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Abstract
Sad Soul Saloon is a collection of stories about, Nick Muldoon, as he comes of age and seeks
adventure during the early 1950s. Raised by his father and a group of social misfits at his father’s saloon,
Nick realizes in “A Time to Fly” that the saloon is a refuge for people who seek respite from their difficult
life journeys. Advised by the weary to embrace a life created for him by his father, Nick decides that he
cannot appreciate a journey’s end without having taken his own journey. Stepping from his nest in
“Ultimate Sacrifices,” N ick’s puts him self the middle of the Korean War. Fighting in the trenches of Pork
Chop Hill, he experiences the honor and horror of war as he struggles to survive. Learning to transcend
his fear, Nick embraces his duty and follows his orders at all cost. In “A Search for Courage” Nick
struggles with physical and emotional battle wounds as he journeys home. Severely burned and haunted by
the images of war, he seeks the end of his journey, hoping that the people he loves most will recognize in
him and embrace him.
Sad Soul Saloon is N ick’s cyclical trek away from an appreciation for his home, friends and
family to a realization at his journey’s end that there is only home, friends and family.
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A Time To Fly
Nick staggered across Muldoon Saloon’s gravel parking lot, blood dripping from his nose and a
large gash over his left eye. His ribs ached when he lifted his arm to pull open the screen door. Concerned
that this might mess up his eighteenth birthday bash on Saturday, he walked into the cavernous lodge’s
bar hoping to avoid everyone on his way to the bathroom. Frankie was stacking clean beer mugs and when
she looked up, he could tell from her eyes that he looked as bad as he felt.
“Jesus, M ary'n Joseph, Nicky!” she gasped in her singsong Irish brogue. She grabbed a wet bar
cloth and rushed around the bar to his side. Nick leaned against a stool for support. The sting was sharp
and deep as she pushed the cloth against his eye. Frankie frantically spoke, but he did not understand her.
His hearing was muffled and the room was beginning to spin. He was hurt and feeling lightheaded but felt
her body as it pressed against his. T he world seemed to flow in the depth of her eyes. He loved her eyes:
bright green with dark lashes. They were focused on him and offered genuine concern. Her mouth formed
words. He loved her mouth: full red lips that seemed always to smile. She sucked her lips in and gripped
them with her teeth, then frowned and gently blew on his face.
He wanted to kiss those lips, but realized that leaning forward was beyond him at the moment.
She turned her head and her soft dark hair stroked his face. Her voice, high and loud, called out toward
the kitchen. In a moment Bender would be there to help. He formed the words to tell her he loved her, but
she pulled the cloth away to refold it on a clean spot. His blood was mixed with dirt on the cloth. In a
sinking moment, Nick felt himself let go. He slipped forward and downward from Frankie and
consciousness.
***
Before he saw light, Nick was aware that he was lying on his back and a cool, wet cloth was
wiping his face. “I love you,” he pushed out hoarsely.
“Ah, give us a kiss then,” a deep raspy voice said.
Nick opened his eyes. An unshaven face grinned at him. “Bender, you ass.” He tried to sit up.
“Stay put, boy. Frankie’s after your Pa and 01’ Jake.”
He was lying on one of the dining room tables. His head felt clear, but he could tell he was still
bleeding. One thing was for sure, he was in better shape than Dan Yodder. He had left Dan in a crumpled
heap out by the high school ball fields. He w ouldn’t be saying anything more about his Ma for awhile.
He watched the one-armed Bender wringing a bar towel in a bucket by crushing it with his left
hand. The water streamed through his fingers, then stopped. He shook the damp towel and brought it back
to N ick’s face.
A commotion in the kitchen was followed by Nick’s father rushing into the bar. Jake and Frankie
were right behind him. A heavy man with graying hair and a thin moustache and beard, his father
grabbed his head. Bender stepped back with the soiled cloth.

“Ah, Nicky boy, what have you gone and done?” He pulled his face up to his chest and held him
tight. It hadn’t occurred to Nick that he m ight cry until that moment. His father said, “Frankie, get Doc
Hallaway over here. He’s going to need stitching.”
His father released him and sat on the table. “What happened, son?”
Nick looked at the small group before him. He had beaten down Dan Yodder and now he was
going to have to justify it. “He said Ma was a whore.”
The men looked at one another and then back at Nick.
“Who, Nicky?” his father asked.
“Dan Yodder.”
“Where is he?”
“Out at the ball field. He’s face down on home plate.”
Jake turned to his father. “If this is what the winner looks like, we’d better find out how the
Yodder boy turned out.”
Frankie came back from the office. “I just spoke to Doreen. She says Doc will be over after
awhile. They have Dan Yodder at his office. He has a broken arm, broken jaw, fractured ribs and a
ruptured eardrum.”
“Holy shit, Nicky.” His father furrowed his brow and slowly shook his head.
“Well, at least we know he can fight,” said Jake, drawing glares from Gus and Frankie. Thin oily
hair fringed his bald and sunburned head. A single tuft of dark hair, an island in the center of a barren
sea, was anchored at the top of his forehead. He stuck his pinky finger in his ear and wiggled it. “Always
wondered if he could.”
“W e’d better get ready for Tom. You know the Yodders called him ,” his father said.
“Why would they call Tom? Dan asked for it, and I gave it to him .” Nick touched the cut on his
eyebrow and winced.
“Nicky, this isn’t some after school fight. You are coming up on your eighteenth birthday. If they
see you as a man, they’ll call this assault.”
Jake stepped over to Nick, lifted his chin and looked at the gash over his eye. “Sounds to me like
he was provoked, Gus. We have worse doings between the drunks here on a Saturday night. Grace’s
memory still stands. Nobody is going to say different on the m atter.”
Nick pulled his head back from Jake. “What are you talking about, Jake? Of course no one’s
going to say different. Ma was a saint.”
Gus stood and faced Nick. “Your Ma was well respected by this town. Her memory stands well,
but she was no saint, Nicky.”
Jake and Bender turned their eyes away.
“W hat’s going on?” Nick asked.
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Frankie scanned the others faces and then grew angry. “Jesus, Gus, he doesn’t know?”
“The subject just never come up before now,” Gus said.
Frankie stepped up to Gus. “T hat’s horse shit. He’s near a man and the only person in this town
to tell him the truth just got his head busted.”
“The truth!” Nick was getting angry. “My Ma died in a fire trying to save a little girl. She was a
hero.”
“That’s what I’m saying,” said Jake, taking the wet rag from Bender and putting it on N ick’s eye.
“Her reputation stands.”
Frankie grabbed G us’s arm. “You talk with Nick. You tell him the truth.”
“What is she saying, Pa?”
“Now is not the time to discuss this,” he said, throwing his arms in the air and marching away to
the office.
Nick looked to Jake and Frankie for an explanation. Frankie looked like she wanted to speak, but
thought better of it. How could his mother be anything but a hero? Hell, the saloon stood as a tribute to
her. The vaulted log lodge was filled with oddities she had collected and nailed to the walls and beams.
One wall was covered with Michigan automobile license plates dating back to 1912. They were traded for
three shots of whisky apiece. A selection of bear traps were swapped for a week’s lodging for a guy giving
up the area and moving somewhere more hospitable. Supposedly her favorite trade was a piece of trunk
cut from a tree that had grown around and swallowed up a double-barrel shotgun. Many felt she was
foolish to have given a year’s worth of served-up beans and rice for it, but not her.
That she traded was not as important to Nick as what she traded. On the walls were the items
that his mother found interesting enough to trade for a meal, a bed or a drink. They were a connection to
her. They were a treasure she left behind.
A car pulled up outside and Gus came out from the office. Tom opened the screen door. He was
in his fifties, overweight and bald. He wiped sweat from the back of his neck with a handkerchief as he
entered the cool bar. His sh e riffs uniform was too heavy for such a hot day.
“Gus,” he acknowledged, walking past him over to Nick. He looked at Nick’s eye and shook his
head. “Son, you hurt that boy. He’s pretty messed up. Glad to see you fared better.”
“He was provoked, Tom ,” Jake offered.
“I’m sure he was. I never would have believed Nicky here capable of doing such a thing for no
reason. Neither Dan nor his parents are saying anything. W hat did he do to earn such a beating, Nick?”
Nick w asn’t sure if he should answer, but Jake nodded. “He called my Ma a whore.”
Tom turned to Gus. “I see.” He lifted Nick’s chin and looked at his eye again. “Nick, the Yodders
haven’t said they’re pressing charges. I’m not taking you in, for now. You see to that eye, and then get
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over to the court house and see Judge Baines before he heads home at closing time. He’ll make a decision
on whether this goes anywhere.”
Nick’s father closed his eyes. He looked relieved. Jake began to understand how much trouble he
was in.
“W e’ll get him over there for sure, T om ,” Jake said. “Thanks for handling it this way.”
“Hope this don’t put a damper on your birthday party tomorrow night, son. I’m looking forward
to it.” Tom walked towards the door. He stopped and turned around. “Nick, I’ll do what I can to keep the
Yodders in check. You might consider sending over an apology.”
N ick’s mouth dropped open. He was about to tell Tom to go to hell, but Frankie grabbed a clean
towel and stepped in front of him to tend to his wounds.
***
Nick sat at the bar waiting for his lunch. He could feel the tight pull of the stitches over his eye.
The antiseptic still stung, so he held his sweating glass of iced tea against the wound. The lunch crowd
had left and it would be several hours before the evening crowd would step away from their work and
meander over for an evening’s distraction. He loved this time of day in the saloon. He had the bar to
him self and he enjoyed the cool quiet.
Replaying the morning, he was troubled. Maybe he shouldn’t have hurt Dan so much, but
everyone’s reaction was odd. No one seemed to think Dan deserved at least a light beating. His father was
clearly not telling him something that everyone already seemed to know.
A lady bug landed on the bar surface in front of him and tucked its wings under its shell. He
watched it walk along. He put his hand down, let it crawl onto it and watched the black legs maneuver its
body over the hair on the back of his hand. It plodded along as he raised his open hand upwards.
They acted as if he had wronged Dan.
The lady bug chose to follow his index finger, so he closed the rest of his fingers. How' could this
be true? There seemed to be no outrage that Dan had called his mother a whore. W hat was even more
troubling was how Dan and his parents reacted when his father took him over there and made him
apologize. Dan was sitting there in bandages with two black eyes and his mouth wired shut and they
accepted his apology without any comment or judgm ent.
Judge Baines looked at the reports. “Nick, I should throw you in jail. There is no reason on God’s
green Earth for one man to beat the sense out of another man. But since the Yodders are gracious enough
not to press charges, I’m going to let you off with this w arning. You ever harm another hum an being and
I’ll send you off to jail for five years.”
“You got off lucky, Nicky boy,” his father had said. “Let’s drop it and forget it.”
The bug reached his fingertip and stopped. It turned as if looking for yet higher ground. Finding
none, its hard spotted red shell peeled back, tiny wings flared and it was gone.
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He wondered how it would be to simply open wings and be gone. He longed to be weightless and
push up where the air was crisp and pure, and nothing mattered. He would fly in any direction and as far
as his wings could take him. He would leave nothing behind, not even memories.
He was startled by Jake’s voice. “Oy, Nicky. I’m asking you, is the tapping mallet down there?”
He looked down the bar to find Jake standing in front of the beer cask rack holding a wooden
beer tap.
“Son, if you’re gonna pick your nose, you’re gonna need to exert a bit more do than that.”
Nick heard, “...pick your nose...” and his attention went to his pointing finger before his face. He
dropped his hand and looked at Jake.
“I’m not picking my nose.”
He stepped over to Nick, placed the tap on the bar and wiped his hands on a dingy apron. “Well,
no self-respecting drinking man would say you was. Too much contemplation there for a doest picking.
You gotta let w hat’s natural come natural. T h ink’n about it just ruins the pleasure.”
“I w asn’t thinking about picking my nose, there was a bug.”
“A bug? You mean to say with all that is going on in your life right now, you was sit’n there
looking at a bug?”
“Yes.”
