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FOR ALL WHO SERVED. A WAR ONLY SEEMS TO END. FOR THOSE WHO SURVIVE, IT NEVER ENDS.



“Every man who’s here, on this line, in these hell holes, is a hero in my book.”

—Sgt. Bernard “Rosie” Rosenthal, USMC

Heroes Don’t
RUN


Part One
Boot Camp
1944





In the summer of 1944, just before my senior year of high school, I took the train across country from Bakersfield, California, where we were living, to visit my grandfather in upstate New York. I hadn’t seen him since before my father died at Pearl Harbor, and I told my mother that if things worked out I might stay and finish school there. My mother liked the idea. She thought I needed a man’s influence.

What I didn’t tell her was that I intended to join the marines as soon as I got to my grandfather’s farm. He was an old soldier from World War I. He’d been wounded and lost his arm serving in the Austro-Hungarian army. His son—my father—had served too. He was a U.S. naval officer and died for our country. My grandfather would understand that I had to join up now, that I couldn’t wait until next year when I was eighteen and didn’t need anyone’s permission. The war might be over by then.

“Good if it’s over,” my mother said. “Good. There’s been enough sacrifice in this family. And if you have to go, you can wait until they call you, until your turn comes and you’re drafted. Wait like everyone else, Adam. The war isn’t going away that fast, anyway. We can only wish!”

But the war was going to end; that was the point. It had been going on for four years now, and people were saying it was only a matter of time before it was over. I’d break out in a sweat just thinking about it. I didn’t want to be left behind. I wanted to serve, to be part of this thing my father had given his life for. I didn’t want the war to end, and all I’d be able to say was, No I didn’t serve, I was right here the whole war, safe in Bakersfield.

Living in Bakersfield, you’d never even know there was a war on. Yes, there was gas rationing and food stamps and Mom working in a war factory, but it was such a sleepy, sunny, boring place. One boring day was like the next. Hot summer days, and nights full of the sounds of insects. Bakersfield was killing me.

All I could think about was joining up. I’d wake up at night and feel my father right there in my attic room, in his navy whites, looking down at me in bed, wondering what kind of son of his I was. Saying, Up, up! Sign up. What are you waiting for, son?

When I told my mother I was going to visit my grandfather, my little sister, Bea, said, “I want to go see Grandpa too.”

“No,” I said. I was too sharp with her. Mom wasn’t about to let Bea leave home at the age of seven, but I was so afraid my plan would get screwed up that I blurted out, “Just me!”

Bea’s face swelled, and she ran out of the room. “Hey, Bea, I’m sorry.” I went after her and tried to pick her up.

“Don’t!” She was getting too big for that, anyway. “You’re a drip, Adam!”

“Come on. Come on, don’t be that way. You want to go for a walk?”

“Maybe I do and maybe I don’t,” she said.

We walked over to the playground, where I had to push her on the swing for as long as she wanted.

That night, after supper, I wrote to my friend Davi Mori. I had to tell somebody, and Davi was the one. He and I had talked about joining up for years now, ever since Pearl Harbor. Davi was in Manzanar, the internment camp way out on the other side of the Sierra Mountains.

Davi’s whole family was there. They’d been interned along with other Japanese Americans who lived on the West Coast. It was a dirty deal. They hadn’t done anything. It was the war, and they looked like the enemy, even though most of them had been born in this country.


Dear Davi,

No more talk. I’m ready. I’m going to do it. You said talk to my mom. I tried that, and she said what I told you she’d say, NO. No, she won’t sign for me. I didn’t get excited, I didn’t start yelling. It was frustrating, but I was reasonable. You would have been proud of me. But my mom—she was twice as reasonable. She’s got reasons you wouldn’t even dream of.

She’s afraid I’m going to get hurt, that’s what it comes down to. Well, so I’ll get a Purple Heart. Wouldn’t I like that!

What’s my mother afraid of? I’m not going to get killed. Look what happened to you and me and Martin at Pearl Harbor when we were in the rowboat, and the Japanese bombers came, and they blew us out of the water What happened? We got scratched up—well, worse than that for Martin—but we came through that okay. We’re all still here. By the way, have you heard from big old Martin Kahahawai?

Next time you hear from me, I’ll be in the marines.

Your friend,

Adam






The minute I boarded the train to Chicago, I said to myself, This is it. No more kid stuff. No more hanging around the house. No more mom telling me what to do. The train was crowded, people were sitting in the aisles and on the arms of seats. It was hot, and the wind coming in through the open windows smelled of steam and coal smoke.

