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        “The strength of a nation derives from the integrity of the home.”
      

      
        — Confucius
      

      I was not raised in a military family, nor did I raise my children in a military family. But the residual effects of my father's and my grandfather's military service definitely had an impact on all our lives.

      By the time I was on the way, my father had completed his stint in the Army. Though Dad broke his nose and shattered an eardrum during his tour of duty in Germany, our country was not at war, and his injuries were not combat-related. That did not make it any less difficult for my parents to be apart for the pregnancy and birth of their first child and during the first six months of her life. I've often wondered if my sister felt his absence.

      I also suspect that my dad's fastidiousness is due, in part, to his military training. That definitely carried over to his parenting: shoes lined up, beds crisply made, posture straight. Surely, the telling and retelling of the story of how Dad broke his nose (compliments of an officer he'd told where to put his command not to go call my pregnant mother) both amused and influenced his six kids. It told us that even a gentle man like my father must sometimes fight for what's right. Other than that, my dad's military experience had no impact on our family.

      But my grandfather's did.

      Frank Joseph Baum eloped with my maternal grandmother when I was a toddler. They'd met six years earlier at the U.S. Army War College in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. Grandma dated the tall, lanky soldier from Brooklyn for a while, but then he went to Korea and she moved with family to Ohio. Then one day, he showed up on our doorstep. He and Grandma went on a date … and three days later came back married. I love that story as much as I love the one about Dad's broken nose.

      And I loved Grandpa's stories. He had a million of them, all filled with wisdom and humor. Some were of the M*A*S*H-like antics of his Army buddies. As an adult, I came to realize that many of his entertaining, lesson-filled stories were shaped by his military experience. His stories informed, inspired, and guided my life and my siblings' lives — and by extension, our children's and grandchildren's lives.

      I was even more affected, though, by the stories Grandpa didn't tell. He never spoke to us of his war experiences in the Philippines and Korea or of “cleaning up” after the atomic bombs in Japan. He never told us about being the driver of a tank in which every other soldier onboard was killed, including his best buddy, whose head was blown off. My parents finally told us that story when we were old enough to understand the answer to the question we'd asked for years, “Why doesn't Grandpa drive?” But those stories, those nightmarish experiences, were always there, festering inside my grandfather, dulled only by the alcoholism that nearly killed him before he finally, when I was in my teens, defeated that enemy. Though Grandpa never shared the memories that haunted him, somehow we knew he'd been through hell and back, many times. Those stories were written on his soul.

      We also knew he'd made tremendous sacrifices and done an honorable and courageous thing, because our parents did tell us the stories of how Grandpa had left his “big-shot” Manhattan banking career to join the effort to defeat Hitler. How his wife had divorced him while he was on the front lines overseas. How he had earned medals for his outstanding service to our country. How, upon his return, he was not allowed to see his two sons — ever again — but continued to provide for them. Grandpa never got over that loss, but I hope that being a beloved member of our family helped to ease his pain. I'm sorry, for their sake, that his sons did not know their father. He was a brilliant, compassionate, and noble man. And a wonderful stepfather, grandfather, and great-grandfather to those privileged to know him before his death in 1989 — in part from the effects of radiation exposure.

      Only after my grandmother's death did we see a glimpse of what Grandpa had seen. That's when my mother found the photographs he'd taken of war and its aftermath. That's when she found the many medals he'd earned. That's when we really understood why he could not share those stories. A kind and conscientious man, Grandpa would not have burdened us with those horrific memories. A humble man, he would not have worn his medals on his chest. Instead, he gave us a lifetime of wise and joyful stories to pass along to our children and grandchildren.

      I hope the insightful and inspiring stories in this book, written by military families encompassing several eras and all branches of the armed forces, bring you the same comfort that my grandfather's stories, and life, brought to me.

      
        —Colleen Sell
      

    

  
    
      

      
      The Illusion

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      I write this sitting on my bed in my room, a room much like a dorm room in a college or barracks. My laptop computer sits on a small wooden table that another airman here before me made and eventually discarded behind the pods, as we military types call them, the trailer-like living quarters I live in. I found this little table there one night as I scavenged for exactly those sorts of things, cleaned it up and made it mine, a small comfort that makes this place a bit more like home.