The man lowered his eyes and said, “Suppose there’s room in this world for that too.”
“You boys ready for your lunch?” yelled Bender from the kitchen.
“S ’pose we are at that!” Jake yelled back.
Jake looked at Nick’s iced tea. “This time tomorrow, you’ll be able to pull a beer with the rest of
us.”
“I’ve been living in this place all my life. W hat makes you think I want to spend m y first night of
freedom drinking here?”
“Ah, well, first off, the beer will be free!”
And that is what Nick had heard his whole life. Princes inherited vast land holdings and great
wealth. Turning eighteen, his birthright was the one hundred and eighty-year-old Muldoon Saloon with
all of its leaks, repairs, drunks and twenty-year-old bar tabs.
“W hat makes you think I want free beer?”
Jake placed his hands on his chest and gave a false swoon. “You speak sacrilege, laddy!” He
looked under the bar and pulled out a towel and a wooden mallet. Nick followed him back to the casks. He
watched Jake center his aim with the mallet. With a single sure swing, he ruptured the keystone and
resealed the bung hole with the tap. “L et’s see Bender do that trick by him self,” he muttered.
“OF Jake,” Nick said, swirling the chunks of ice in his glass, “How long you been with my Pa?”
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Jack straightened up, furled his brow and rubbed his scruffy white whiskers. “Hell Nick, I can’t
remember never being with your Pa. Your Ma took me in, got me on my feet a long time ago.”
“You ever consider moving on?”
He could tell Jake was trying to weigh his thoughts. “Yes, Nick. I’ve had my moments. I even did
leave once, but found my way back. Then, when your Ma passed, I stayed to see after you and your Pa.”
Nick liked Jake. For as long as he could remember, Jake had been there. When his father
couldn’t take time to help with story telling, math homework, or even to put him to bed, Jake was there.
He washed clothes, darned socks, made beds without complaint. The night of his first prom, Jake was as
nervous for him as if he had been his mother.
“You and Bender have been taking care of my Pa and me for a long tim e.”
Jake smiled. “Pert near all your life.”
“Guess I ’ve never said thanks for that.”
Jake stopped smiling. “No need, Nicky boy. It has been my pleasure.” He cleared his throat. “You
polish up your Ma today?”
“Next on my list.” He drank down the rest of his iced tea, grabbed an old rag and tin of brass
polish and moved over to the fireplace in the sitting area. The massive stone fireplace had an opening
nearly large enough to walk into. One of Nick’s jobs was to keep the flame fed. At off times, like now, he
kept a small fire, but during key busy times, he would stoke it up to a roar.
Arranged in an arch by the fireplace were four large well-worn overstuffed leather chairs and a
single long ottoman. Customers enjoyed two things about the saloon: the huge highly shined mahogany
bar and sitting in the leather chairs before the fire.
On the right side of the fireplace, a brass plaque was mounted in the stone. He opened the brass
polish and smeared the rag in the paste. He slowly and gently rubbed the letters on the plaque until the
polish turned black on the rag where his finger pressed. He did not have a loyalty to this plaque that
everyone else did. He was so young when she died that he wasn’t sure if his memories of her were real, or
formed from the stories he heard about her. Without his own memories of his mother, it was just a chunk
of metal mounted to stone. At times, when the old patrons came in to the bar and drank to melancholy,
they would recount the days of his mother, and lift their glasses to her memory. It was their memories that
he was shining. Moving to a cleaner spot on the rag, he buffed the cloudy film from the brass letters.
Finished, he stood and backed away to see how it looked. The letters combined to make a simple
but solid marker for his mother. Jake came over wiping his hands on his apron.
“You do a fine job on her.”
Nick looked at the gleam ing letters. “I don’t think I remember her.”
“Sure you do, Nicky boy! Maybe not in the way the rest of us do. You were only two at the time,
but you have no choice in the matter. Every time you look in the mirror, you’re seeing her looking back.”
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Nick snapped the brass polish tin shut. “I know, but I don’t actually remember her. And now it
seems like I’m getting only one side of her story from folks around here. There was more to her than what
I’ve been told.”
“Well my boy, memories are most times overrated. You get those that can comfort and console
you, but the price is you also get those that want to haunt you.” He untied his apron and took it off.
“Sometimes I see glimpses of her in my mind, but I think most of it’s just made up from the
stories I’ve heard. I can’t tell what is real and what is made up.”
“Does it matter, Nicky? W hether or not they’re your memories, they’re still about her. In the end,
you’ve got a picture of your M a.” He wiped a small spot of paste from a stone next to the plaque.
He didn’t accept this. Memories were possessions. They were either yours or they were someone
else’s. You could borrow them and enjoy them, but ultimately you owned only yours.
Bender yelled from the kitchen that their lunch was ready. Nick placed a split log on the glowing
coals, watched as it caught fire and then left it to burn.
Positioning themselves at the bar, Nick and Jake watched as Bender maneuvered his way through
the kitchen door holding two plates in his sole hand. He set them on the bar and skidded them one at a
time down the highly polished surface. Each plate stopped right in front of each of them.
“Always amazes me how he does that,” Jake said, reaching over the bar for a ja r of ketchup.
Bender went back into the kitchen and came back out with his plate. He slid it to a stop next to
Nick and then drew a beer and joined them.
Jake and Bender sat on either side of him chewing on their sandwiches. Nick had taken his meals
all of his life sitting at the bar looking up at his mother’s collections. All he knew about his mother was
from what hung in her collection and what he had been told. There was obviously a lot about his mother
that wasn’t being shared. If she were a prostitute, did it m atter at this point? What mattered now was that
his father was not talking about it. Even worse, like the Yodders, the community didn’t speak of it. It was
time for him to know, and the first two he should ask were sitting right with him.
“OF Jake,” Nick said through a mouthful of food. “Was my mother a prostitute?”
The chewing stopped.
Jake slowly lowered his sandwich and licked ketchup from his finger. He looked past Nick to
Bender, picked up a napkin, wiped his mouth, and cleared his throat.
“I’m not sure how to answer that, Nick,” he said.
“It’s a sim ple question, OF Jake.”
“Yes, but the answer isn’t.”
Nick tried to bend Jake’s will to avoid the question. “I’ve been contemplating my whole life
here, Jake. I have always thought my Ma was a sound, happy and giving person. Now I am getting the
idea that she w asn’t so much that. I sure would like to know why.”

Jake looked at Nick for a long moment. “C ontem plation’s m an’s greatest treasure, and his
greatest undoing. Take my advice, Nicky boy, let the lady bugs be. Become an expert nose picker and
noth’n in this world’ll bother you.”
He had wiggled out of the conversation. Frustrated, Nick said, “Horse shit, 01’ Jake! Either she
was or she w asn’t.”
“Well, th at’s certainly true! Hard to argue that logic.” He looked to Bender as if pleading for
help.
Bender turned to Nick. “Nick, you’re old enough to know. You should know. By God, you have
the right to know. I suggest you demand the truth from your father.”
Nick felt his face flush. He stood up so fast that the stool fell over behind him. “You two are
assholes.” He left the bar and stomped through the kitchen and out the back door. Somebody was going to
spill the truth, if he had to provide another black eye to get it.
***
Nicholas Muldoon was officially eighteen and his birthday bash was underway. His father made
it an event for the community and everyone showed up. Cahan Duggan and his boys were up from Detroit
filling the lodge with Gaelic tunes. The rhythmic beat of a bodhran blended smoothly with the gentle flow
of a violin. Both were topped with a feadog’s sweet pining whistle. These were the sounds that defined
Muldoon Saloon’s Irish soul.
Drinks flowing, camaraderie grew as the evening aged. Nick wondered how all these people
could know him and not have said anything about his m other’s past. He received their congratulations and
at the same time loathed them. An entire town had managed to conspire to keep him in the dark. But now
they were drinking and he decided to take advantage of the situation.
He spotted a drunken Sid O'Bolan sitting at a corner table talking to a stuffed skunk mounted on
the wall next to him. Well into his eighties, he was bone thin, nearly bald, and the wrinkles around his
eyes made him look wise. An elder in the community, he knew everything and was a talker even when he
w asn’t drunk.
“Hey, Sid. Having a good time?”
“For sure, Nicky!” He hoisted his mug. “Slainte agus saol chugat.”
“Thanks, Sid. Never thought this day would come.”
“Take my word for it, Lad, the years come and go fast enough.” He nodded his head to the beat of
the music. “Oh, and I must compliment you on your talking squirrel.”
“T h at’s a skunk, Sid.”
He turned, scrunched his nose as if he needed glasses and looked at the skunk. “D on’t be silly,
skunks don’t talk.” He chuckled and hoisted his mug again.
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Nick wanted to ease his way into the topic, but wasn’t sure it mattered. “Hey, Sid, I have an
unusual question to ask.”
“Anything, lad. Ask away!”
“You’ve lived here most of your life, and you knew my Ma. I need to know. W as she a
prostitute?”
Sid seemed suddenly less pleased. He looked around and realized he was cornered.
“Ah, no, lad, I'm not the person to ask that. Ask me anything else.”
“Why not, Sid? You're drinking my beer, why wouldn’t you tell me the truth about my Maw?”
Sid put his mug down on the table and shook his head. “Aye, but I’m drinking your father’s beer
too. The truth is, Nicky, your Ma, God rest her soul, was a wonderful lady, and it’s not my place to say
different. But that’s really not the answer you’re looking for.”
“Damn it, Sid. What am I looking for then?”
“The right question.” He got up and walked away.
“Damnu ort,” Nick shouted at him just as Frankie walked by with tray of beers.
“Now Nicky, that’s not appropriate Irish for well wishers.”
“T hat’s how you speak to a conspirator!”
Frankie stopped smiling. “Enough’s enough. Nicky, let me serve our guests, and then we’ll talk.
I’ll tell you what you want to know.”
This did not lighten his mood. He may not know the details, but he knew the truth, and part of
the truth was that these people had plotted to keep him in the dark.
If his life had been a book, every character in his story now sat at tables, stood around the bar and
wandered in and out of the back way onto the deck that overlooked the lake. At the center of their
attention was his father. Surrounded by lifelong friends, his face glowed. The mugs would go up, someone
would bellow out a toast, and the beer would go down. If these people were keeping the truth, they were
doing so at his bidding.
The vaulted ceiling was clouded with cigarette and cigar smoke and the entire space was filled
with the sound of talking, laughter and clinking glass. People walked past, clapped him on the shoulders
and congratulated him.
Jake and Bender manned the bar. Jake had half of a burning cigar in his mouth as he filled beer
mugs. Bender focused on the liquor. W ith his single hand, he could spin the shaker in his palm, flip
whisky bottles in the air, mix drinks with a dexterity greater than any two-handed barkeep, and slide a
drink down the bar so that it stopped in front of the person who ordered it. Jake watched him and just
shook his head.
Despite Jake and Bender’s antics, Frankie was the center of attention at the bar. Nick loved to
watch her. Her beauty was outdone only by her bawdy personality. She was as raunchy as the men she
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served, but her manner somehow excused her from any judgment. She joked, laughed and flirted with
customers, but above all else, she kept them drinking. And she made sure every drink was paid for by the
end of an evening.
“Frankie, give us a kiss,” they would say, and she would smile and blow one to them and their
temperament would grow lighter, as did their pockets. Occasionally someone would go a bit too far, but
she always managed to keep control of the situation. Upon occasion a man, showing off for his mates,
would grab her breast or butt. Unfazed, she turned his glee to shame by commenting on how nice his wife
looked in church last Sunday, or enquiring as to how old his children were now. This brought red-faced
embarrassment for the man and hoots of laughter from the lads, and naturally another round for them all.
Nick loved her. He wanted to hold her to the end of his days, but he knew she was beyond him.
She was only three years older, but like Jake once said about himself, “It’s not the years, it’s the mileage.”
His father found her working the streets during a trip to Detroit and offered her a haven. She had seen a
tough side of life and he couldn’t im agine her taking him seriously. She made Nick wonder what his
mother must have been like. W ould she have been as magnificent as Frankie?