I went looking for a seat, maybe for someone to talk to, maybe a girl. I imagined the admiring way she’d look at me when I told her I was joining up. The train thumped and rocked. Telephone poles, houses, fields, and barns whipped by. Every tunnel sent soot and cinders into the cars. I found an empty seat facing mother and daughter. Both of them had red hair—the mother’s faded, the girl’s alive, like a flame. She was young, maybe eleven or twelve. She was leaning against the window, looking out, when I sat down. The mother was reading her magazine.

I took out the envelope that Mom had handed me this morning before we all went to the train station. A photo of Davi in an army uniform fell out. It got me right in the gut. He’d beat me to it. I never thought Davi would get in the service before me. The grin on his face seemed to say, Gotcha!

“Is that from your girlfriend?” The girl was peering at me.

“Yup.” I showed her Davi’s photo. “Isn’t she cute?”

“Oh, you’re fanny. What’s your name?”

“Jane!” her mother exclaimed, and apologized to me. “You have to excuse my daughter, she’s so forward.”

“So what?” Jane flung herself back. “You ever think maybe I know him?”

“Don’t be fresh.”

Jane sprang up. She was tall, with freckles and that amazing hair. “Mother, please shut up,” she said, and walked away.

“Did you hear that?” her mother said to me. “You’re young. Tell me what to do.”

“I don’t know. I’m sorry,” I said, wishing I wasn’t there. As soon as she picked up her magazine, I left.

The girl was in the vestibule at the end of the car. The minute she saw me, she said, “I suppose she sent you after me! Well, save your breath.”

“It’s none of my business,” I said.

“Did you see the way she treats me, like I’m a baby. How old do you think I am? How old?” she demanded.

“Sixteen?” I teased.

“Oh, yes!” she said. “You’re nice! My name’s Jane. Oh, you know that, don’t you? What’s your name?”

“Adam.”

“Where are you going, Adam?”

“New York. I’m joining the marines.”

“Oh, good for you! Oh, that is so swell! If I was a boy, I’d join right up. I would, no matter what my mother said. Do you have a girlfriend, Adam? A sweetheart? Do you have a girlfriend who will write to you and keep your morale high?”

“Not exactly,” I said, thinking of Nancy, who used to live down the road from us. She’d moved with her mother to Oakland last year. We’d kissed once. Maybe I’d write to her.

“I wish I had a cigarette,” Jane said. “Do you smoke?”

“Sometimes.” I patted my pockets like I had a pack. “Girls shouldn’t smoke.”

“Boys do, so why can’t I?” She looked around. “Uh-oh!” Her mother was making her way toward us down the aisle. “Here she comes. Don’t you have just one ciggy, Adam? I would smoke it right in front of her, just to show her!”

“Jane,” her mother said. “There you are. Come on, honey. Let’s go back to our seats.”

Jane yawned. “Oh, okay,” she said, as if granting a huge favor. “See you later, Adam.”

“’Bye,” I said, taking out Davi’s letter and unfolding it.


Dear Adam,

My mom forwarded your letter to me. Good plan!

Well, there’s been a big change in my life too. Before, the government didn’t want us in the service. They wouldn’t even let us volunteer. Now every male in Manzanar, seventeen and up, has to register and answer a bunch of insulting questions. One was, would I fight for the United States. What kind of question is that? Maybe I look Japanese, but I don’t think Japanese and I don’t act Japanese. I’m an American, and I have the right to defend my country, even if it does stupid things sometimes.

Anyway, I heard that if I joined up, there was a good chance they’d release my parents early and let them go back home to Hawaii. I was one of the first to sign up. I got called every name in the book. Stupid, traitor, bakatare. Remember Sam, my brother-in-law? You should have heard him. “You little skunk, joining after what they did to us, to your father.” He wasn’t wrong, but I don’t think I’m wrong either. This place is killing my parents. If my joining up gets them home a day sooner, it’s worth it.

So I’m in the army. Look at the picture, if you don’t believe it. I’m in the MIS. Military Intelligence Service, to you. I’m in a Japanese language school at Camp Savage, Minnesota. I’m going to be reading all those captured Japanese maps and battle plans. The recruiting officer here says that if we do our job, we have a good chance of shortening this war! With you joining up and me in it already, this war’s going to end fast.

So, good luck on your plan. Hey, wouldn’t it be neat if we met up somewhere?

Your friend,

Another Japanese American serving his country,

Private Davi Mori
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