find him. They hadn’t needed to come out here to find the wounded men. It was a stupid mistake.


Bruce shook his head. Enough, he said to himself. Shut it off.


Sometimes he wished he had taken the amytal injection the psychiatrist had wanted to try on him. But the narcosynthesis theory—get semiconscious on a drug and spill it all out—was too Freudian for his taste. No, there weren’t any good treatments. The memories gripped too hard for simple solutions.


Trying to wrestle his mind back to the present, Bruce focused on the river below him. It was early autumn, and the water level was low. He imagined wading into a shallow section by the bridge they were crossing. His fly rod began to move back and forth, spreading long loops that unfurled toward a riffle that could hold trout. The caddis fly bounced on the water, crossing from patches of sun to shade, riding along with the current in a natural drift. He lifted the rod and cast again. No strikes, but the rhythm of the casts settled him.





The train was picking up speed as it moved away from the river and toward Altoona, where Bruce would meet his mother and brother at the station. The war had tested all of them.


He could see his mother in his mind’s eye now. She still had her angular beauty and erect posture from her years studying dance, but there were more lines in her face. Her laughter didn’t come as easily. The car crash that killed his father in ’43 had left its mark on her.


The photo Bruce pulled from his wallet showed his brother, Glen, standing in front of his P-51 Mustang. With such a good-looking, full-of-beans subject, the snapshot could have been scripted by Hollywood. His aviator’s cap and flight jacket with a sheep’s wool collar were worn with pride, as they should have been.


The confident stance showed a fresh-faced optimist. But the photo was taken at the beginning of Glen’s war. Within three months, all seven of the other men in his tent died flying over France. And on Glen’s last flight to Normandy, he took heavy shrapnel and barely made it back to England. The burns from the crash landing left scars that would last the rest of his life.





In the crowd of people meeting their families, the Duncans met at the center, standing taller than the others. Bruce held his mother first. She was lighter than he remembered. Not fragile yet. Older, but still elegant. Her voice was the same—rich and comforting, tinged with good humor.


“You’ll squeeze me to pieces,” Alice said. “Go ahead. I’ve been waiting for you to do it.”


They laughed and pulled apart enough to take stock of each other.


“I just want to look at you, Bruce … take you in,” she said.


As they started walking, they heard the sound of clapping. All around them, people had stopped what they were doing to watch their reunion. When Bruce turned to recognize them, the applause grew. Some of them shouted “Thank you!” and flashed the victory sign.


“That was an unexpected pleasure,” Bruce said as he strolled arm in arm with his mother and brother toward the car. “I’m a lucky guy to be back here and have that kind of welcome.”


Not like some guys I knew, Bruce thought.


“It’s party time tonight,” Glen said. “We invited everyone you wanted. And I found a few good-looking women in case you’re ready to step out.”


“Not yet,” Bruce said. “Give me a chance to catch my breath.”


“Everyone’s bringing a bottle,” Glen chimed. “So it should be a big blast. You’re back home, the war’s over … How could it get better?”





While they drove from the station in Altoona to their home in Hollidaysburg, Bruce tried to savor views of the places he had missed. But the satisfaction of returning home wasn’t complete. There was a glaring absence.


He could imagine Amelia now in the back seat with his mother as his brother took them to the house on Walnut Street. She was charming his mother, as she did everyone else she met. She was tossing that long ash-blond hair and talking with so much warmth that they were falling for her too. How could they resist? He had known from the first day that Amelia had a magnetic pull on him. There wouldn’t be another one like her.


In the end, the barriers had been too high. Her father had treated him like an unwanted pest—someone to be swatted away. A doctor from a small town in Pennsylvania wasn’t good enough for the daughter of a member of Parliament.


Amelia had stood up to her father for a long time, through the months before Bruce’s unit left for France and beyond. Then Mark, her ex-boyfriend, returned from the campaign in Italy. With an impeccable background and connections, he was the easier choice. Her last letter arrived a month after the war ended. Full of guilt and regret, she said her father had won. Mark’s offer of marriage had been accepted.


The slide into aching reverie wasn’t helping Bruce. He had gone quiet for a while as they came into Hollidaysburg.


“Are you feeling okay, Bruce?” his mother asked. “Is this party a bad idea? We didn’t ask if you wanted time to get used to being home.”


“I’m fine, Mother,” he said. Bruce snapped back to attention. “You don’t need to worry about me anymore. It’s blue skies ahead.”





It seemed strange to walk into the house on Walnut Street without his father there to greet him. They hadn’t been close, especially after Bruce turned down his offer to join the family hardware business. Still, he had respected his father and missed him. Robert Duncan’s chair was in the same spot, but his pipes and tobacco were gone. He had vanished, as had so many.


In a way, the decision to practice medicine in Hollidaysburg after the war was a payback to his father—the long line of Duncans who worked in this town wouldn’t be broken. His father’s death had been an extra nudge to make the commitment to a place that called to him—a place where he would know his patients and mean something to them, a place where he would be near the mountains and streams where he belonged. The only option that could have lured him was to stay in England with Amelia. That door had closed.


His mother was at the piano, playing some of his favorite songs. Glen was in the kitchen mixing drinks. The windows were open, and a soft breeze was blowing at the curtains. The guests would arrive in less than an hour. It was time for a shower and a fresh uniform. This might be his last day in uniform, and he wanted to honor it.