Nick found himself enjoying just sitting by the fire and watching his birthday bash unfold. Cahan
began a slow folksong. From behind the bar, Frankie started singing along in Gaelic. The place grew
silent as she sang more loudly. Her voice was as clear and sweet as her eyes. The violin harmonized with
her while the bodhran softly and interm ittently drummed, leaving the feadog to highlight it all with highpitched, sorrowful vibrato. Nick never fully understood the meaning of the folksong. She could have been
singing about lost love, pining after a death or the memories of home. It didn’t matter to him or anyone
else in the room. The effect was m elancholic and consuming.
Frankie ended the song standing at the end of the bar. The place remained mesmerized and silent
for a long moment, and then as if a trance were suddenly broken, the crowd erupted with loud cheers,
whistles and applause. With only a single curtsy, she returned to laughing and pouring as if it were just
another night at Muldoon Saloon.
This was his inheritance in full bloom. This was his father’s community, and it was expected that
he would take over and his generation would slowly displace the old with the new. Sitting there with a
beer in his hand, he witnessed his whole future before him. Yet it was clear to him that he was an
outsider. His mother was a stranger to him , and it looked like the plan was to let the truth fade with time.
“W here’s my boy?” Nick heard from the bar. His father was looking over heads to find him.
“There he is! Bring that lad up here!”
From behind, someone scooped his arm, pulled him to his feet and ushered him across the saloon
to his father.
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“It’s time for first drinks!” Gus yelled, and the attention of everyone fell on him. Nick hadn’t
waited for his first drink. This was more of a formality, a tradition from a father to his son. His father’s
face was flush from too much drink, but his eyes were wide and he gleefully chuckled.
“Everyone, fill your mugs for a proud father’s salute!” Jake yelled, making his way through the
crowd.
When all was ready, his father raised his mug high and everyone followed suit, and grew silent.
His father hesitated, breathing in the moment. He looked around at his friends. His eyes seemed to connect
with the eyes of each of them in turn, and then a small grin curled the corner of his mouth. His father was
in his glory. In a m oment he would be required to return the gesture. His mind raced to piece together
something coherent and memorable but he was drunk and everything was jumbled.
“From the day Nicky was born he has been the pride and joy of his mother and me,” his father
said loud and clear. “She would approve of the lad standing before you now.” The crowd murmured in
agreement, and N ick’s focus went from a polite counter toast to wondering what these people really
thought about his mother. “Could there be a prouder father at this moment?” His lower lip quivered and
he was holding back tears.
“And so we raise our drinks to the lad becoming the man. Salute, Nicky boy. May the world bow
before ye as you make your place in it!”
“Hear, hear,” the room said in unison and everyone drank.
Hands grabbed Nick up by the shoulders and elbows and he found himself standing on the bar.
He was stunned by the number of people before him, all expecting something from him, and yet unwilling
to offer the truth he expected from them. He started to speak, but realized his mouth was not responding
well. Trying to control slurring, he slowly and carefully formed his words.
“Aye and I’ve just discovered that sudden altitude with a head don’t mix! I may fall.”
The crowd below him laughed and then once again grew silent.
“Thanks for your good wishes. You’ve been a community and a family for a kid growing up in an
odd place under very odd circumstances. And I appreciate every one of you.” Everyone murmured their
approval. “My Pa would be ashamed if I couldn’t recite at least one Irish quote, so let me pull something
from somewhere in m y foggy head.” He cleared his throat and gestured his beer mug at his father. “To an
Irishman, the past clings like sand to wet feet, and is carried about as a burden. The many ghosts are
always a part of him, inescapable.”
His father looked at him and raised an eyebrow. It was not his intent to go further. He tried to
find something nice he could offer in closing. Everyone was concerned about his fight with Dan Yodder,
so it occurred to him that this was his chance to apologize.
“Before I step down off this bar into adulthood, I want to take the opportunity to say I’m sorry to
Dan Yodder and the rest of you for the fight. I over reacted to something he said about my M a.”
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The crowd started to mumble. The pool of faces before him were not looking directly at him.
They were looking at each other. Not even his father looked at him. “Just defending her, you know,
reputation,” he said, trying to get some acknowledgement. No one’s face changed, as if his apology was
embarrassing. He d id n ’t want to leave them this way. He should step down on a high note. He decided to
try the sure thing he had seen men in the bar do so many times before. He raised his mug and said, “To
Grace, long may her memory live!”
A couple of mugs went into the air, but at least one m an’s came down when the woman standing
next to him nudged him. Nick stood there with his lone mug in the air. He brought his mug down and
looked around at everyone. “Ah, come on. How did I manage to suck the joy out of this party?” No one
was saying anything, even to help him out of the moment.
He realized at that moment that everyone in the room had known about his mother. The sons of
bitches. He could feel his anger stoking inside him. They knew. All these years they’d known. His mother
was the tow n’s dirty little secret.
He looked at their faces again. What he saw through his fog was men looking sheepishly at
women and women looking angrily at men. The toasts to his mother’s memory, it now occurred to Nick,
were never done by the women, or in the presence of women. Now he knew why. The men were toasting
to the memory of their communal conquest. He had spent years shining the marker for a memory of lust.
This wasn’t simply his father’s conspiracy. It was a community attempt to bury his m other’s past. The
community was not trying to keep his mother’s memory. It was trying to forget her. How could his father
have let this go on? Anger worked its way up to the surface as tears in his eyes.
He no longer wished to hurry his way off the bar. It was now time to let these people know what
he thought about how they were treating him and his mother.
“Course, you all seem to know that kicking D an’s ass was a fool’s game,” he said. “Turns out
Dan was right! My Ma was a whore. Joke’s on me! I gave him a beating for being the only one brave
enough to tell me the truth.”
“Oh Jesus,” his father said, dropping his face. The crowd began to whisper.
Jake moved towards him. “Nicky,” Jake said softly to him.
Nick wanted to set the whole place on fire. If he could have slashed and broken that crowd like
he did Dan Yodder, no one would be standing. He had the room by the short hairs and he was going to
yank them. Jake reached for his ankle, and he simply stepped away. “So, let me have a show of hands.
How many folks here knew my Ma was a whore?”
The whispering grew louder. He became im patient. “Come on now, this was the secret after all.
Surely everyone here knew it but me! Shame on all of you for keeping the truth from me.”
Looking down at the faces, he could still see that the men had a different expression than the
women. The men were embarrassed, not the women. A terrible truth came to his whirling m ind. It was so
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suddenly clear and brilliant that he gasped. The truth about his mother was not the issue in this room. The
truth was about the men in this room.
“Nick, maybe we should pull this short,” Jake said. He made another grab for N ick’s ankle and
Nick again stepped back out of reach.
Nick would not have it. He realized that Sid had tried to give him a clue. He had been asking the
wrong question. It wasn’t whether or not his mother had been a prostitute. That she had been was clear.
The real question had to do more with how well it was known that she was a prostitute. He had his
audience and now he had the question that he alone could ask.
“Wait, folks, it’s my party. In a way I guess I ’ve been waiting eighteen years for this moment,
this answer.”
The place went silent. People were now moving back from the bar as if Nick were going to vomit
on them. Mugs were slowly lowered, and a couple of people began moving through the crowd for the door.
Nick staggered a bit, but raised his arm and pointed randomly at people in the crowd. “I'm
guessing the true question that I am at least entitled to ask is how many of you assholes here can say you
fucked my Ma?”
Some of the crowd chuckled, some caught their breath, but most just stood there looking at him.
He looked down at Jake, but Jake had turned his back. He didn’t want to look at his father, but drew his
eyes over to him anyway. Gus stood there looking at him, his eyes dark. Nick couldn’t tell if he was angry
or disappointed. Tough shit now. This was his show.
“Ah come on!” he said to the room. “A woman can’t be no whore without men lined up to fuck
her. I just want to know who here got a shot at my Ma and can tell me what she was really like.”
Jake spun around and slammed his fist on the bar. The loud thump made Nick jum p. “Enough
Nick! Down from there.”
Nick stood confused for a moment. But he didn’t want to end this ungracefully. A boy follows
orders. A man makes a controlled and com m anding exit. He limply raised his mug again and smiled as
broadly as he could manage with his num b face. “Well, here’s to my becoming a man and to the future.
A nd while I’m up here...thanks for all the wonderful memories of my M a.” He drank down his beer. He
felt weak. Half stepping, half falling backwards, he dropped behind the bar.
People stepped forward and set their mugs on the bar and walked away without saying a word or
looking at him. He stood there alone, shunned. He didn’t understand where that had all come from, and
he wanted to escape. Some of the older crowd stopped and shook Gus’s hand and quietly thanked him for
the party.
Nick had ruined everything. He had become both tragic and pitiful just in time to be a man. One
hell of a way to start adulthood. He ran to the back steps and staggered up to the second floor and down
the hall to his room. He just wanted to disappear and never come back.
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“Where are them damn wings when you need them?” he asked him self before falling on his bed.
***
Nick lay in the dark on his bed. The windows were open and a nearly full moon flooded his
room. The room whirled. He fought nausea. There was muffled shouting down in the bar. Car engines
started in the parking lot and drove off towards St. Ignace where the normal people lived. A perfectly
wonderful evening had been abruptly shattered like a piece of glass. There was no telling where the shards
would come to rest.
There was soft knock on the door. It slowly cracked open, and Frankie’s voice floated in. “Nicky,
are you awake?”
“Frankie?” he said, pushing him self up on his elbows. “I’m awake, but I think I’m floating above
my bed.”
“May I come in?”
She had never been in his room before. Realizing there was nothing he could do to stop her, he
said, “Yes, come in.”
She kneeled next to the bed. Gently placing her fingers in his hair, she played with it. “Rough
crowd tonight.”
Nick lay there. As much as he wanted to get up and get out, he couldn’t manage to sit.
“So you’re eighteen now, Nicky.” Sitting on the bed next to him, she moved her fingers from his
hair to his ear.
“Ha, ya, finally made it. Now I can drink and make an ass of myself with the best of them.”
“No one’s blaming you, Nick.” She slowly leaned over and kissed his lips. “Let’s not think about
that right now.” Her shadowed face filled his vision. He felt her breath on his check as she whispered, “I
believe, Nicky, I have a present for you tonight.”
Maybe he was more drunk than he realized. “Am I dreaming?”
“If so, then let’s share it.”
He was trying to understand what she had just said when he felt her fingers unbutton his shirt.
She helped him out of his clothes. He lay there naked, watching as she slowly undressed before him.
Nodding at his erection, she said, “I see this dream pleases you.”
Nick didn’t know what to say. He simply watched as she became naked. W ho cared if this w^as a
dream, she made him ache with desire.
“Let me show you what happens when hard merges with soft,” she said, lowering herself onto
him. He could feel her soft breasts press against his chest, and then they began to rub against him with her
movement. Black hair fell softly around his face. Her lips gently touched his, and he lost her eyes as they
closed. Trying to experience all of her at once, he wrapped his arms around her body and drank in her
gift. He did not squander the moment. He would remember everything: every touch, every sound, every
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smell as his desire for her grew like a bodhran’s rhythmic pulse. In the end his desire broke free and
became weightless, pushing up where the air was crisp and pure, and nothing mattered but wanting this
moment to be with him all of his life.
***
The sun was shining through the window and on his face when he forced himself from sleep. He
slowly sat up. His head ached and his mouth was dry. He was naked under his sheets. Images of Frankie’s
body and the scent of sex came to him. He scrambled from the bed, pulled on his shirt and jeans and went
down to the cool, silent saloon.
A dirty tool bag rested on the bar and Jake was cursing under his breath somewhere behind it.
Pulling himself onto a stool, Nick saw Jake working on a sink. “Have you seen Frankie, 01’ Jake?”
Jake thumped his head on one of the shelves trying to sit up. “God damn it, I do that every tim e,”
he said, rubbing the side of his head. “She rode down to M arly’s with your Pa this morning. I need a piece
of window glass. Someone pushed out a pane last night in the excitement of the festivities.”