      In my room are two steel bunk beds with two mattresses, worn and beaten down. I have my own pillow, sheets, and comforter that I brought from home, an amenity that keeps me from those itchy wool blankets the military seems to love so much.

      There are also two wooden wardrobes, each with a mirror inside and a closet rod. The walls are light wood paneling and the floors an off-white linoleum tile.

      This room is quite civilized and comfortable compared to the tents I've lived in before. Of course, there are pros and cons to both styles of living, but you'd have to have experienced them both to really understand. The wall air conditioner is kept as cold as it goes. Its gentle humming is a nice source of white noise to drown out all of the other noises around. My roommate and I place dryer sheets over the air conditioner's intake to filter the air, a trick that gives the room a nice, clean smell. It lasts for about a week before they are so dirty they fall off from the weight of the dust they've collected. Sometimes when I watch movies on my laptop, my mini/mobile entertainment center, I eventually get so cold that I have to get under the sheets, but I never turn down the AC for fear that I'll forget to turn it back up and wake up in a pool of sweat, a lesson learned from prior experience.

      I have a small coffee maker. I brew German coffee that I buy here at the BX/PX and sometimes some pecan-torte-flavored coffee that my wife sends me in her loving care packages. It fills the room with a wonderful, sweet aroma that makes me feel relaxed and at home.

      Eventually, all of the coffee drinking and cold air brings about that old familiar call of nature. So I get up from the bed, my only chair, and slip on my shoes, tuck my shirt into my gym shorts, and get myself back into regulation dress, even in physical training (PT) gear. I smooth the comforter back into place so that the sheets don't get cold and bugs can't get in, and I open up my door. Usually I'm surprised by the light of the day. I work at night, so I don't see daylight very often and when I do it's unpleasant at first. But working at night is a great way to do business. The biggest perk is that the temperature drops down to the 80s and 90s, down 30 degrees from the 120s during the day. Working at night also gives you the advantage of not being easily seen. I operate cargo aircraft, and being big and slow isn't the best defense against all of the people here who would like to show a video of shooting me down … but I digress.

      After my eyes have had a second to adjust to the daylight, the cozy smell of my clean aromatic room is replaced with the smell of burning tires and waste. Dust rushes in to fill my nostrils. This lovely aroma stems from the thin dusty air and the “burn pit” that this base uses to dispose of all of the large trash in the country — a medical hazard to say the least, but effective for getting rid of unwanted tires and feces along with any other trash that can be burnt and reduced. The cold air that chilled my skin is replaced with the dry oven-like heat of the desert. This country is so old, the land so rich with history, that even the desert sand has turned to dust. The locals learned to dress in robes and to cover their faces millennia ago. It's not so much cultural or religious as it is survival instincts kicking in. The hot, dry air swirls around your face, stinging your eyes. Everyone here wears glasses, and most of the Americans wear ballistic goggles made to look cool, like Oakleys. The fact that we don't wear head dressings or face masks leaves us with a chalky taste in our mouths at all times. The dust reaches into every crevice; there is nothing clean here, only the attempt at cleanliness.

      Before I left home, on my last day in the United States, I waited in a hotel to get on a plane to fly twenty-six hours to my first stop in the area of responsibility (AOR), the geographic area of the war. As I got out of the shower and got dressed into my desert camouflage uniform (DCUs), I thought to myself, This is the last time I'm truly going to be clean for the next four months. We all carry hand sanitizer and wash before we do anything in an attempt to keep from spreading more germs, but after a while it all seems a bit futile. But we all do it. It's a wonderful illusion, just like my room — a dorm room at some college, not a pod in Iraq. The illusion is broken every time a helicopter flies overhead at 100 feet or a fighter aircraft takes off in full after-burner. Every time the all-too-familiar thud of a mortar round hits close by and the following “alarm reds,” “incoming,” or “all clear” mantras are announced over the “giant voice” system. Sometimes the faint sounds of gunfire let everyone know it'll be a busy night in the base ICU.