Chapter 2

THE TEST







Hampshire, England April 1944


It had been easier than Bruce expected. All that was required was a signature at the gate house to enter this fly-fishing mecca. The man at the gate even gave him a few flies, some Grannons, after apologizing that the river keeper was in the army and there were no guides to help Bruce learn the nuances of fishing the Test. Bruce had been astounded when he heard that the owner of Whitcombe Hall decided to open a few beats to soldiers waiting for the invasion across the channel and the push into Germany. Over fifty GIs had signed up for the lottery to be allowed to fish these hallowed waters, but Bruce’s luck had come through. He had won the first chance to sample the Test.


When he was at Penn and wanted a break from studying medical texts, Bruce had read Halford’s books about the Test. He could remember the description of the mill race, part of the Whitcombe estate and one of the most productive sections of the river. Unfortunately, Bruce’s assigned part of the stream didn’t include the mill race. He could see the weathered bricks of the mill while he walked toward his beat on the lower section of the river. Another fisherman was wading in the stream below the mill and had hooked a fish. From the bend of the rod and the heavy splashes, it looked like a nice-size trout. He would stay clear of the other fisherman as etiquette demanded.


The Test was almost too idyllic to seem real. Groomed through many generations, the banks were clear of the overhanging branches and the wildness of the streams he fished in Pennsylvania. With majestic trees rimming the stream and shading a brick mill with a waterwheel, the scene could have been captured in a painting like ones he had seen in the British Museum. Although the grass was rougher than it might have been before the war, the estate had escaped the turmoil that existed outside its gates. It was a haven from the furious buildup to the invasion.


The initial shock of being selected to be a battlefield surgeon, the most dangerous assignment for a doctor, had faded. A long haul of intensive training had converted him from a GP, just out of the University of Pennsylvania, into a specialist that the medical corps believed could handle the trauma of front-line warfare. Bruce wasn’t sure how he would fare. So far, most of the surgeries he had done were for ordinary problems—hernias, appendicitis, and scrapes from training accidents. Soon he would need to handle injuries in a different league, first when men returned from the beaches in France to his hospital in England and then when his turn came to help carry the fight into Germany. Most of the men believed the invasion would start soon—in early June, when the tides and the weather would be at their best point for the attack.


If he couldn’t find a little peace in this spot, he didn’t know where it could be found. The soft bubbling of the stream and the rises he spotted on the surface were too inviting to be spoiled by premonitions of war.


The bamboo rod he borrowed at the gate house was a work of art. With nickel silver fittings and a walnut reel seat, it was much better equipment than he had ever used in the USA. Almost immediately, Bruce got the feel of the rod and could cast the line where he wanted in the river. It was good to sense the familiar tug when the rod loaded with a back cast and to watch the loop unfurl before the line hit the water. But Bruce assumed he would have to adapt his methods to have much success here. The Test was a slower-moving stream than Spruce Creek or the other waters that he usually fished. Those creeks tumbled out of the mountains and picked up speed as tributaries joined and springs fed the flow.


He had read about the challenges of getting a natural drift for dry flies in the chalk streams of England, and the Test was living up to its reputation. The trout were so wary in this ultra-clear water that there could be no drag or unnatural movement of the fly or the fish would refuse to strike. Bruce thought he was getting better at reading the stream and presenting the fly, but after two hours he still hadn’t caught a fish. In the meantime, the fisherman in the mill race above him was connecting regularly.


It was tempting to move up the stream to ask the other fisherman for some advice—he obviously knew how to fish this stream. Bruce had given plenty of tips to other guys in the past. Yet he thought it would be bad form to approach the Englishman.


The major hatch appeared to be a species of mayfly that Bruce had never seen before. It was larger than any of the mayflies he had stashed in the box he brought from the States just in case he got the chance to try an English stream. And it had more pronounced yellow wings. None of the Grannons the gate keeper had given him were on the water, and all of the other flies in Bruce’s collection seemed to be the wrong pattern for the Test. It was frustrating to be here in this spectacular setting and not be able to lure a fish to his fly. But Bruce had learned to avoid putting too much emphasis on the numbers or sizes of fish he caught.


Some days, the fish would take the fly readily. Other days he wouldn’t have a single strike. Still, the essence of the stream, taking in the sights and sounds for a few hours, almost always refreshed him. It made him feel more alive.


When Bruce sat down on the bank to take a break, he let his mind drift along with the water. For at least a few moments, he wanted to feel that he was a part of this place. He had learned to burn pictures like these into his consciousness and to go back to them to evoke a sense of well-being. It was a simple strategy, a way to push troubling thoughts away for a while.


He was so intent on capturing the scene in front of him that Bruce didn’t hear the soft steps of the fisherman who had walked down from the mill race.


A woman’s voice woke him from his musing. “Good morning, Lieutenant Duncan. How do you like the Test?” she said. Her British upper-class accent was suffused with goodwill. “I can tell you know how to cast a fly rod, but I haven’t seen you catch any fish yet.”


Bruce turned and looked up to see a young woman dressed in full fishing gear.


Even wearing a baggy jacket and waders, she was stunning. Wisps of blond hair peaked out from under her wide-brimmed fishing hat and framed a face that made him stumble to find words.


Bruce flushed and said, “No, not much luck yet.” Then he scrambled to his feet to introduce himself.


“I’m Bruce Duncan … but you already knew my name,” he said. “How did you do that?”