Jake was lying on his back on the floor behind the bar. A lead pipe was balanced in his hand and
he tried to hold it in position under the sink. He muttered curses as tried to make the pipe fit. Nick sat
quietly thinking about Frankie.
“Have a good time last night?” Jake asked.
Nick tried not to blush. “W hat do you mean?”
“The party! Quite a shindig. Your Pa threw everything in on that one, including this here bar
sink.”
“01’ Jake, tell me I just dreamt that I made an ass of myself.”
“Wish I could, Nicky lad. I tried to stop you. You put it all out there in fine fashion. Never saw
the wind go out of revelry so quick and thorough.”
How could the first night of being a man have been both the worst and best experience of his life?
He hoped the rest of his life would not happen in a bunched-up mess of pleasure and pain.
“Is Pa mad?”
Jake scratched his head. “More hurt, I think, than m ad.”
“Ah well, I ’ve made a fine mess of this w'orld. How do I even begin fixing things?” There wasn’t
a way to face this. He knew that even if the townsfolk forgave him, he wasn’t sure he wanted to forgive
them, or his father.
“I think I’m going to be packing my things and moving on, Jake,” he said softly.
“Nicky boy, I know where you’re coming from. Believe me, I’ve made messes and walked away.
But I think this one will blow over.”
“To be honest, maybe this isn ’t a mess that should blow over.”
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Jake scrambled up on his feet. “You didn’t do anything wrong, lad. You had too much to drink
and you spoke from your heart. Folks won’t be mad at you.”
“M ad at me? OF Jake, I may have made an ass of myself last night, but I don’t care what they
think about m e.”
Jake poured two small glasses of beer from the tap and set one in front of Nick. “Hair of the dog.
I’m glad to see you can let this go.”
“No, 01’ Jake, I’m not letting any of this go. W hat matters here is how I feel about them, and
Pa,” he said, and then added, “and you.”
“Now that’s a different matter altogether there.” He raised one eyebrow and rubbed his whiskers.
“What do you reckon?”
“C an ’t you see that the lot of you’ve been lying to me?”
“It’s more of a bend than an actual lying.” Jake downed his beer in a gulp.
“That don’t matter. What matters is that I’m done with the whole thing.”
Jake nodded his head slowly. “I told Gus it was the wrong thing to do. He does have his reasons.”
“His reasons no longer matter. I was able to put it together for myself last night. The town is
ashamed of my M a.”
Jake laid a pipe wrench on the bar. “No they’re not, Nick. You haven’t put together the whole
story. This isn ’t just about your Ma. It’s a lot deeper than that. You need to talk with Gus and get the
whole truth.”
“W ell I don’t want to know more. I don’t think I could take it. I need to consider my life now.
Being a part of this town and the saloon just don’t sit right with me anymore.”
Jake wiped grease from his hands and then crossed his arms. He looked at Nick for a long time.
Nick fiddled with a salt shaker.
“W hat about Frankie?”
That was a low blow. He had expected Jake to scold him for abandoning his father and the
saloon. “W hat about her?”
“W hen are you going to tell her?”
“D on’t know yet.” Nick turned away. He was afraid Jake might see something in his face that
would give away his time with her last night.
“She’s going to be disappointed.”
“Disappointed. Why would she be disappointed?”
Jake snorted. “Son, that girl has been waiting for you.”
“W aiting for me? W aiting for what?”
“W aiting for you to be old enough.”
Jake had things wrong. “Jake, I’m a kid from a small town. She’s not interested in m e.”
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Jake tossed up his hands. “Just saying, Nicky. I don’t think you’re giving yourself enough credit
with her.”
“Ah Jake, she is a wonder to be sure, but I think you give me too much credit with

her.”

Nick got up from the bar and started for the kitchen. “Nick,” Jake called after him. Nick stopped
and turned. “Last night, lad. She hasn’t wasted any time, now has she?” He raised his eyebrows, grabbed
the pipe wrench and sank down behind the bar.
Nick was stunned. Last night was just Frankie being kind, fulfilling a youth’s fantasy. What
could she see in him? She was mature and sure of herself. How could she be in love with him ? Frankie
was not the settling type.
He started for the kitchen again when Jake called to him. “Polish your Ma today?”
“All the same to you, I think I am done polishing ghosts.”
He heard Jake smack the shelf again. “God damn it!” He popped back up from behind the bar
rubbing his head. “Nicky, keep in mind what I said about too much contemplation.”
Nick stuck his finger up his nose and left.
***
As Nick came down the steps he saw his father sitting at the hearth, polish rag in hand. Nick
came up behind him and sat in one of the leather chairs.
“Your Ma really takes to a shining, don’t she?” Gus said.
“Isn’t it kinda odd, your putting her ashes here in the stone?”
Gus slightly turned so he could see Nick over his shoulder. “You see what it says right there
under her dates? ‘Eternal Love and M emory,’ Nicky boy. She was the life blood of this place. I figured
she’d love the idea of being right here in her favorite spot.”
“I don’t remember her, Pa.”
“Probably not. You was young when she passed. I’ve always tried to let you know what she was
like.”
“No you haven’t. Oh, you filled me with stories about her generosity and compassion, but how
much of that is true? You’ve kept me from the most important thing about her.” He started to get up.
Gus waved for him to sit. “Aye Nicky, I’ve not wanted parts of her past dwelled upon, but not
because she was once a prostitute. Really, that happened so long ago, nobody cares about that.”
“Oh really? Seemed to me a lot of folks last night were hiding from her past. And the men, Pa?
How could you let them remember her in that way?”
Gus finished polishing the plaque and then spun around and sat on the hearth. “She had a smile
that lit up a room. She loved this spot right here. Spent hours sitting right there in that end chair closest to
the window, warming her feet at the fire and reading them romance novels in the light of that wdndow. I
can say that most of your first nine months of existence happened while she sat right there.”
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Nick shook his head. “I ’ve heard all of this before, Pa. I don’t want anything more from you. It s
over. I’m going.”
Gus closed his eyes. “I’ve sinned against you, son. I’ve not told you the whole truth because I was
afraid.”
“Why the silence? She was my mother. I’ve never heard a bad word about her from anyone.
Clearly, folks liked her and respected her. Why would I care about her past, Pa?”
“Your Ma loved this place so much, and we wanted it for you. I tried to make it a home.”
They sat silently for some moments and Nick listened to the fire crackle.
“Your Maw was a prostitute when she came here from Chicago. Hell, I was a bootlegger. We
came here with rough histories. This saloon was a hotbed of gambling and whoring, but it also became a
place to just get fed and have some simple company. In time, your Ma and I got close and fell for each
other. We did our jobs, but we soon realized that there was no future in it.” He sat quietly looking at the
fire and the marker.
“You don’t have to explain.”
“Nicky, we changed our lives and changed the face of this saloon. We made a world for
ourselves, and we made it for you.”
“This is the dark secret?”
“Nick, this was a boom town during Prohibition. This saloon w asn’t the only one on the strip
working booze and women. When it was over, a lot of us had had our fill, settled down and got
respectable. You were partly right last night. A lot of those men here knew your mother pretty intimately
back in the day. And you should know that a fair number of the ladies here would like to forget what they
did before we all got respectable.”
Nick considered this. O f course this place would not have had just his mother. There would have
been others.
“W hat’s important is that you understand that when your Ma and I married, times had changed.
We took the opportunity to make this place and ourselves over.”
“Then why did everyone seem so embarrassed last night?”
Gus slowly stood and straightened his back. He balled up the polishing rag and picKeu up the
bottle of polish. “Well then, son, as you said last night, you’ve been w aiting eighteen years for the truth. I
want you to remember that everything you’ve heard about your mother stands true. She was loved and
respected by this community.”
“Aye, I know. She was a saint. Pa, I’m going to leave now.”
“Son, wait. This is difficult.”
Nick was sad for his father, but he was offering too little too late. “Pa, you don t have to do this.
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“No. No more secrets. W hen I married your mother, she was four months gone with you." Tears
formed in his eyes.
“Pa, don’t. It doesn’t m atter.”
“Nicky, so n ...” Gus looked up and whispered, “Grace, give me strength.” He lowered he head
and looked at Nick. “Son, I was damaged in a fight many years ago. I am a gelding.”
“A gelding?”
“I was castrated, boy. I couldn’t make babies long before I met your maw.” He turned his back to
Nick. “There’s your deep, dark secret.”
“What?” Nick stammered.
“For Christ’s sake, Nicky. I’m not your father.”
Nick wasn’t sure he heard that right, but his father looked him in the eye and sat in silence. The
news didn’t hit him at once. It absorbed like poison, slowly flowing and doing its damage.
“If your Ma were alive, I’m sure she would have found an easy way to tell you. I preferred you
not know.”
Then he had asked the right question last night, just in the wrong way. He shouldn’t have asked
who had slept with his mother. He should have asked who thought they were his father. “Good God.”
“And now you know and you remain the best son I could ever have had.”
Nick was unable to say anything. This was just too much. Maybe his father was right to have kept
this from him. He needed to think. The implications were too numerous to sort through at once. He got
up and walked over to the bar. Jake came out of the kitchen with a rack of clean mugs.
“W hat’s up there, Nicky? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
Nick could only put his hand up. Jake looked over and saw Gus by the fire. His eyes grew round.
“You’ve talked to Gus.” He dropped the rack, smashing mugs across the floor. “Oh Jesus!”
Wallowing in muck, the first thing Nick focused on was a clear target. “All these years you’ve
been here. Don’t lie to me, 01’ Jake. Did you sleep with my m other?”
Jake hesitated, and then slumped. “Aye, lad, and Bender and Tom and Judge Baines, and who
knows, maybe even Mr. Yodder. Your Ma was loved by many men, most come and gone.”
Nick felt his knees weaken. He leaned against the bar. “And are you my father?”
Jake now looked like h e ’d seen a ghost. “I can’t rightly say. The damn thing is, you look too
much like your mother for anyone to guess who is your father.” He smiled. “There were times watching
you grow up when I would have sworn you were mine, but then Bender will tell you the same thing.”
“Oh, yes. Of course,” was all Nick could think to say. He didn’t know how to react. Should he be
angry? Would it do any good to throw something? He sat at the bar and put his hands over his eyes so he
wouldn’t cry. He didn’t want to know anything more.
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“Nick, folks would love to know who your father is. W e’ve all speculated. There w asn’t an
eligible man in this town who wouldn’t have submitted to a test. Every one of us would proudly be your
father, but knowing w ouldn’t have changed things.”
Nick grew angry. He wanted to punch Jake. “You all have had eighteen years to work through
this, 01’ Jake. Tell me how you figure knowing w ouldn’t have changed things.”
“Because your Maw loved Gus, lad. She could have had any man in this town and she chose to
marry Gus and raise you with him. No one spoke about this to you because we respected Grace.”
Nick thought back through all the years of growing up in this place. All this time he had been
surrounded by people who accepted a mystery and watched out for him as if he were their own. Mr.
Martin at the five and dime, always giving him candy when he dropped in. Dennis Grover letting him top
off the truck and never wanting money. Tom Hauser not arresting him and Judge Baines letting him off.
No wonder the Yodders didn’t press charges. Dan m ight be his half brother, for Christ’s sakes. His life
had been planned by his mother and honored by a community. Was there nothing that happened to him
that was not arranged in every detail?
Gus stepped up next to Jake. “Nick, there is probably nothing anyone can say for forgiveness.
You should have known, but it seemed better to just let it lay with your Ma.”
Jake looked at Gus. “The day finally arrived.”
Gus nodded. “Nick, you are going to have to speak to Frankie.”
“W hat is all of this interest in Frankie? Why is she a matter of concern? D on’t tell me she was
arranged for me?”
“It didn’t start that way, Nicky. After I found her, I did what I believe your Maw would have
done and brought her here. I didn’t know if she would stay, but she has made the saloon her home. She
reminds me so much of your mother. I guess we’ve all hoped you two would end up together. I don’t think
she’ll want to see you go.”
Nick would speak to her, but first he needed to think. He needed to be alone.