      The realities of base life in Iraq break the illusion for a few moments, but the longer you're here, the shorter the break. This is what my days “off” are like: I wake up, get some chow, go to the gym, and go back to my pod to experience the illusion until it is time to go to sleep. Tomorrow I fly, and in the air there is no time for illusion. There is no time for my beloved family. There is no time for faithful friends. No time for anything but the aircraft and the world I am flying in. As a navigator, I tell the pilots where to go and how to get there without hitting “no fly” areas or thunderstorms. I keep us out of the controllable parts of harm's way. I also watch for and direct evasive action for missile fire, small arms fire, and anti-aircraft artillery fire from the ground. This is an unfortunate part of the job that I have had to employ more times than I would've liked and many more times than I'll ever be able tell my wife.

      Oddly, the nature of my business is both dangerous and beautiful. I've seen the sunset over Mosul with red-orange glows gently caressing the silhouettes of tall palm trees and domed mosques. I've seen some of Saddam Hussein's palaces in Baghdad that are as ornate and giant as castles in any storybook. My eyes have been privy to so many sights that only another warrior, or perhaps a poet, would truly appreciate. You get one second, one small fraction of a moment, to enjoy the spectacle, and then it's gone. The sunset in Mosul, so gorgeous and serene, I barely had time to snap a quick picture before a missile warning indication echoed through the aircraft. I saw the palaces in Baghdad framed against a sea of houses that makes up Sadr City illuminated by the fierce and bright glow of an explosion, and the reactive flares shot out from the convoy under attack. This is the reality that is Iraq:dangerous and beautiful.

      Now that I've described the illusion that aids me in a moment's relaxation and peace of mind during a stressful time, please do not mistake the illusion as a mental block of reality from a state of some dementia and inability to deal with the real world. Rather, the illusion is a simple automatic daydream. It's what one might call complacency in a low-threat environment. It is the same illusion we all use while driving home from work, traveling a route so familiar that you can allow your mind to drift away to some other place and still be functioning at the wheel. The difference is that, here, it is a mortar round landing within earshot that wakens me, while at home it is the brake lights of the vehicle in front of me.

      This difference is that my reality, when it comes back, stays a bit longer, because I have to transition from this reality back to “normal.” The mind can get confused. Most get used to the mortars, the giant voice, the fighter aircraft, and helicopter sounds. The silence at home can actually be deafening when you lie down and no longer hear the humming of the air conditioner drowning out the sounds of war.

      Things could be much worse. I have it quite nice compared to many, because I have relative safety, enough to have my illusion. I have my pod, my air conditioning, and my little wooden table. I have the pictures that my two-year-old daughter finger-painted hung up on my wooden wardrobe. I have photos of my wife and daughter and the sonograms of my other daughter “on the way” that I look at nightly on the top bunk of my bed. Mostly, I have the reality of good friends and a strong family that I have at home waiting for me.

      The illusion is the small bit of reality lost for a short time. Home, where my loved ones are, there are no mortars, bullets, fighters, helos, or all of the things that make Iraq, well, Iraq. But for now, I am here. So I sit here writing this on my laptop, sitting on my bed in my dorm room, safe and sound as a fighter aircraft takes off, muffled by the drone of the air conditioning.

      
        — Justin R. Ballard
      

    

  
    
      

      
      Cry for Happy
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      A sodden blanket of summer air lay over the bay. Even the birds sought refuge in the thick scrub oaks hovering above the cluster of forlorn house trailers. My mother stared into this sweltering corner of Panama City, Florida, face moist and shining, wishing out loud to be anywhere else. And I watched the sky as jets passed overhead, wondering why I had to be torn from my high school the year before I graduated. I think we both wanted to connect, just for a moment, to those we once knew.

      “This humidity is killing me,” my mother said. “I wish we were back at Kingsley Field in Klamath Falls.” My stepfather, my sister, and I all wished it too.

      But my mom, after four years at the out-of-the-way Air Force base in Klamath Falls, Oregon, had yearned to be down South again, nearer her relatives in Georgia. So my stepfather applied for, and got, a transfer to Tyndall Air Force Base, just across the bay from where we were now sweating.

      “Even Victorville. Oh, to be back in the dry heat of the desert in Victorville,” she said to no one in particular. “Hot summers, but boy we never did sweat like this.” Her subdued Southern accent flared like the heat waves writhing off the tops of the house trailers.