She took off her hat, tossed her hair, and laughed in a friendly way. “I’m Amelia Whitcombe. I live here,” she said. “I saw your name on the list your commander sent us … the men who won the lottery to get the beats. But I don’t know anything else about you. Where do you fish when you are home in the States?”


Her easy manner began to relax Bruce, and her question about fishing helped relieve his awkwardness.


“Just the mountain creeks in western Pennsylvania … nothing like this gorgeous water,” Bruce replied. “Your mayflies look different than the ones I brought with me. None of them have worked so far.”


“Let me take a look,” Amelia said.


“They’re lovely … like little jewels. Tiny flies for your mountain streams,” she said when Bruce showed her the box of flies. It was filled with sulfurs, caddis, and blue-winged olives. “Did you tie them?”


“A few,” Bruce replied. “Tying flies is a family project … Most of them are my father’s and brother’s handiwork. I guess I have a piece of home with me in this fly box.”





Amelia was normally reserved around the few strangers who fished on her family’s estate, but there was something about this Yank that touched her. She had admired his smooth casting from a distance. And up close, she felt spontaneous warmth toward him that she decided not to suppress. It didn’t hurt that he was very good looking—not in the conventional manner of the men in her circles. He seemed fresh and natural.


Show him how to catch a fish here, she said to herself. Daddy’s in London. I won’t get a lecture tonight.


Her father would excoriate her for guiding this soldier on their stream—a definite breach of protocol for the heir to Whitcombe Hall. Since her brother was killed flying his Spitfire in the early days of the war, her father loaded more of his expectations on her. Because she was the only remaining Whitcombe descendant in her generation, he had ratcheted up the pressure to adhere to smothering dictates about their position in society. Her father didn’t grasp that the war had turned everything upside down.


What good are all the rules when you might die tomorrow? she asked herself. They didn’t do my brother much good.


“I’ll tell you what, soldier. You’re too good a fisherman to go away empty-handed. Let me be your guide for the afternoon. You’re going to be fighting for us soon. You deserve to catch some English trout.”





Bruce understood that Amelia was making an unusual offer—he doubted that she hung around the stream to guide other fishermen. At first he thought he should politely thank her so she could go back to her own beat. He knew his place as an interloper on this English estate. But he only made a lame attempt to decline when Amelia pointed toward the spot she wanted to start fishing with him.


“You’re too generous,” Bruce said. “If you could just loan me a couple mayflies and get me started, I think I’ll be okay.”


“No, I’m bored fishing by myself. After you catch some fish, you can teach me your American casting style. And maybe you can guide me sometime if I ever get to Pennsylvania.”


“We have a deal. If you come to New York City after the war, it’s a short train ride to Pennsylvania. It would be worth the trip.”


Her prediction about catching fish didn’t take long to come true. After she showed Bruce where the fish usually grouped into feeding lanes and suggested they use an emerger—a juvenile mayfly that rides in the surface film of the water until it sprouts its full wings—the Test began to boil with strikes. Before they stepped out of the stream to have lunch, Bruce caught eight fish—no trophies, but healthy brown trout with fight in them. And the action continued nonstop through the early part of the afternoon when many streams go to sleep.


“How do you like the Test now?” Amelia whispered as she gestured for them to move up the stream to a pool in the mill race. “I didn’t fish the best pool this morning … wanted to give you plenty of room.”


Bruce was transfixed by this woman. Of course he wanted to try out the pool and to keep fishing this legendary stream as long as he could. The cool, shimmering water was dimpled with rises now as the mayfly hatch was reaching an afternoon peak. The English spring was intoxicating with its deep greens and the scent of the irises along the bank. But these attractions paled against the experience of standing side by side with Amelia.


“I can’t fish that pool. It’s on your beat,” Bruce said. “I’m doing fine here … best fishing day of my life. And no question, the best guide I’ve ever had.” There was a bit of teasing in his voice as he tried to make some light-hearted conversation. His glance told a different story.


Bruce realized he was looking at her too much. He should be concentrating on reading the stream and making precise casts. Instead, he was stealing every opportunity to turn toward her.


Amelia wore her beauty in a comfortable, unassuming way. There was no posing or artificiality. Every word she uttered was on target—no wasted chatter. And she was making him feel wonderful.


It wasn’t only her skill on the trout stream that surprised Bruce. When they took a break to have their lunches on the bank, he discovered she spent most of her time in an underground bunker in London. This day on the Test was as much a break for her as it was for him—a brief leave from her WAAF job analyzing aerial photographs of the German defenses.


“How did you get the job?” Bruce asked her.


“Cambridge,” she replied. “I finished in 1941 at the end of the Blitz. And my mathematics professor advises the director of the Secret Service Bureau. The connection helped.”


“I’m curious,” Bruce said. “How do you analyze the photos?”


“It’s not that glamorous. We use blowups and magnifiers but still squint at little dots on the page.” She flashed a mischievous smile. “I’ve said enough … can’t give away secrets.”


“Understood,” Bruce said.


Amelia had many layers, and Bruce liked them all—at least the ones he had seen so far. He wanted to know more.


“Tell me about Whitcombe Hall. Does your family live here?”


“For generations,” she replied.


“It must be a treasure,” Bruce said.


“This stream’s a treasure,” Amelia replied. “The rest can be suffocating … and sad.” She paused and looked away.