He went up to his room and opened the closet door. A door on the back wall opened when he
pushed on it. Behind the door was a wooden ladder mounted to a three-story shaft. He climbed the ladder
to a small room with large windows facing out towards the lake. Built during Prohibition, it was a lookout
where traffic on the lake could be observed. It was his favorite place to sit and think.
He sat watching the boats move across the straits from Lake Michigan to Lake Huron. Large sails
pulled them through the choppy water. His mind wrestled with his heart. This morning he was heir to his
father’s saloon, now he was the legacy of an entire community. His entire life, men had wondered if he
could be their son. He wouldn’t spend the rest of his life wondering which of them could be his father.
The saloon was a wonderful legacy to leave to a son, but Gus was the only one everyone knew w asn’t his
father. The Muldoon Saloon was about fresh starts. It was for his parents, and for Jake, Bender, Frankie
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and who know how many who came to visit. It was time for his fresh start, but his would have to lead him
elsewhere.
For him, it was a matter of listening to his soul. This had been his home, but it was less his home
now. To stay would mean holding onto too m any memories for too many people. The history of this place
hung from him like chains. Like Jake said, memories can comfort you, but they can also haunt you. He did
not want to be the holder of other people’s memories. St. Ignace would have to learn to polish his
m other’s memories without him. It was time for him to make his own memories.
“Hello, Nicky, are you up here?” Frankie came up through the shaft’s opening. N ick’s heart
began to race the moment their eyes met. “I’ve heard about this place, but have never been up here.” She
sat next to him. “It’s so beautiful.”
Her hair fell on her shoulders, fram ing her face and eyes. She was enjoying the view and the
sunlight made the green of her eyes deep and rich. He wanted to hold her and love her, but he couldn’t.
He was too confused be sure of what he was feeling. He needed to speak with her, but didn’t know how to
begin. She must have noticed something was wrong.
“From where do you hail, my Nicky boy?”
“Ah, Frankie, I’ve journeyed through the darkest place on earth.” He could not take his eyes from
hers. Her brow furrowed and she looked away from him.
“I know you spoke with your Pa. I’m sorry you had to find out this way,but at least you now
know'.”
“He was right. I didn’t have to know. Now I wish I didn’t know.”
“In the big picture this isn’t so bad, Nicky. You have a town full of people w atching out for you.”
“A town full of people who kept me in the dark.”
“The world offers many darker places than that.”
He took her hand. “Last night with you, Frankie?”
“Nicky,” she said, slightly blushing. “I can’t imagine anything more wonderful.”
“I’ll love you for the rest of my life.”
“Goodness, is that a proposal?” she asked, squinting her eyes.
He leaned forward and kissed her. She put an arm behind his neck. “W ould that be so bad?” he
asked.
“Not at all, Nicky. I do love you. But there’s more, isn’t there?”
Nick pushed open one of the windows and the enclosure was filled with a lake breeze.
“I believe you have just given me my most favorite place in this world,” she said.
He pulled her to him. She snuggled up against him. “This is cozy.”
There was nothing he could do but ju st say it. “I’m leaving, Frankie. Come with me. W e’ll go see
the world together.”
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“I can see the world from right here.” She turned his face to hers. “You stay and let’s see if we
can make the world come to us.”
She wanted a life here in this small place filled with its history and secrets. She saw in this place
what his mother must have seen.
“I have to find my own way.”
“I wish you would understand that there is nothing out there finer than what you have here.”
“Frankie, my life has been handed to me here. I need to make som ething for myself.”
Frankie pulled back from him. “M ake a future with me.”
“Come with me and we can do that.”
“No Nicky. I found my home. I will not run anymore.”
“It was bad for you...out there?”
She nodded. “Is it so difficult to see that this place is the perfect end to a long journey?”
“Not at all, for you, Frankie. You have found what you’ve been looking for. I’ve not made my
long journey. If it brings me back here, then I’ll know this is where I belong.”
She leaned over and kissed him again. A tear dropped on his cheek. “If that is so, I ’ll be right
here. Your home is my home. I am here to look after your Pa, 01’ Jake and Bender. I pray you’ll one day
come back and let me look after you.”
Nick held her in his arms. The air was crisp and pure, and for the moment nothing mattered. He
looked out on the lake. The ferry was pushing its way across the straits to M ackinaw City. Soon he would
be on that ferry, beginning a journey that would allow him to let go of the past. He would fly as far as his
wings would take him and he would leave nothing behind, not even memories.
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Ultimate Sacrifices
Sergeant Nicholas Muldoon sat on a small pile of sandbags arranged into a bench near the door
of a command bunker. At ten o ’clock in the morning, the day was lost to heavy cloud cover and drizzling
rain. Lightning ripped the sky. Close thunder shattered the air, making nervous soldiers hesitate as they
moved about the bunker processing radio messages, map coordinates and supply requisitions.
His stomach growled. He scratched dirty fingernails through three days of waxy whiskers and put
a cigarette between his lips. The momentary sulfur smell from a match covered his odor. Holding the
smoke in his lungs was a simple pleasure. The sensation soothed him.
The past twenty-four hours had been a blur. His back ached from a night of bumping through
rain-soaked and rutted mountain roads on a transport truck. He was wet, hungry and needed sleep.
“I don’t think the colonel wants to hear your problem,” a private was yelling on a phone. “W e’ve
got major enemy movement on this location, lots of casualties and you sent me only three guys!”
A lieutenant with dark circles under his eyes gave instructions to several worn squad leaders.
They stood wet and slumped, eyes down, as he explained how to effectively spread the men they had left
through the trench system.
Despite the urgency in the bunker, what drew Sergeant M uldoon’s interested was a water puddle
formed in a depression at the base of the bunker’s door frame. The stressed commotion faded away as he
watched muddy boots carelessly splash through it as men entered the bunker covered in soaked helmets
and rain ponchos.
Water tapped him on his left shoulder and splashed on his cheek. He couldn’t summon the
energy to move. The glowing ember consuming his cigarette, the only warm comfort he could find,
reminded him of sitting with a beer at the glowing hearth in his father’s saloon. It was safe and warm and
voices murmured and laughed at the bar. The boys played rhythmic Gaelic tunes on their bodhran, feadog
and violin. Above the low m utter would be a higher, sing-song voice. Yes, she would be there, bold and
hearty, serving up drinks and smiles. He had once hated growing up in his father’s bar. If he survived this,
he would gladly spend the rest of his life there tending bar, mopping kitchen floors, and stocking liquor
and beer.
A blast of thunder made him jump. The bunker went silent. Nick raised his eyes to find everyone
looking past him at the bunker entrance. A large man filled the doorway. His boots were positioned
squarely in the puddle. His shirt was open, exposing a large chest. The sleeves were ripped away at the
shoulders and muscular arm s escaped through the holes. Square jawed, he had brilliant blue eyes and
almost white blond hair. A deep scar distorted his left eye. He wore no helmet or rain poncho. He surveyed
the room, stopped on Nick and took a step toward him. Nick suppressed an urge to back away from him.
“You the new Deuce gunner?” he asked in a deep, even tone. Nick nodded. “I’m taking this one,
Lieutenant,” he said loudly, without taking his eyes off Nick. “I’m John Lundy. Follow me.”
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Lundy turned and splashed out through the doorway. Nick grabbed his gear and went after
Lundy. As they splashed their way through the trenches, men got out of Lundy’s way. Sets of eyes pulled
and turned, tracking them as they passed. Nick worked to stay up with Lundy as they zigzagged along
connecting trenches, some covered with timbers or wooden planks and some open to the drizzling sky.
Water pooled everywhere and flowed in streams where the trenches followed the angle of the hillside.
Nick edged past soldiers working in the rain, packing mud around sandbags that made trench walls. He
walked upright when he saw soldiers walking upright where the walls were as high as eight feet. He
walked hunched over when he saw soldiers walking hunched over where the walls were barely waist high.
Lundy made no distinction. He walked upright and in full stride.
They crossed the north face of a muddy and defoliated hill. At low places in the trench, he could
see a valley of low brush and scraggly trees interrupted by large, pocked battle areas. His boots and legs
became muddy as they splashed along. He hoped there was a dry place to put his gear.
Soldiers stationed along the trenches were soaked and looked miserable. They huddled under
planking and tarps. Lundy did not acknowledge or share their misery. He seemed to enjoy the rain. When
the rain come down hard and heavy, Lundy stopped and calmly looked up, letting the rain wash over him.
As they moved along, soldiers stopped what they were doing to gawk. Younger and sm aller
soldiers grinned, nudged each other and got out of his path. Older and bigger soldiers did not so readily
yield, but acknowledged Lundy with two-finger salutes as they passed. He was clearly known and
respected. Rumors of heroes and heroism spread quickly through the army. If Lundy were a hero, Nick
was sure he would have heard of him, but he was too foggy from lack of sleep to figure it out now.
Making their way to the north face of the hill, they turned into a small, narrow trench that ended
in the tight entrance of a machine gun nest. He turned to Nick. “Welcome to Weapons Squad Tango, or
what’s left of it.” He stepped through the opening and moved aside to reveal what remained of his
weapons squad. W hat should have been fifteen to twenty highly experienced trench warfare soldiers
turned out to be eight wet and muddy men needing a hot meal and sleep. They were crouched in ankledeep water. As Nick stepped into the nest, they looked up and smiled. White eyes and teeth showed
through dirt-smeared faces.
Lundy raised his hand to Nick and addressed the men. “This here is our new gunner, Sergeant
Nicholas M uldoon.”
The men looked at Nick and then looked on past him. Their smiles disappeared. A skinny private
said, “Is that it, Sarge? W here’re the rest?”
Lundy looked at Nick and then back at the group. “I asked for the best and this is who the army
sent me. Apparently Mr. Muldoon here is the son of Satan and all we’re going to need.”
The men looked at him and then at each other. Disappointment crossed their faces. Nick felt
himself flush.
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The skinny private stood up and moved over to Lundy. He looked Nick up and down. “You got to
be kidding, Sarge. This guy’s clothes don’t even have holes.” He turned to Nick. “No disrespect
intended,” he said, pinching the brim of his helmet and slightly tipping it forward.
“Boys, Sergeant Muldoon is said to be the best Ma Deuce gunner in the army. Maybe you could
give the boys your story.”
It was clear he was not the battle-hardened reinforcements these men had been expecting, but he
was one of the best gunners the army had. His abilities with the Deuce were well known at the training
facility. He had nothing to be ashamed of. He turned to the grimy faces. “I have been a gunnery specialist
trainer for the past two years.”
Everyone moaned or grunted. A private leaning against the back wall of sandbags said, “W ad’ya
been teaching back there in the comfort of the States?”
They were a pitiful-looking lot sitting there in the water. They made no attempt to avoid rain
falling on them through the nest’s wooden plank roof. This was going to be his nest and he had to
establish him self for these guys immediately. There was a shovel leaning against the sandbag wall in the
corner. Stepping down into the water, he waded over to it. He worked on the mud floor below the bottom
row of sandbags. Five or six scoops made an opening and the water gurgled as it ran out. “T he army
taught me how to shoot a gun, but my mama taught me how to drain a tub. Don’t you sorry asses know
how to get out of the rain?”
They all looked at each other and chuckled, and Nick felt he had won some points.
Lundy stood watching. “Have you mowed enemy before, Muldoon, like this, I m ean?”
This was really what it all came down to. The answer was no, he had never killed before. “I am
an expert on the Ma Deuce,” he said. He had taught hundreds of gunnery teams how to systematically
load and fire the five foot long, one-hundred and twenty-five pound Browning M2 fifty caliber machine
gun for best effect, but he had never leveled it on a human being. He did not begrudge Lundy his question.
This squad had the right to know if it would be protected or hung out to dry when most needed.
“I know how to do the job.”
Lundy smirked. “I’ve heard that from the last six gunners they’ve sent m e.”
Six gunners! That sparked something in his memory. There was a story about a guy who was
known for his trench warfare antics. He refused to yield to orders to withdraw or fall back, and several
times this made him the point on which regrouping forces were able to rally and save the day, which made
him a cited hero. He was also infamous because his savage trench warfare prowess cost the lives of men
with lesser hand-to-hand combat skills. They would stick with him to give him cover and end up dead.