      Our military transience began when I was only five years old. That's when my mother remarried. She left me with my aunt in Fairburn, Georgia, a small town just south of Atlanta, and flew out to Hollywood to visit her sister, who was chasing uniforms at the time and must have told my mom that there were plenty to go around. My mom quickly found an Air Force staff sergeant. Soon after, she flew home to pack me and our bags, and the next thing I knew we were waving goodbye to my beloved Aunt Pat as she stood in the driveway by the well house, tears running down her cheeks. I knew only that we were going somewhere. And my Aunt Pat was not coming with us.

      Nearing the end of the last in a series of airplane rides, I pressed my nose to the cold window and reveled in the glorious sight of the lights of Los Angeles below us. I was half asleep as a strange man carried me to a car and drove us to a motel in a town in the desert. The next day we drove to George Air Force Base near Victorville, California, and a housing area of pastel stucco dwellings, six units joined like train cars in a tight U-turn. These arrangements filled both sides of the street and seemed to cover the earth.

      Families surrounded us. Kids of all ages rode bikes, pulled wagons, and roller-skated up and down the sidewalks of the housing area. Women carried baskets of laundry to the community washing machines and outdoor clotheslines that butted against the long row of car stalls that serviced the six-unit housing modules. Friendships flared like gas fires, and before I knew it I was playing games in the gritty brown dirt and tumbleweeds near the clotheslines. Kids in the housing units found playmates and bonded quickly, and before too long, I felt at home.

      Far from the closeness and attention of Georgia relatives, far from those who knew and loved her, Mom cried often as she busied herself making a new home in the California desert.

      Then Iris Richardson, fresh from Little Rock, Arkansas, appeared one hot day from the unit next door, carrying a wicker basketful of wash. Mom stepped out the door at the same time with her own basket. For the next six years, both women conducted a Southern-accent duet as if joined since birth. Their friendship cemented quickly, and I think my mother's love of the desert began when she and Iris first met on that hot laundry day.

      As I sat playing in the brown dust and tumbleweeds with my new friends, it was good to see my mother talking and laughing while hanging clothes in the desert heat with her new friend.

      Iris and her husband, Alden, an Air Force sergeant like my new dad, acted as the first catalyst of the molecular attraction that gathered military families into tight-knit units when packed into the subdivisions with obscure names such as “Wherry” and “Capehart.” Wherry and Capehart, senators from Nebraska and Indiana, respectively, gladly offered their names in 1949 to the new military housing areas that provided fertile grounds for friendships to develop.

      But friendships of this kind were quickly severed with a transfer to another military base. Threads of transferred families might then cross again in some other location, like the weavings of a tapestry, in and out of the units appropriated by Senators Wherry and Capehart. But I made friends quickly and had no knowledge of the fleeting nature of those new relationships. And six years with my new dad took on a permanency that felt okay. As I grew in those six years in Victorville, so did the bond between Iris and Mom.

      Outside by the bakery truck or the ice cream truck, conversation branched in any number of directions, most commonly upcoming bingo night at the enlisted men's club on Wednesdays. And if I was lucky, Mom would take me along. I don't know which I enjoyed most, the excitement of the bingo games and the possibility of winning something or the labyrinthine web of conversation and laughter that constantly punctuated the evening. The more Mom and Iris laughed, the more Shirley Temples and French fries I got to consume.

      But six years at the same base was almost unheard of in the military, and in the spring of 1958, word arrived that my dad's squadron had been transferred to Thule, Greenland. Since families could not go to Greenland, we would spend the next year near our relatives, including my Aunt Pat, in Fairburn, Georgia. The military packs and leaves quickly, and the next thing we knew Iris was a tiny waving person growing smaller and smaller through the car's rear window.

      Even though the week-long drive to Georgia held the reality for my mom of “going home,” it also carried with it the deep wound of separation, and as the Burma Shave signs slipped by on Route 66, she cried often while speaking of Iris and Alden. We had just experienced our first of several uprootings.

      I'm not sure I knew what to think as I stared at the desert slipping by, heat waves blurring the distant mountains. I had spent the first six years of school at the same location, where I had waved to many of my friends as they left for other bases. And now I was the one leaving. It felt odd, and I sensed a faint emptiness. Although we were returning to Georgia to be near relatives, as far as I was concerned I had no school and no friends. I felt snatched from my soil — exposed.