Bruce could see that she was upset and decided not to press her to say more. “My family’s had its problems,” he said. “My father died last year, and my mother’s trying to run our hardware store. It’s a tough go.”


“I’m sorry,” she said. “Did you fish with your father? You said he tied some of your flies.”


“Many times,” Bruce replied. “How about your father?”


“Too busy … He’s a member of Parliament. And he’s too bitter. Since my brother got shot down, he won’t come near the stream.”


By the time they finished their lunch, Bruce learned that the rooms of Whitcombe Hall had gone quiet, her father sequestered in his study when he ventured out from his house in London. The staff had been cut to a subsistence level, and sheets covered the furniture. Losing Amelia’s mother to cancer a decade ago had started her father’s decline. And the killing of his son had broken him.


Bruce wanted to find words to offer some comfort but didn’t know what to say. He settled for an awkward attempt at sympathy.


“You’ve lost too much,” he said. “Your mother and brother gone. And your father so bitter.”


“No worse than others,” she said. “The girls in my office cheer me up. A day or two here, and I’m ready to go back to London.”


Amelia shook her hair and smiled. “Enough tears,” she said. “Come on, Yank. We’re going to fish the mill race.”


Soon they were casting over water that had been fallow for the hours they had plied the lower beat. And their styles were blending together—Amelia was casting more crisply, and Bruce had slowed his cadence. The rhythm of their casts seemed to feed on one another.


Both worked the far bank with delicate casts that dropped the fly inches from the grass in a chute where subtle rises were dimpling the surface. Amelia had told him that some of the largest fish stayed in this protected eddy, where they could sip the flies without much effort. She covered the head of the chute, while he fished the tail.


They missed a few hits, but then Amelia’s rod bent almost in half and her reel began to scream. She had hooked the best fish of the day. It was Bruce’s turn to help now. He backed away from the area where the fish was running and waded to the near bank to get the large net they hadn’t needed to use before. The net had made him chuckle when Amelia showed it to him earlier. A two-handed giant that looked big enough for a salmon, it dwarfed anything he had ever used in Pennsylvania.


“Aren’t you glad I brought that net?” Amelia said as she struggled with the fish. “I don’t know how I could have used it myself … just brought it along because our guides always have one. If you can move downstream about fifty feet, I think I can steer this fish your way.” Fifteen minutes later the glistening trout was in the net and Amelia’s face was lit up with excitement.


“I want to let him go,” Amelia said. “He’ll be here another day for us to try to catch him.”


Bruce heard the words that had slipped out of her mouth and was fairly certain she meant for the two of them to be together here again. But he was out of his element on the Test with an heiress. The war would take him away soon. Cut the fantasies, he said to himself.


“Yes, let’s handle him gently,” Bruce said. “Just hold his tail and let him swim in place for a moment to get his strength back. Then he’ll be off.” When the fish gave a quick flip of its body and flashed away, they looked at one another—not as fishermen who were triumphant after catching an epic trout, but as two people who had shared a special moment and wanted to share more.


Neither moved until Bruce said, “I think we’ve had enough fishing for today. Can we sit and talk a while?”


She put her rod over her shoulder, tipped her hat up, and gave Bruce a sparkling smile. “I think we can do better than sitting on the bank,” she said. “I have the keys to the river keeper’s cottage. No one’s there.”


Bruce didn’t know what to say. He was getting aroused standing here in the water, and going with Amelia to the cottage was a delicious invitation. But his cautious side wondered if it was a good idea to sneak into a cabin with the daughter of the estate owner on the day he met her.


Amelia’s next words hit their mark. “Who knows what will happen after the invasion? I might never see you again.”


His caution began to crumble, and he reached to hold her hand.


“Let me hold you for a while,” she said. “Don’t worry, I’m not a loose woman. I’ve only had one real boyfriend, and he’s out of my life. It’s you that’s making me act crazy.”


The river keeper’s cottage was a bit musty, but they didn’t care. As soon as the door closed, they reached for one another. Even with their fishing garb still on, they melted together. With their hearts pounding, they helped each other slip off their clothes and looked with wonder. Amelia’s long hair brushed the tops of her taut breasts, and her soft skin glowed in perfection. Bruce’s lean body swelled.


He held her and whispered, “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ll ever see. I’m already in love.”


“I’m with you,” she said before she led him to the bed in the next room. “There’s a lot I want to know about you, and I want to start now.”


They spent the hours before Bruce had to return to his base exploring the contours, then the core of their bodies and minds. And when the evening began to cast shadows into the cottage, they clung together, trying not to let the richness pass. Now wordless, they stared into each other’s eyes. Although they hadn’t talked about the specter of what might come after the invasion, the immediacy of the war had driven them together. It hung over them now as they prepared to part. They would have two or three months before Bruce left England. Then no one could predict what might happen.













Chapter 3

REUNION







Pennsylvania October 1945


The music that was playing when he walked down the stairs made Bruce smile. It was “Accentuate the Positive”—one of the cheeriest tunes written during the war. Glen must have chosen the record. He acted like he could take on anything—a good attitude for a fighter pilot. Bruce hoped civilian life would work out for Glen. He deserved a smooth trip.


The rubble and dust from Europe was still in Bruce’s pores, but the sparkle that his mother had put on their home was giving him a lift. There was bunting on the front porch and decorations spread all through the downstairs. Vases were filled with roses and salvia from her garden, and incredible smells were coming from the kitchen. Alice and his aunt Pauline, both terrific cooks, had promised a feast for the ages. He suspected they weren’t exaggerating.