“I just figured out who you are. Let’s get one thing straight, Lundy. Covering your heroic ass
ain ’t going to make me number seven.”
“Ouch!” said one of the soldiers.
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“D on’t worry, the army sent you just the right guy,” Nick said, trying to sound tough.
“Our last gunner told me about a Deuce trainer who could cut a target in half from a hundred
yards with less than fifty bullets. I’m guessing th at’s you.”
It was true. Nick nodded. He occasionally did it to show the accuracy of the Deuce at long
distances.
“Muldoon, I’m tired of nearly getting my ass shot off by you buzzards up here on the hill while
I’m working the trenches down there. Man the Deuce. I want to see just how good you are.”
The squad cleared a path to the large machine gun mounted to a low tripod. Its barrel was pushed
out through a gun portal in the bunker’s facing sandbag wall.
“I’m betting most anyone, even if they can’t cut a target in two, still wouldn’t have trouble
mowing down a wall of energized bastards coming up this hill at us. But that’s not our problem right now.
W hat I need is cool thinking and precision under pressure. You’re going to show me how cool and precise
you are.”
Nick moved over to the m achine gun. It was worn, wet and dirty. In his training class, he taught
men how to wield the firepower of w ell-m aintained guns. He was struck by the irony that the actual
weapons used to fight the enemy were kept in such condition. An ammo belt was locked into its breach.
Lundy pointed out the gun portal. “You arrived at a perfect moment. Somewhere out there below us is a
sniper. He has had us pinned down up here for most of the morning.” He gestured to a thin man in the
corner. “Corporal Skinner has been trying to pop that bastard with the sniper rifle, but can’t seem to find
him .” Skinner stepped forward and sm irked at Nick.
Lundy pulled open the Deuce’s breach and yanked the ammo belt out. He disconnected the first
bullet from the belt with a snap and then pushed it down into the bolt mechanism and slammed the breach
closed. His face grew stiff and cold. “You don’t get fifty bullets, Muldoon. You get just one.” Lundy
walked over to the bunker’s door. Nick w asn’t sure what he wanted. “Now’s as good a time as any to find
out if you’re going to get me killed.” He spun out of the opening into the trench.
One of the men said, “Holy shit.” They all moved to the wall and peered out where they could
find openings through the sandbags.
Nick looked out his gun portal and saw7Lundy climb out of the trcnch, stand up straight and start
walking down the hill. He wasn’t at all sure what was happening until he saw the mud explode next to
Lundy’s left foot and then he heard a gunshot echo from down the hill. Lundy hesitated for just one
moment, then looked back up toward Nick. He just stood there as another piece of ground erupted,
followed by a gun blast. “Holly shit! Somebody get a rifle on the wall and cover him !” He screamed out
the portal to Lundy, “Take cover, you asshole! I can’t snipe with a Deuce!”
Nobody moved. They just stood there looking at him. He could not read their faces. They were
deliberately letting Lundy face danger for this experiment. He jumped when he heard another blast. Lundy
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had continued down the hill completely exposed, making no attempt to protect himself. “Come on, you
cross-eyed, yellow-tailed gook, can’t you do better than that?” he yelled down the hill.
The guys climbed up the wall and cheered Lundy on. W ere they all crazy? Lundy must have
given them strict orders not to do anything to help him. He had fully put his life in Nick’s hands. “You
dumb bastard,” Nick thought, “Hope they don’t put this on your death record.”
“Will someone get an ammo belt ready?” Nick asked. None of them moved. He stretched out and
grabbed the ammo belt himself. He was watching Lundy as he tried to straighten the belt. He was about to
open the breach when he saw the ground behind Lundy explode. This time he saw a muzzle flash. It came
from a small bush just at the base of the hill. There wasn’t time to dig out the single bullet from the Deuce
and properly load the ammo belt. He swung the Deuce onto the spot where he saw the flash, about eighty
yards away.
Lundy took a few more steps and then yelled at the sniper, “I can see your yellow face. If I had
my gun, you’d be dead!”
Nick was tempted to fire the bullet into the bush, but with only one shell in the bolt, he had to be
sure. If he missed, he had no way of knowing whether he could load the gun and try again before Lundy
was dead.
Lundy calmly continued on down the slope. He lifted his arms outward as if welcoming the bullet
that would take him.
All of the reasons this shot would be almost impossible ran through Nick’s mind. A Deuce is not
equipped with a precision aim ing sight or scope. It wasn’t designed for a single shell in the chamber. He
wasn’t sure if it would fire this way. Lundy had now put him self only twenty yards from the sniper. Lundy
would be dead with the sniper’s next shot. Nick focused on the bush and tried to steady the Deuce’s cross
hairs on the bush, but it was not properly balanced on the tripod, and holding it steady was difficult. He
suppressed heavy breathing to help keep the gun sight firmly aimed at the target. He blocked out Lundy’s
movements and the catcalls from the guys on the wall. He focused on the bush. That bastard would have
to move to make another shot.
Then, almost imperceptivity, he saw a slight movement from within the bush and realized he was
looking at a camouflaged helmet. “Got you!” He flipped the firing switch from automatic to single shot
and dropped his thumbs on the trigger. A single deafening blast rang from the Deuce. Smoke floating up
from the muzzle, tem porarily blocked N ick’s view. He didn’t wait for it to clear. Using the precise,
economic movements he had taught so many gunners before, he grabbed the end of the ammo belt and fed
the first shell into the gun’s breach. Pulling the wooden cocking lever back, he leveled the gun back on the
bush. He was now ready to annihilate the bush and everything around it.
He scanned the hill for Lundy, but didn’t see him. Lundy must be dead. All was still for a
moment, and then he saw a rifle barrel push out of the bush. A hand moved out into the open and then a
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head. “God damn you,” he said. “You’re about to become a Chinese tossed salad.” He switched the gun
back to full automatic.
Just as Nick was about to pull the trigger, a hand slapped down on the butt of the gun, forcing the
muzzle upwards. Startled, he looked up to find Skinner standing over him.
“Whoa, Cochise!” Skinner said. The others were mumbling. They were poking their heads above
the sandbag wall and looking down the hill. Nick looked out of the portal and saw the movement behind
the bush push forward into the open. It was an American helmet. A man in an American uniform crawled
forward holding a sniper rifle. He held the helmet up and wiped blood from his forehead with his arm.
Someone in the nest yelled, “Clear!” down the hill and Lundy jumped up from a foxhole several
yards from the bleeding soldier. He ran to the man, put his arm around him and hauled him up the hill.
Nick backed away from the portal, mind swimming. He could not understand what just happened. The
men in the nest were silent and still and looking at him. Four or five of them came to life and scrambled
out of the bunker and over the trench wall. They half ran, half slipped their way down the muddy hill to
help Lundy.
Skinner said, “Impressive shot, sergeant. I w ouldn’t have gone with the Chinese tossed salad
comment, though. T hat one’s going to float around here attached to your ‘great shot’ story.”
How could he have fallen for something so obvious? “You sons of bitches” was all he could
stammer. They had been testing him as if he were a new kid on the playground.
Lundy’s head poked through a bunker opening. “Parker will be all right. Just a graze. They re
taking him to the medics.” He held out a helmet with a large hole ripped through its crown. He stuck his
index finger through the bullet tear and looked at Nick. “I didn’t know a Deuce could shoot a single bullet
out of the chamber. That was an amazing shot, M uldoon.”
Nick got up. He could see nothing but Lundy’s broad chin at the edge of his rage. He splashed
over to him, pulling the fingers of his right hand into a fist, and swung. The moment he made contact, he
knew his hand hurt more than Lundy’s chin. Pulling his throbbing hand under his left arm, he could not
stop tears from form ing in his eyes. “You son of a bitch. I could have killed him.
Lundy rubbed his chin. “I guess I deserve that.” He came into the nest and stood there looking at
Nick. “Sorry about the hand. At least we know they sent what I asked for.” He sat down on an am m o box.
“Skinner here will help you stow your gear then find you some food and a place to crash for a few hours.
Welcome to Tango weapons squad.”
Nick shook his hand and extended his fingers, trying to get the pain to stop. He decided he hated
Sergeant John Lundy.

The Muldoon Saloon was dim and cool. This was N ick’s favorite time of day in his father’s old
log lodge. He enjoyed the mid-morning sun as it came through large windows. As a boy, he loved sitting
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in the saloon’s dining area at one of the tables that looked down over the Upper Peninsula slopes of Lake
Huron. He would sit there for hours watching the freighters churn by.
A lake breeze touched his face. It was a breath as blue as the sky out over the lake. He settled
down at the large mahogany bar. He could see his reflection in the mirror on the wall. His hair was long
and dark. He had a long beard, dark circles under his eyes and pale skin.
The kitchen door slowly opened and Frankie stepped behind the bar. She was tall and thin and
wore a green summer dress and a ribbon in her hair. Her long, dark hair and green eyes always took his
breath.
“From where do you hail, my Nicky boy?” she said through an Irish brogue.
“Ah, Frankie, I’ve been to the darkest place on earth.” He could not take his eyes from hers.
“Are you to be here for a while, or is it ‘Hey’ and away with you again?”
There was something beneath her smile. A subtle twitch at the corner of her mouth, a dimness in
her eye said that she hurt, that she hurt because of him.
“Would you have me stay, Frankie girl?”
“If it were your wish to stay.”
“My wish is that I could be with you forever.”
“Then stay.”
Nick placed his hand on the side of her neck and she lifted her shoulder to hold it. “Let me just
look at you for a while.”
His heart pounded. At first he thought he heard it thudding in his chest, but it grew so loud that it
must have been thunder from a sudden storm on the lake. The light in the bar began to dim and the breeze
turned into a wind that flooded the saloon and began blowing napkins and placemats around. The thunder
grew louder and the saloon began to shake. The wall above the bar cracked. She pulled away from him
and screamed. “Frankie,” he yelled, grabbing for her hand, but there was nothing there. A shrill voice
began shouting from somewhere overhead. It was saying to man all stations.
“Frankie,” Nick yelled, wrenching him self upright and nearly striking his head on the bunk
above him. He was in a musty, dimly lit bunker. Dirt sprinkled down through the wooden ceiling planks
as explosions shook the room. Men jum ped from their bunks and grabbed for their boots and rifles. He
pushed out through the bunker opening into a crowded trench. Disoriented, he could still feel Frankie
floating in his head and in his heart. He stopped, looked up, raised his hands and yelled as loud as he
could, “Ah Frankie, why did I do this?” He was jostled by soldiers clambering past.
It took a few moments for Nick to recall which direction he must head in to find the Deuce nest.
He moved to the left, splashing through mud, becoming soaked within seconds. He fell in step with the
moving line of soldiers, hunching when they hunched, speeding up and slowing down as if part of a
connected chain. As they went, men peeled off into side trenches.
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Incoming artillery and m ortar rounds filled the sky with high-pitched whistles. The powerful jolt
of an explosion farther along in the trench caught him in the chest and knocked him to his knees. Mud
splattered on his helmet and shoulders. Someone down the hill screamed in pain. Odors of mud, smoke
and blood flooded his nose. Reaching up to scrape the mud from his shoulder, he realized it was a gooey
mixture of dirt and blood. Fear swept over him with a salty taste of bile. He was lightheaded and his
hearing muffled. “Come on, Nicky boy,” he muttered to himself, “This is not the time or place to faint.”
He braced himself against the trench wall and took deep breaths. His panic subsided, but his fear was
loose and in control.
He saw blood on his arm. Shrapnel had grazed him, leaving a slice through his shirt and skin. He
put his hand on the cut and looked around for help. Men lay stunned in the mud around him.
An old, grizzled-looking sergeant splashed through the trench yelling, “Come on, gents, this
ain’t the place to take your morning naps!” Nick scrambled to his feet and followed the sergeant. As they
approached the impact site, fewer men got up and the smell of blood grew stronger. Nick came to a fivefoot-wide crater in the middle of the trench that was already filling with bloody water. He could now smell
burned flesh. Smoldering bodies and body parts lay about the crater rim. The sergeant said to the man
next to Nick, “Son, can you help me pull w hat’s left of these boys out of the way so we can fill this hole.”