      The year in Georgia without my dad seemed long and lonely. Although we were near aunts, uncles, and cousins, there was still the task of making new friends. Mother's frenetic correspondence with Iris kept the coals alive, even when Alden and Iris were transferred to Germany. But the cloud of knowing that our stay in Georgia was only for a year cast its shadow over me. Although I knew my classmates, I developed few new bonds and found myself seeking the companionship of my cousin whenever possible. Short of that, I rode my bike and roamed the woods alone.

      The year passed. Dad came home, and belongings were boxed for the quick move to Klamath Falls, Oregon, just three weeks prior to my completion of seventh grade. The feeling of being a transient among “civilians” and a couple of fistfights with local boys had planted ambivalence in me, and my only regret was leaving my Aunt Pat and cousins. I was ready to leave, yet apprehensive about starting the process again.

      The fresh family roots were ripped up again and replanted in the isolated housing area in the Klamath Basin, five miles from the air base, surrounded by sagebrush, irrigation canals, and potato fields. The contacts with former friends unraveled a bit more, yet the connection with Iris remained a lifeline for Mom, as she pressed what tender roots remained into the rocky soil of Oregon.

      Among many other Air Force brats, I made new friendships easily. The common bond of many “wing nuts” provided protection from the “potato-herder” farm kids at the local high school to which we were bussed.

      Then came the unspeakable. After three years, Alden and Iris transferred out of Germany and the connection broke. The letters ceased. Perhaps in the mad shuffle of moving and packing, addresses and phone numbers were lost or family problems arose or … my mother hesitated to think what could be the matter. For the first time in ten years, she had no way of contacting Iris and wondered out loud why Iris did not contact her. In retrospect, that may have been one of the reasons that Mom developed a dislike for Klamath Falls, yearned to be near her relatives, and pushed Dad for a transfer.

      So there we were. Friendless again. Sweating in the subtropical Gulf Coast summer. Finding it difficult to breathe, much less settle into a new community, make new friends, and establish new roots. We stood there, just three days into our temporary stay in the dripping, dismal trailer park, waiting our turn to move into Capehart housing on the base.

      There are times when the fabric of life seems torn and frayed. Lost is its definition of warp and woof and any connection to the pattern that once seemed so clear. This hot, heavy, sweating place was just such a time. So we stood, the trailer next to us only about fifteen feet away, compressing the stagnant air between us.

      “Rachel?” The trailer spoke. From a small-screened window high on the green, moss-tinted wall, a high-pitched voice called. “Rachel Wilbourn?”

      Mom turned to the tiny window, trying to make sense of the voice, squinting to see a face.

      “Rachel Wilbourn?” The pitch of the voice rose and, with it, an air of anxiety. “Is that you?” The voice bore an unmistakable Southern accent.

      Mom stepped quickly toward the window, mouth open so that I could almost see the quickness of her breath.

      Then, “Well, I'll Swanee! It is you, Rachel!”

      Mom could not contain herself. “Iris? Iris? Is that you, Iris?” She almost clawed at the screen as the two women sputtered.

      “Rachel!”

      “Iris!”

      “Oh, Rachel!”

      “Iris, Iris, I can't believe this!”

      The trailer rocked as Iris bounded out the door on the opposite side. She sprinted around the end, and Mom plunged into her outstretched arms in an embrace that formed a single, Southern, sobbing mass. Eventually, my sister and I got in our hugs amidst trails of happy tears as Alden emerged from a sweating nap to wrap his ample arms around us all.

      The unbelievable coincidence of it all so overwhelmed us that it hurt to speak so fast, to cry and to breathe at the same time. All the while, as I looked at my mother hopelessly wiping the tears that would not stop, I could see the loneliness, the separation, and the interminable ache of not knowing seep into the sand at her feet along with her tears. Cry for happy — as the Japanese so simply state — cry for happy and your tears comfort you.

      And even though I was older, facing my last year of high school, friendless and apprehensive, things now seemed somehow better. Something had been reconnected. I could see that the wanderings of little threads had crossed again.