Bruce was trying to settle into a mood that he hadn’t felt for a long time—a sense of being grounded to something good, something solid. There were plenty of signs that his world could be that way again. Alice was more full of life than he had expected. His brother had some scarring from his burns but otherwise was brimming with vitality. And the town council had given him a strong endorsement to start a practice in Hollidaysburg. There was a place for him here.


“Hey, Bruce, get yourself a drink. You have some catching up to do,” Glen yelled from the kitchen at the moment Pauline and Vic came through the front door.


Bruce was pleased to see that his aunt and uncle were the first guests. Pauline and Vic lived just two blocks away and were like an extra set of parents. Pauline, his mother’s sister, was an irreverent pistol of a woman who was never afraid to speak her mind. Vic was a big man, six feet four inches and over three hundred pounds, who had gained weight since Bruce saw him last.“There he is … our hero,” Pauline cracked when Bruce walked toward her. “Where did you get all the brass? Did they give out ribbons for bedding nurses?” Her warm embrace belied the playful words.


“Yeah,” Bruce said as he picked up on Pauline’s jesting without missing a beat. “This one is for setting the battalion record. No other guys came close.”


Vic gripped Bruce’s hand and gave it a bone-cracking shake. A manager at the Pennsylvania Railroad repair shops in Hollidaysburg, Vic was the kind of man who dived headfirst into everything he did. During his glory days as a tight end at Penn State, Vic was a heartthrob. Now in his late fifties, he was showing his age. Bruce noticed the popping veins in Vic’s face.


There was no time for Bruce to relax with Pauline and Vic because Kate and Lucas Glover had arrived.


From his first glance at Kate, he knew that it was a mistake for Glen to invite her. They had stopped dating after Bruce began medical school because Kate hadn’t wanted to wait “forever” to get married—a good excuse for Bruce to make his exit. There had been plenty of heat between them in the last summer they were together, but Bruce had known he could never marry her. He needed something deeper—a woman who challenged him, someone who would fascinate him more as time went by.


As she hugged him tightly and whispered that she had missed him, he could see Lucas purse his lips—a hint that there might be trouble if Bruce didn’t slip away from her soon.


“Hey, Lucas, good to see you,” Bruce said after he moved away from Kate. “Are you playing any basketball? I’ll bet you’re still at the top of your game.”


Bruce’s attempt to break the tension seemed to be working as Lucas walked with him to the bar in the sun room. They had played together on the Hollidaysburg High School team when Lucas had excelled as a gritty guard and Bruce mostly rode the bench as a second-string forward. Until Lucas took Kate when she became available, they had been good friends. Lucas was finishing his ceramic engineering degree at Pitt and already was hired at Allegheny Refractories. So he had something to offer Kate that Bruce didn’t—a marriage and a family right away.


Lucas was exempted from the draft because his company made silica linings for the high-temperature blast furnaces that were essential to the war effort. Now he was the superintendent of the Blairton plant for Allegheny Refractories—one of the largest companies in central Pennsylvania. Bruce didn’t resent his spending the war in Hollidaysburg or moving ahead so fast in a career. Yet he could tell that Lucas was uncomfortable being at a party for a beribboned soldier. Two attempts to straighten a tie that didn’t need straightening, a flushed face, and a trickle of sweat coming from a sideburn toward his chin gave him away. None of the other guests looked overheated on this cool October evening. Is he still jealous about Kate? Bruce wondered. Guilt? A cushy life here when the rest of us served?


They were awkward together now, when they had once had an easy relationship. Bruce hoped that the strain would be short-lived. He didn’t want to mar his return to Hollidaysburg with a conflict with one of the town kingpins.


A rush of people arriving at the party gave Bruce a good excuse for breaking away from Lucas. Bess Runyon, his mother’s best friend, was moving toward him now.


“So here you are,” Bess said as she sized him up. “Good to see you, Bruce.”


“And it’s good to see you, Miss Runyon.”


“Don’t you think it’s about time you drop the Miss Runyon?” Bess said. “You’ve seen God knows what in the war … and if I get my way, you’re going to be my neighbor. The place next door just came on the market. It’s a great house, just your size.”


Bruce smiled. “I’m afraid my bank account is too thin now to buy anything.”


“I saw that coming,” Bess said. “McDonald, the owner, let the garden go wild. The weeds would scare off most people, but I told him I’d shape up the yard if he’d rent to you for a year. After you get your practice going, you can buy the home. It’s yours if you want it.”


Bess’s garden was the finest in Hollidaysburg. Surrounding a Federal-style near-mansion on Elm Street, the landscape had been groomed by generations of Runyons since the house was built before the Civil War by one of her ancestors, a president of an iron-smelting company. Although Bess had worked as an English teacher and had never married, remnants of the family fortune allowed her to live in the antique-filled dwelling and maintain the expansive garden.


Bruce remembered the house that could be rented—a yellow clapboard-covered Victorian about half as large as the imposing structure next door. As Bess said, just his size. She had made a tantalizing offer. He would check it out soon.





“Bruce, you lead the way,” Bruce’s mother rang out as she pushed through the crowd. “We’ve been waiting for years to have this meal, and the table is loaded with everything you wanted.”