The man vomited.
Nick knew he would vomit too if he didn’t keep going. He took two steps back and then leapt
over the crater and moved along the trench. He found the turn that led to his Deuce nest. He jumped
through the opening and found Skinner m anning the gun. Skinner looked relieved when he saw Nick.
“It’s all yours, Sarge. I don’t know what I’m doing with it.” He took up his assistant gunner duties and
started moving fifty caliber ammunition boxes to the front of the nest. Nick sat on the empty ammo box
behind the gun, grabbed its handles and aimed it down the hill. Scanning the slope, he was relieved to
find nothing moving around as artillery rounds disintegrated into jarring blasts below. There were no
A m ericans or Chinese out in the open.
Nick slowly swung back and forth, looking for targets. The hillside sloped downward several
hundred yards to a scrubby maze of gullies and washes that stretched out into a distant mist. The
m utilated hillside below him was pitted with craters and the foliage was completely gone. W hat remained
was a crisscrossing of trenches and foxholes. The muddy surface glistened in the saturating rain. The
trenches had been designed to work as drainage canals, guttering away large amounts of water into the
wash at the bottom of the hill.
A strong breeze whipped smoke around and away from fresh impact craters. The view slowly
cleared then disappeared as new rounds of artillery shattered the hill. From his high vantage, Nick’s first
vision of war was that it was wet, gritty and insane. There were no soldiers fighting off advancing hordes.
They were simply the downrange target of a mortar attack. Nick could see helmets moving about in the
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trenches. Some men stood with their rifles resting on the trench edges, watching for moving enemy.
Others moved about with small shovels and burlap, making new sandbags to repair trench walls. Like
ants, all of them did their jobs regardless of the threat of a giant foot coming down and crushing them.
Mortar rounds dropped around them indiscriminately. He too was an ant. Nothing protected him
from one dropping on him. There was no one to shoot at, nothing he could do to stop it. He wanted to let
go of the Deuce and curl up in a ball in the corner.
Lundy lunged through the bunker opening. He was wet and muddy and excited. His blond hair
glistened with streaks of mud and rain. He yelled over the explosions, but Nick couldn’t hear him. Lundy
came closer, his eyes wide and focused. The scar on his left eye was stretched and red. Pushing his
forehead against N ick’s helmet, he spoke between the mortar blasts, “Daniels just took some shrapnel in
the chest. They’re moving him up the hill. I have to take Skinner down to replace him .”
Nick heard him, but felt nothing through his fear, which he knew must be visible. Lundy shoved
him back, looked at his eyes and then grew angry.
“Muldoon, you don’t have the luxury to be scared shitless,” he said with a growl. “I can’t afford
to have an ice pop up here if fighting starts.” Despite the shelling, Lundy stood straight up, leaned over,
grabbed Nick by his shirt collar and lifted him up. Nick struggled to break free.
“Let go of me!” Nick yelled, swinging his arms and kicking. He wasn’t going to let this
bloodthirsty freak slap him around. But Lundy didn’t strike him. He nodded at Nick’s bloody arm. “I
know you ain’t seen dying up close, and right about now you’re realizing it can get personal. Let me put
things in perspective for you. Y ou’re in the middle of nowhere Korea. Outside are more mother fuckers
bent on killing you than saving you.”
Nick tried to pull free again. “Let go of me, Lundy.”
“Gooks plan on coming up here and taking this hill despite our objection. They’ve tried it before,
and the best I can figure they’ll keep trying until we kill every last one of them. Me and the boys are
depending on you. When the fighting starts, I got to know you’re a functioning gunner backing us up.”
Nick kept pulling away and Lundy jerked his collar again. “No doubt you’re a great shot,
Muldoon, but when them bastards start climbing this hill, I’m gonna be more interested in your ability to
start mowing human flesh like you’ve been doing it your whole life.”
Lundy let go, backed away and then stood there looking at him. “You get a grip, Muldoon.
You’re my gunner and you’re gonna embrace this battle every bit the man that God and the United States
Army made you!”
Skinner pulled a dry rag from inside his shirt and rubbed the barrel of his rifle. Nick was
embarrassed. He was surprised that he was so afraid. While a trainer, he prepared gunners to go out and
do just this. But his mental im age was of firing on advancing enemy, not helplessly waiting for a lucky
shot from some distant mortar squad. He tried to suppress his fear.
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Lundy was watching him. “Do it Muldoon. Get your shit in one sock!”
Nick took deep breaths and tried not to flinch as m ortar rounds exploded around them.
“T hat’s it. Breathe slowly. Take charge of your fear.”
“Take charge of my fear. What are you, some kinda psychologist?”
“No but you’re one frightened rabbit, Muldoon. T h a t’s going to get both you and me killed.”
A mortar shell landed right outside the nest. Sandbags at the top of the wall fell inward around
them. Lundy stood there unflinchingly looking at Nick. He wanted to dive for cover, but he wasn’t going
to give Lundy the satisfaction of watching him cower. He was breathing heavy and his hands were
shaking. This was asinine. Fear was the appropriate response to being shot at, not some deep breathing
exercise. Lundy kept looking at him, watching his progression from fear to insanity.
Take charge of my fear. He closed his eyes and forced him self to take deep breaths. The
explosions continued around them, but he could feel the fear draining from him. Even so, he was a long
way from fearless.
“That’s it, Muldoon. Just keep going in that direction.”
Nick opened his eyes.
“Do it, M uldoon.” Lundy watched Nick for a few more minutes, and then relaxed his jaw. He
grabbed his machine gun and moved over to a gun window.
***
Nick sat in his gun nest on the north face of Pork Chop Hill. Bombs dropped all around him. His
instincts told him to break and run, but he had responsibilities. He had to master his fear. He tried to take
his mind away from the thundering danger and focus on something pleasant. The only thoughts he could
manage were of home.
Two realities: the world in flames around him here and at the same time just another day at his
father’s saloon at home. Frankie would be there serving drinks. 01’ Jake would be grumbling about
Bender, able to do yet something else unexpected with his single arm. In this other world, he would now
be sitting by the fireplace with his father, holding a beer. Had he stayed, he’d probably be married to
Frankie. Maybe they’d have had a kid by now. He’d be there, bored, wondering what would have become
of him if he had hit the road. He’d give anything to be there wondering about this life rather than looking
at it from this way around.
He would have liked to kick himself in the head, but decided that either Lundy or the Chinese
would probably do that for him before this was over.
An explosion brought him back to reality. He focused on the Deuce. It was badly in need of
maintenance. Skinner was sitting on a small stack of ammo cans, looking out the portal. “How would you
like to learn something about this gun, Skinner?”
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Skinner looked at him as if he were nuts. “I’m a sniper, not a mower. I’m only here because
Lundy don’t trust you to not freeze up.”
Nick looked over at Lundy, who had put his hand on his forehead, bitten his lower lip and was
chuckling to himself. Nick simply turned back to Skinner and said, “Well, you’re nothing if not honest,
Skinner.”
He stepped over to Lundy. “I’m not going to freeze up. I’m scared, but I ’m not a coward.”
“I know that. If you was, I’d have shot you a long time ago.”
“Who the fuck are you to judge me?” Nick wanted to grab him by the throat, but knew he didn’t
have the strength to hold him down and throttle him.
“I’m the guy you need to keep alive if you want to survive.”
“All I see is a guy who’ll probably get us all killed.”
Lundy stood up and looked down at him . “See how wrong you can be. It will be the Chinese who
kill you, not me.” He looked over to Skinner. “Pay attention to this guy. It would be a good thing to have
two of you up here looking out for us, in case Muldoon here catches one in the head.”
Nick glared at Lundy. “That’s fine. Listen up, Skinner, and you just might learn something
anyway.”
Nick pulled a cartridge from the end of the ammo belt, held it up and started reciting his
introductory training lecture. “The M2 heavy m achine gun, better known as a Ma Deuce, fires fifty-caliber
cartridges fatter and longer than your index finger.” He held the cartridge up along side his left index
finger for comparison. Skinner stopped cleaning his rifle and watched him.
“Connected with metal links that make a continuous belt of bullets, the cartridges can be fed
through the gun’s breach at five hundred and fifty rounds per minute.” He pulled the ammo belt up to the
Deuce’s breach and guided it into the breach’s feeding mechanism. He pulled the cocking lever back. It
ratcheted, sounding like a line of link chain pouring onto a metal floor. “I just love that sound,” he said,
smiling at Skinner. Skinner nodded back at him and his nerves started settling.
“This gun is used to lay down a swath of heavy destruction, and I, Nicholas P. M uldoon, am
specially trained to level that destruction where and when needed.”
“Does that ‘P’ stand for piss ant?” Lundy asked.
“Pussy, Lundy. You’re interrupting my lesson.”
Skinner grinned. “You’re an odd one, Nicholas P. Muldoon. Let’s hope that when you ‘level that
destruction’ them yellow bastards get scared and run off like pussies."
"Those left standing will run for sure," Lundy said, stepping over to the wooden am m o boxes.
“At some point this shelling is going to stop and they are going to want to come up this hill. Better be
ready.”
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Lundy was well-prepared for a fight. He had fashioned ammunition bags out of discarded canvas
medic satchels and strapped them to his waist and the sides of his legs with parachute cord. Swinging
open the lid of a box filled with forty-five-caliber ammo clips for his Thompson submachine gun, he
grabbed at them two and three at a time and jam m ed them into his satchels. They bulged out and hung
low from the weight.
Lundy had also strapped across his chest a bandolier made from a cargo strapping belt. Moving
over to a wooden box of grenades, he pulled them out one by one and clipped them to the bandolier. He
then reached down and pulled a twelve-inch-long trench knife from a sheath laced to the side of his right
calf. Adjusting his load, he climbed to his vantage point on the wall and focused down the hill.
Nick was amazed at how much ammo Lundy seemed to think was needed. He had seen men like
Lundy before. He was not a soldier, he was a warrior. In another time he would have been a gladiator or a
pirate. He didn't look worried about what m ight come up the hill. He looked more like he was impatiently
waiting for the excitement to begin. He w asn’t there to win the battle; he was there to win the fight. He
was there to kill or be killed. This made him a dangerous man to everyone, enemy or not.
Nick watched Lundy as he spoke to Skinner. "If you’ll pass me that can of cooling oil, I'll show
you how to keep the barrel from warping during sustained fire."
"Quiet," Lundy said, suddenly perking up. "Toss me those binoculars, Skinner." He aimed the
glasses down the hill and then panned them back and forth. “Son of a bitch,” he said, and tossed them to
Nick.
“Take a real close look at the valley, about two hundred yards out from the base of the hill.”
Nick looked out to the valley. It was a less defoliated, artillery-pitted terrain than the hill itself.
Small trees and bushes managed to survive despite the world blowing up around them. At first he didn’t
see anything, and then he noticed the ground moving in an unnatural way, almost like a large number of
mice moving along under a rug. Focusing closer on the valley floor, Nick could see individual Chinese
soldiers stretched out on their bellies. They wore camouflage clothing with shafts of grass and weeds stuck
all over them.
“Them sons of bitches have probably been crawling like that for m iles,” Lundy said. ‘T h ey ’re
thinking we won’t see them through the m ortar attack.”
Two phones in boxes hung from the sandbag wall. Lundy opened one of the boxes, grabbed a
black handset and cranked the handle. Somewhere up the hill behind them a phone rang. “W e’ve got
movement in sector one-one-five, section C. Looks like hundreds.” He hung up the first phone and
grabbed the second and cranked it. Nick heard no ringing anywhere. Lundy cussed under his breath and
cranked it again. “Damn phones don’t work half the time.” He grabbed his machine gun and headed for
the opening.
“Where the hell are you going, Lundy?”
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“I’m heading down the hill to make sure the boys are ready.” He stopped at the door and looked
back at Nick. “Look, you’ll be fine. They aren’t going to do anything as long as they’re firing mortars.