      That day, forty-five years ago, cemented the relationship between my mom and Iris, which has since weathered everything the military, retirement, and aging have thrown at it.

      
        — Terence M. Shumaker
      

    

  
    
      

      
      Miracle at Sea
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      This has to be a dream, I thought, though I had been awake for more than an hour. I stood on the deck of the transporter ship and watched as the sun lifted from the sea. As word had it, the Navy was zigzagging our Army troops across the Pacific to Washington, after which I'd head east to Indiana to receive my discharge papers. Supposedly, the war was over. Around me, the clamor of rousing soldiers talking about their hopes of what they'd find and do upon returning home drifted on the wind.

      Two and half years had passed since I'd seen any member of my family. The anticipation of being with them again was so great I could concentrate on nothing else as the shifting sea slapped against the ship. At age twenty-one, I had left home and joined the Army, ignoring the exemption I had been offered due to my enrollment in college. I set out to serve my country with the pride and the respect for responsibility with which I'd been raised.

      Lulled by the rhythm of the sea and the thought of home so near, my mind drifted back to when Dad cut hair and when each of us boys — six of us — staked our claim in the business world by shining shoes. I loved it, crouched on the sidewalk outside Dad's barbershop door, interacting with people. Dad loved it, too. He also loved music. We used to joke that if he didn't stop tapping his feet in church, we would have to switch pews, because he was wearing the carpet thin. When my brothers and I sang, Dad would come up and stand really close so he could immerse himself in the harmony. What I wouldn't have given to be singing with my brothers right now.

      Thirty months was a long time to be gone, and I was anxious to get back. Although we'd been told we were going home, allied warships roamed the area and a sailor stood watch. No word was final until your feet hit the soil. Sometimes, all a man could rely on were his memories … and hope. Hope carried me through each day and helped me to look forward to the next.

      My next glance out over the water took in a tiny blue speck in the distance. I squinted for a better look: a warship, one of many we'd seen these past few days, but there was a familiarity about this one. Mom and Dad's letters had described my brother's ship in detail. They always included nuggets of Jim's letters that instructed: “Tell John …” “Ask him if he saw …” “Make sure he …” The letters kept me close to home and all of us battling and working together toward a common goal. My heart swelled with emotion over the memories Jim and I shared, and I knew he was out there somewhere. But what were the odds that my brother's sub chaser would be in such close proximity? Still, I had to know. I had memorized the number on the side of the ship for this reason. If he were close, I wanted him to know I saw him.

      I located a pair of binoculars and watched until I could make out the letters on the bow: SC 994. No! I looked again. Black letters over blue: SC 994. It was Jim's ship! Too shocked to care about protocol, I flew past the sailor standing guard at the gate that led to the fly bridge and ran up the stairs to the sailor on watch.

      “Is there any way you can signal that sub chaser?” I pointed in the distance, trembling at the thought of being so near to one of my family. “I think my brother is on that ship. I want him to know I'm here, right here!”

      Even if we weren't able to see or talk to each other for the duration of the war, just knowing we were so close would fill the hole of homesickness that had been chiseled out of my heart these past couple of years. I hoped it would do the same for Jim.

      The sailor grinned, whether at my shaking or the odds of such a miracle, I didn't know, but he swung the light around so the sub chaser could see the coded signal.

      “The angle's not right; I'm not sure he can see it.” The sailor tried again, but there was no response from the chaser. He moved the light and tried again to signal out the message. It was taking too long; the chaser would be gone.

      I had been injured in battle three times, but no physical pain hurt more than knowing how near I'd come to making contact with my brother only to fail. I left the bridge heavy-hearted and wandered back onto the deck to share with the guys what had happened. They understood my disappointment, the need to affirm family, a life, and a tie to something more than a cause so great it's easy to feel lost in it. Then I remembered that these guys were my brothers, too — my surrogate family. I was grateful for the friendships and bonds we'd developed, and some of the guys didn't have family to ponder over. So I dropped the matter and went about my day.

      “Hey, private, you're wanted by the captain.”

      I roused myself off the deck and followed the sailor to where the captain stood surveying the horizon. By now, the sun was high in the sky, but a nice breeze kept the air cool and refreshing.