True to her word, the dining room table was jammed with an abundance of food Bruce hadn’t tasted since he left Hollidaysburg. Heaping casseroles of scalloped potatoes, simmered with cheese and cream, an Aunt Pauline specialty, sat next to roasted legs of lamb. And to Bruce’s wonder, his mother had been able to find a late harvest of corn on the cob to make chicken corn pie—a soul-satisfying dish that had been created by his great-grandmother.


Before his uncle Vic started to carve and everyone could fill their plates, Bruce gathered Alice and Glen close to him as he prepared to deliver the words he had penned for the occasion.


“It’s a glorious time for celebration, isn’t it?” Bruce asked the crowd. “We’ve won the war, and life’s getting back to normal. So here’s to the USA! We all did our jobs … the people who served overseas and those at home. I raise my glass to all of you who kept the country running … You gave us soldiers the best support any army ever had.


“And here’s to those soldiers,” Bruce said as his voice began to tremble. “I can see some of their faces … great guys. They fought for what we have here tonight. The chance to be together with family and friends and to have a life after the war.”


Bruce steadied himself and went on. “Well, the last thing I wanted to do tonight was to get maudlin or to tell war stories, so I guess I better get back on track. I think my mother wants us to join hands so she can say grace.


“It better be a short one. All these delights are waiting for us.”





His mother was back at the piano now with the singers gathered around. Judge Clapper, a family friend, had just finished leading a raucous version, replete with innuendo, of Gene Autry’s “Back in the Saddle Again” and had his hand on Alice’s shoulder. Bruce had noticed a sparkle about Alice when the judge was near—a liveliness that reminded him of the years before the war.


The judge and his wife, Cecelia, had been fixtures at Duncan family events through the years, so there was a logical reason why he was at the party, even though Cecelia had died of cancer during the war. Yet Bruce’s curiosity was piqued. Were the judge and his mother already seeing each other? He murmured under his breath, Let her be happy. She deserves it.


“Bruce, come on and join us,” Alice called. “I have the Bing Crosby arrangement of Don’t Fence Me In. You can take Bing’s part, and the rest of us can try to be the Andrews Sisters.”


The result was better than Bruce had anticipated. A member of the Penn glee club in his college days, he was a decent tenor and knew how to harmonize. Alice took the lead on the Andrews Sisters backing, while Bess and Pauline completed the trio.


“That was good, really good,” Alice said. Tears welled in her eyes. “I can’t tell you how many times I dreamed of having you back in this house, singing around this old piano.”


Bruce sat down beside her. “Okay, Mom, we’re ready for some more songs. How about ‘Happy Days Are Here Again’? Everybody knows that one.”


As the singing went on, the humorous and upbeat choices gave way to the softer ballads of love and yearning. Through most of them, Bruce’s mood was more buoyant than it had been in months. Relief at being back in this welcoming place was trumping memories of the carnage in France and his longings for Amelia. But when they finally got to “I’ll Be Seeing You,” his resistance gave way. He turned his head as the words evoked memories that tore at him.


Alice knew about Amelia from Bruce’s letters and could tell that the love songs were beginning to stoke the hurt. So she switched to some patriotic music she thought would ring out the party on a high note. It was after one o’clock in the morning when they sang the last strains of “God Bless America” and most of the remaining party goers drifted out into the night.


Glen and Vic were nursing beers on the front porch while Bruce helped Alice and Pauline put the kitchen back in order. He was glad there were chores to do. It had been an emotional evening.


The simple task of drying dishes calmed him. Work of any sort usually did that to Bruce. It was satisfying to channel his energies into something that he could measure, an activity where progress could be made. Medicine had been a good choice for him. There were always tasks to be done, problems to solve.


As he thought of the steps ahead of him—making the transition to civilian life, starting his practice, carving out a role in this community—Bruce wondered how the legacy of the war would play out.


In a way, 1942 through 1945 had been lost years—a piece of his life that he would never be able to make up. If the war hadn’t happened, he would have already been in practice for three years. Maybe he would have been married by now. For certain, he wouldn’t be carrying the painful memories that he hoped would fade.


Those channels of thinking never helped him. Going back over what could have been. Second-guessing himself about what he could have done to hold on to Amelia. Obsessing about mistakes he made as a rookie battlefield surgeon. Remembering the faces of soldiers who had closed their eyes for the last time. Trying to act like his old self tonight had worked. The dark thoughts had stayed away.


The rest of his life was ahead of him, and he was a more skilled doctor now than he would have been without the war. He needed to let the good cheer from tonight spill over him. He needed to tame the ghosts. More than anything, he needed to get to work.













Chapter 4

GETTING STARTED







Hollidaysburg was alive on this brilliant fall morning in 1945. The Diamond, in the center of the village at the highest point of Union Street, was busy with traffic. Fords, Chevys, and Plymouths were joined by pricier Studebakers and Packards coursing through the business section of town. Bruce was pleased to see so many cars in Hollidaysburg—the days of gas rationing were over.


Walking along the street toward First Trust Bank, he could hear steam engines from the tracks south of town and see plumes of smoke from the Pennsylvania Railroad repair shops. The shops had grown during the war years and now were massed between the town and Chimney Rocks Mountain. They surrounded the base of the mountain, as if they were about to start climbing it or fill in any open space around it. Prone to riffs of exaggeration, his uncle Vic claimed that the repair shops were the biggest and best in the USA. With the economy booming after the war and railroads needing to transport goods, Vic was speculating on land, hoping prices would rise for places to build.


Bruce’s financial strategy was more measured. The pay as an army surgeon was Spartan compared to what he might have made in clinical practice, and he had sent most of it back home to help his mother with the hardware store. So his savings to start his practice totaled under a thousand dollars. He needed a loan to get going.


The façade of First Trust Bank was a pinnacle of the architecture on Union Street. Designed in an exuberant style of the late nineteenth century, the bank exterior was embroidered with mosaics of scenes from the history of the region—pioneers and Iroquois, early furnaces used to smelt iron ore, and at the top of the central arch, the canal and railway that had made the town a transportation hub. Bruce thought the designer had gone overboard to put a welcoming face on the building. All of the images were symbols of success. Even the Iroquois bartering with an early settler looked happy to be doing business. No scenes of bankruptcy, foreclosure, or poverty were depicted here.


Bruce tensed as he walked past the row of tellers toward the bank vice president’s office. His father had struggled to pay back loans to keep the hardware store supplied. And when the store edged toward bankruptcy, his father must have taken this walk with a sense of doom. The store was at a low ebb in early 1943 when Robert Duncan died in a suspicious single-car accident. People were scrapping metal to help the war effort, not buying new hardware. His father’s letters had skimmed over concerns about the store, but Bruce knew they were stretched to the limit.


Despite Bruce’s trepidation, the banker, Jack Carter, gave him a warm greeting and had the loan papers ready to sign.


“Good to see a new doctor setting up shop,” Jack said. “The bank is pleased to help you get started.”


“I didn’t want to do this,” Bruce said. “I know the bank had problems with my father.”


“Young man, you’ve got a smooth ride ahead. Magnuson is retiring, and you’ll be the only doctor in town. You can be as busy as you want. What’s there to be nervous about? You can pay back this loan in a year.


“It’s a plus you aren’t a partner in the hardware store. I wrote this up using just your financial history. No previous loans, no financial issues, just your stellar record in medical school and the army. You were a shoo-in for getting this loan. I’d give it to anyone with your promise.”


“I like your confidence,” Bruce said. “Where do I sign?”





As Bruce walked toward Duncan Hardware, four blocks down Union Street from the bank, his attention was focused on the storefronts with their corbelled tops and filigreed woodwork. He had missed this place, and he wanted to absorb as much of it as he could.


The buildings dated from the last century, when craftsmen had the skills to construct these solid, fanciful structures. One of his favorites was Suckling’s Men’s Store with its burnished copper fittings around the windows and brick patterns with crenellations that traced up to the eaves. The store windows were filled with fall suits, wool overcoats, and sharp-looking hats. He concluded that guys returning from the war must be buying lots of new outfits—Suckling’s was thriving. After the practice got rolling, he might cross the doors to buy a new suit. His last one dated from med school graduation.


Encore Music, tucked into a small building beside the Manos Theater, was gleaming in the morning sun. Light popped off the facets of stained glass in the transom and across the display windows, glinting from the shiny surfaces of a trombone, a trio of brass cornets, and a French horn.


Then he spotted Pete Nicholaou, a family friend, who was looking out the front door of his restaurant, the Ambrosia. After emigrating from Greece in the 1920s, Pete had become one of the major businessmen in town. Starting with a small candy store, he had added the Ambrosia and the two movie theaters in Hollidaysburg to his mini-empire. Bruce waved to Pete, who saluted back.


The Manos Theater, beside Pete’s restaurant, didn’t fit the mold of the historic district. With its fluted Ionic columns and bright posters, the movie palace had an over-the-top effect that mimicked a bit of Pete’s Grecian homeland. Tonight’s movie, Anchors Aweigh with Frank Sinatra and Gene Kelly, would pack in the customers.


Bruce’s grandmother had told him of other theaters in Hollidaysburg that had closed after the movies took hold. The old opera house on the Diamond was long gone. Now converted to a department store, the opera house must have been a sight in its prime. It had attracted major acts of its era—Jenny Lind, the Swedish Nightingale, and Wild Bill Cody’s Tom Thumb. Bruce’s knowledge of this town was nurtured by his grandmother and mother—descendants of William Holliday, who had founded it in the 1700s.


Richardson’s Pharmacy on the corner of Union and Wayne, only a half block from his new office, would be a convenient location for patients to fill their prescriptions. The Richardsons’ collection of antique apothecary jars with exotic labels had fascinated Bruce as a boy. He had concocted mixtures of drugs like belladonna and digitalis in his imagination as a nine- or ten-year-old when he started to think of a career in medicine. By the time he left grade school, Bruce had learned that the white and blue canisters with their gold lettering were vestiges of the past and held worthless dust, if anything. The bottles were still there, however, and added a show of color and mystery to the pharmacy. He suspected these old bottles might have an unconscious influence on people picking up prescriptions. Despite the development of sulfa, penicillin, and other wonder drugs, the placebo response still was a significant part of medical practice.


Bruce wondered how his style of practicing medicine would be accepted. Honed by years in the service, his no-nonsense methods would be a change from the hand-holding that his predecessors used when they didn’t know what to do. They were smooth and kind to a fault, not telling people the truth, and often hiding their ignorance behind an impeccable bedside manner. His family’s own GP, Dr. Magnuson, had this laid-back attitude taught in homeopathic medical schools. The hack was probably the cause of a classmate’s death when Bruce was fourteen. Magnuson was so slow to act that the boy’s appendix burst, and he was dead of peritonitis within two days.