      “Private, I understand your brother is on the USS SC 994. They came within view, but we were unsuccessful in contacting them.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Of all men … you, with your positive thoughts, staying faith, and commitment.” It appeared he had some difficulty holding back a smile. I couldn't imagine where this was headed. I had broken protocol by approaching the bridge without permission, but it was an unusual circumstance and hadn't caused a problem. I didn't understand why he wanted to see me. “I think you probably deserve this more than anyone.”

      “Deserve what, sir?”

      “We weren't able to signal the sub chaser your brother was on, but the message was intercepted by another ship in the area.” He broke out into a full grin. “Your brother knows you're here. He knows you saw him.”

      Time closed in on that moment. The ship stopped, the clouds paused, and I was home. Laughs rang around a dining-room table, songs drifted on a summer evening breeze, and home felt as real as if I were standing in the middle of the family room talking with Dad.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Cheers erupted across the ship as word spread of this miracle at sea.

      In the middle of the Pacific Ocean, the crew from Jim's sub chaser tied up next to our transporter. While sailors and soldiers bartered for goods plundered in Okinawa, my brother and I sat on the deck and talked for an entire afternoon.

      That memory remains etched in my mind and continues to carry me through times when I feel uncertain. It affirms that miracles do happen, if for no other reason than to bring joy and hope to those who need it and to those who are willing to embrace it.

      
        — Tammera Ayers, as told by Reverend John Wine
      

    

  
    
      

      
      Respectful Warrior

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      In the darkness of his dreams, he stood on the heaving deck of the surfaced submarine. The crippled enemy vessel was so close he could hear it groan as seawater rushed into the holes torn in the hull by torpedoes. Pressed down by tons of water to its final moorage on the ocean floor, the stricken vessel became a tomb for the men trapped inside.

      But I never knew it, not until long after my dad's death.

      In my world, Dad wore the workaday olive of Air Force fatigues — it's what he wore into the maternity ward at Elmendorf Air Force Base in the Territory of Alaska when I was born in 1957.

      He worked in offices or in the motor pool or driving a school bus so the kids on base could go to a Catholic school. His jobs kept changing, and I never questioned it. I was little, and for me, if there was snow on the ground in Alaska or fireflies in the air in North Carolina, life was as it should be.

      Eventually, the man who lived next door always went by the name of “numb nuts,” and it seemed hard for Dad to get along. I figured other people must be difficult, not my dad, because he always rescued animals who were lost or hurting. Even with us, he wasn't always comfortable in his own skin, but his gentle heart showed. I remember him weeping with me when our dog was hit by a car. One year he bought my mom a dozen birthday cards because he loved her so much, and each one captured his feelings just right — and then he couldn't decide how to sign any of them. He hand-carved a wooden biplane for me and painted it sage green, a color I still love.

      Now, as an adult, I remember the nervous breakdown. Every day while Dad was “away,” Mom and I would go for a doughnut and a Coca-Cola after school.

      Dad came back with stories about a man who wanted to shave off his eyebrows, but somehow Dad's soul didn't come back with him.

      Now, the memories come, unbidden. It happens when an unseen breeze ripples an American flag or when a bugler plays the haunting litany of taps. And always when I see veterans, I see my father again.

      I remember him sitting in his familiar recliner, staring into the distance beyond the living room window. Years after his death, I finally understood that sometimes he wasn't looking at the world outside; he was looking within, at memories of times long past.

      He shared the good memories. He kept the haunting ones to himself, enduring them alone.

      My father was nervous, unable to sit still for long. Instead, his foot tapped, his knees wiggled, his fingers drummed. I was too much like him. His nervousness tore at me, sparked my own restlessness, and I didn't like it. As a teen I hid in my room. Looking back, I expect my dad envied me that luxury.

      When hormonal storms and the illusion that I knew more than my parents took hold, I forgot the man who rushed home from a hard day to play the harmonica for his baby girl, to dance with me, and to rock me to sleep — if he didn't fall asleep first. My mind erased the tracks he left in the snow, trudging through sub-zero weather in Anchorage to buy me a wagon small enough to pull through our tiny home. I forgot the man who bent over and pushed me through the short hallways in a shoebox when I snubbed the shiny new wagon. I never knew how sore it made his back until Mom told me.
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