As he approached Duncan’s Hardware, Bruce’s thoughts switched from his medical practice to concerns about his brother and mother. He hadn’t been in the store since returning from Germany three days ago. It looked just the same from the street—a formidable building, constructed by his grandfather, Matthew Duncan, in the 1890s as an emporium to dwarf other establishments on the block.


Glen had turned down a job offer to fly for Eastern Airlines, a fledgling carrier that was establishing a passenger network, and instead honored his promise to run the hardware store. From what Bruce had heard, an infusion of energy was needed. Without Glen’s help, he feared their mother would have to close the business.


On this day, the store looked prosperous enough. The windows held an artful display of cornstalks and pumpkins woven around a selection of ladders. Pyramids of paint cans were festooned with photos of room renovations, and a lattice was strung with tools to tempt handymen. As he stepped across the threshold, Bruce felt a surge of emotion. The tiles on the floor at the entrance spelled out Duncan Hardware—1897, the year his grandfather had returned from a mining adventure in Colorado to Hollidaysburg. As the story was told, the family was never as well off as when Matthew Duncan, who wasn’t a very successful gold miner, got lucky in a poker game and put together the stake that allowed him to quit the mine fields.


He had built the store to last. The red brick edifice stretched over a double city lot, and the interior was fitted with oak cabinets and bins from front to back. With high ceilings and a loading dock in the rear, they could display heavy equipment other stores couldn’t handle. The middle of the first floor had a cast-iron stove that was fired on cold days from fall to spring. A group of well-used rocking chairs were strewn around the stove to draw in customers. Glen and Alice were sitting there now, waiting for Bruce to arrive.


Glen spied Bruce coming through the door and jumped up to greet him. “What do you think of the store? Freshened it up, didn’t we?”


“Looks great,” Bruce said as he inspected the work. “I can tell you’re putting your stamp on the place.”


“He’s been going almost nonstop since he got home,” Alice said. “I get exhausted just watching him tackle his projects. There’s so much more life around here. But we’re having a little quibble about the stove. He wants to get rid of it and the farming equipment so he can use the space to start carrying washing machines and refrigerators.”


“Yep. It’s time we bring the store into the new world,” Glen replied. “That stove goes back to the turn of the century … a vestige of the past. The factories will be pouring out appliances now that the war is over. We need to ride that wave.”


“I suppose he’s right,” Alice said. “I just hate to end the tradition. Some of the regulars will think we’ve lost our way.”


“Don’t worry, Mom,” Glen said. “A few of the men that sit around and drink our coffee might grouse. But they don’t buy much of anything.”


Knowing better than to inject his opinions into the discussion, Bruce moved the conversation along to plans for the rest of the day. “How about some lunch? I have an appointment with the architect for the office construction at one thirty, so we have to get moving. Pete’s cooking a special meal for us … trout from his pond. He won’t want us to rush through it.”





The best part of dining at the Ambrosia was Pete himself—a small round man, always grinning, making people feel like honored guests. Pete had started as a cook at the Colonial, a restaurant that had occupied this space for many years. When he took over the Colonial, Pete kept the furniture and the old paintings of Hollidaysburg scenes on the walls. But he added a few touches of his native Greece—a section of the menu with traditional Greek dishes and some photos of the village where his parents had a taverna.


Moving through the lunch-hour crowd, Pete had a broader smile than usual.


“This is a big honor for me,” he said as he tried to put his arm around Bruce’s much higher shoulders. “Hosting a meal to celebrate the launch of your practice. I heard all of the paperwork got done today, and you’re ready to go. Congratulations.”


“It’s not a big deal. We’re just getting everything lined up to open the office.”


“Bruce, it is a big deal,” Alice said. “You’ve pointed toward this day all your life. You’ve worked so hard, you deserve everything that’s happening.”


“Come on back to the private room,” Pete motioned. “I have some surprises for you.”


Bruce entered a room with a table set for nine people and piled with brightly wrapped packages. “What’s going on? I just asked for a table for the three of us.”


“This is my treat,” Pete said. “Your brother and I hatched the plan when we heard about all the things you’re doing today.”


With a chirping whistle, Pete summoned the others to enter through the back doors to the room. Aunt Pauline and Uncle Vic, Bess Runyon, Judge Clapper, and Helene, Pete’s wife, spilled into the room, laughing as they surrounded Bruce.


“Just a little party to mark the occasion,” Glen shouted through the babble.


“Helene and I are going to join you for this one—wouldn’t miss it,” Pete added.


Pauline waved her hands to get their attention and pointed to the pile of packages on the table. “Let’s get these gifts opened before the food comes.”


“We wanted to help with your new office, so we found a few trinkets that we thought you could use to decorate it,” Alice explained. “You’ll need some pictures on the walls and other things to make people comfortable … something better than those old anatomy prints that make Magnuson’s office so grim.”


“Vic and Pauline brought the biggest package. Start with that one,” Glen said. “It’s over in the corner, because it’s too big for the table.”


“I’m touched,” Bruce said. “I had no idea that you were planning this. And I hadn’t thought about what to put in the office to brighten it up. You’re right, Magnuson’s is deadly.
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