When that stops, the shooting will start.”
He held up a police whistle and said, “Listen for my signal. If I give one very long blast, you give
us ten seconds to find a hole and then you fire at anything moving up the hill. Another long blast means to
stop. If you hear three short chirps on this thing, th at’s my signal. I’ll be heading back up your way, so
don’t shoot me.” He pointed to Skinner. “You grab your gear. You’re with me.”
Nick felt his stomach lurch as they disappeared up the trench. They found a place to clim b up
and over. Nick picked up the binoculars again and watched Lundy crawl through the mud to a foxhole. He
spoke to two of the squad members and pointed down the hill. They nodded as he spoke and aimed their
rifles down the hill. He had handled his fear, but now he was alone, and fear was there, just under the
surface.
Skinner followed Lundy as they crawled down to the lowest row of trenches off to the right. The
rain streaking down made them look faded in the binoculars. They both dropped into a trench. Lundy s
white hair moved around as he talked with squad members there. They were no more than a hundred feet
away, but Nick felt like he was abandoned.
T he artillery and mortar explosions came to an abrupt stop. The silence seemed strange. He could
hear the rain dripping around him. Lundy looked up at the sky, then looked up at Nick. He w hirled his
hand in the air. Nick wasn’t sure what that meant, but took it as a sign to get ready. He dropped the
binoculars next to him and grabbed the Deuce’s handles, watched Lundy and waited.
All was quiet. He could feel his heart beating. Fear made him want to scream. The only thing
moving below him was the rain. Off in the distance, a flat-sounding bugle trumpeted. Lundy spun around
toward the valley and Nick took this as a sign that he should aim his gun on the valley floor.
Like prairie dogs coming up from their holes, hundreds of Chinese soldiers jum ped to their feet
and, with a loud, continuous battle cry, charged the bottom of the hill. The whole valley seemed to flow
like a breaking wave on a beach. Gunfire erupted in one of the sectors east of them. When the Chinese
reached the bottom of the hill and started their climb, Lundy pulled his submachine gun around and
opened fire on the first wave. The rest of the weapons squad followed suit. The sound of gunfire came up
the hill in a roar. “Oh Jesus,” Nick said to himself. He held the gun’s handles so tight his fingers grew
numb.
Tw o of the squad members in the lowest trenches started throwing grenades down the hill. Nick
watched rows of crowded Chinese fall in their ranks as the weapons squad opened in coordinated
crossfire. Sw arm ing the hill, only the forward-most soldiers carried firearms, but they did not use them.
The soldiers behind them carried machetes and bayonets on bamboo poles. This seemed like a bad plan
until Nick realized what they were doing. Bodies must be cheaper than bullets in China.
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As the forward soldiers died, the following unarmed soldiers picked up dropped weapons and
carried them forward. In this way, no single soldier made it far, but the weapons themselves were making
it quickly up the hill. The Chinese fearlessly ran into the barrage of bullets. As they drew nearer to the
first row of trenches, it became harder for the weapons squads to hold crossfire. Once the Chinese closed
in on the American positions, they began firing their fresh and fully loaded weapons at a critical time
when the Americans were well into their am m unition reserves.
Nick cringed when he saw two Chinese soldiers spring up in front of Lundy in his trench. With
no hesitation, Lundy fired his gun into one as the second leaped towards him . Lundy’s arm s went up and
caught the soldier in the air, flipping him as they disappeared into the trench. Several of the squad
members continued firing down the hill as they jumped out of the way to make room on the trench floor.
Nick was relieved when he saw Lundy stand with his trench knife in his hand.
Watching their momentum up the hill, there was no doubt that the Chinese were going to take
the first layer of trenches. An enemy soldier pulled the pin from a grenade and tossed it in the trench.
Lundy calmly picked it up and threw it back at the soldier. It exploded in the air in front of him, blowing
apart his head and shoulders.
“Holy shit!” He flicked the Deuce’s safety off and watched Lundy. As soon as he heard the
signal, he would concentrate his fire just in front of the lowest trench to protect them from these guys
making it up to Lundy.
Enemy soldiers were successfully advancing. They could not kill them quickly enough. Lundy
was jum ping up on something so that he was only waist deep in the trench and would yell out to the
enemy, encouraging them to come forward. Any second now, Lundy would have to signal. But Lundy kept
firing at them and yelling. And they kept gaining ground. When was he going to give him the signal? His
hands started cramping and his fear was increasing. If Lundy didn’t signal soon, he was going to start
shooting anyway.
The enemy was only thirty feet from Lundy when he emptied a m achine gun clip. He pulled
another clip from his leg satchel, slid it into his gun, pulled the cocking lever and then grabbed the
whistle hanging on his chest and put it between his lips.
Nick almost pushed his trigger when he heard Lundy’s whistle, but it w asn’t the long blast he
expected. It was a series of short chirps. W hat was he doing? God damn it!
Members of the weapons squad jum ped from their places, and while continuing their fire, backed
their way up the hill to the next level of trenches and foxholes. Lundy rem ained in his place to provide
cover fire from below while they climbed. Nick was astounded. Three of the squads took positions fifty
feet up the hill to cover Lundy. As he em ptied each ammo clip through the machine gun in his left hand,
he pulled a fresh clip from his satchels with his right. The others fired on anything that made it past his
attention.
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Lundy held his position as Chinese attempted to flank him on both sides. They dropped into the
trench and Lundy jum ped out tossing grenades in behind him.
“Jesus,” Nick said under his breath. Sweat ran down from his temples. The rest of the squad kept
moving up the hill and dropped into the higher trench. From that level, a police whistle shrilled a series of
blasts. Lundy looked up the hill and then turned to the Chinese soldiers and stopped firing. Raising his
hands in the air, he shouted down the hill at them. All firing from the upper trenches ceased.
"What the hell?" Nick yelled. He was ready to cover the squad but couldn’t fire with Lundy
standing there. Lundy continued ranting and what looked like hysterically laughing. His face and neck
were red with rage. He spit into the air and then on the ground. He stomped his feet and gave them finger
gestures.
“They’re going to kill you, you son of a bitch!” Nick aimed the Deuce at the enemy soldiers ready
to take out anyone attem pting to charge Lundy. The front soldiers stopped their assault. The Chinese
seemed puzzled by the man scream ing at them. They flashed bewildered looks at one another. More
Chinese soldiers pushed up behind them. At least forty of them were standing there, mesmerized by
Lundy’s performance. It was as if Lundy had gone mad. Nick looked down to the second level trenches for
some indication of what to do. Expecting them to be watching Lundy like everyone else, what he saw was
an organized scramble to set up positions for a resumed firefight. The second level trench had caches of
ammunition and grenades neatly stacked, opened and ready. The squad was grabbing up ammo clips and
refreshing their pockets with grenades.
"God damn that son of a bitch," Nick said. "He thinks he owns this fucking war."
The Chinese were beginning to argue with each other. One soldier was ready to advance on
Lundy, but another grabbed his arm and held him back. They seemed to be confident that no one up the
hill would fire on them as long as the crazy man stood there between them. Chinese did not stop coming
up the hill. There had to be fifty or sixty of them moving there as Lundy continued his ranting.
The Chinese were exposed and they knew it. They were starting to get nervous as they watched
Lundy. At any second, one of them would tire of the show and shoot Lundy, but he continued. It was his
own fault if he got killed now. And then Nick saw what he had been waiting for. Lundy slowly turned and
looked up the hill at him . He looked like he was enjoying the moment. “You are a freak!” Nick yelled.
Lundy stopped yelling and smiled at the bewildered Chinese. He slowly lifted his whistle to his lips. Nick
positioned his thumbs on the triggers.
Lundy took a deep bow and then let out a whistle loud and long, but Nick didn’t wait for it to
end to open fire. The restocked squad popped up from their new trenches, and Lundy simply fell
backwards out of sight into his trench. Nick triggered the Deuce and its blasts filled the sheltered nest as
he guided a slicing stream of bullets down the hill. The gun rhythm ically kicked in his hands as glowing
tracer bullets helped him track his aim, but he didn’t need them. The rain exploded as the bullets ripped
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the air. Chinese soldiers crumpled as the large bullets tore through flesh and opened the ground behind
them, sending mud and dirt flying. Risking his life, Lundy had set up the Chinese for the slaughter. All
Nick had to do was mow.
Although he had taught men how to do this for quite awhile, he had never aimed his gun at
anything but targets. He tried to absorb the destruction he witnessed at the end of his sights. Torsos
shredded as small explosions erupted across them; shorn arms and legs spun away as bodies were thrown
back and collapsed; heads disintegrated into clouds of blood and bits of bone. He sent the m essage that no
one was coming up the hill.
Now, in the thick of killing, he realized that his fear had vanished. He was no longer waiting for
death; he was serving it up most efficiently. He did not feel anything for the men being torn apart below.
All he cared about was keeping them down there as far from him as possible. Off to his left, the Chinese
attempted to rally. Flanking Lundy, they had started up the hill toward the rest of the squad. Swinging
wide left, he ended that threat and then swung back to the main body of soldiers. Lundy needn’t have
feared. Nick did take to this as if he had been doing it all his life, and he was now protecting his entire
squad from overwhelming enemy forces.
Several Chinese managed to jump into a blast hole below Lundy’s position, but they couldn't
move as long as Nick sliced the air above them. Anyone who had not managed to find a place to hide was
fair game. So intense was Nick's focus on the massacre, he realized that the Chinese soldiers had stopped
exploding before he realized that the Deuce had stopped firing. The Chinese soldiers knew it before he
did. They began to climb out of their hiding spots. His hearing was muffled and the nest was filled with
smoke. Looking down to see what had happened, he realized he had gone through an entire ammunition
belt.
He relied on an assistant gunner to feed a new belt into the Deuce. It took a mom ent for him to
refocus his attention. He knocked the empty am m o can off the gun's holder and pulled the next box into
place. Skinner had already unlocked it and pulled the belt's leader over the box's edge. Nick was grateful
that Skinner had aimed the boxes in the right direction. With a simple pull, the belt came up and out,
ready to be fed into the Deuce. Nick zipped back the cocking lever and aimed the gun back down the hill.
Taking advantage of the lull in his firing, Chinese soldiers only had enough tim e to decide which
way they would run. In a moment, they decided their fate as immortal heroes or retreating cowards. Some
continued on up the hill, but many were now slipping and sliding down the hill. Depressing the Deuce's
trigger, Nick resumed his fire at them, regardless of which direction they ran.
The large enemy assault began to slow. A bugle blared and the Chinese soldiers did n ’t hesitate.
Nick kept shooting as they moved quickly back down the hill. A long blast from a police whistle echoed
up the hill. Nick released the triggers and the Deuce went silent. He swung the gun around to find Lundy
leaping from the trench wall and bounding down the slope, chasing Chinese soldiers. Nick tracked him
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with the Deuce as he resumed his roaring. Lundy emptied his m achine gun and threw grenades as he
went.
He was fully engaged in his downhill rampage. Dodging blast holes and jum ping over foxholes,
he fired at every Chinese body he saw moving ahead of him or lying wounded or dead on the ground. As
soldiers fell to his gunfire, he leaped over their bodies and continued down the hill, yelling the whole way.
Covering Lundy's assault, Nick saw three Chinese soldiers poke their heads out of a foxhole after
Lundy had passed. They slowly climbed out and started down the hill after him. They didn’t have guns,
but they had drawn bayonets and they closed in on him. Nick wanted to shout, but realized Lundy was too
far away to understand. Asshole! His grandstanding was going to get him killed. The weapons squad was
so busy cheering for themselves that none of them saw Lundy’s danger. He couldn’t open up with the
Deuce because Lundy was down range of the soldiers. He’d surely kill the whole bunch of them.
They were gaining on Lundy and Nick was helpless to stop them. Then he remembered his
sniper shot the day before. Lundy had said that mowing was more im portant than sharp shooting, but he
was about to benefit from having the best Deuce gunner in the army. This shot would be easier than the
one that almost took off Parker’s head. He flipped the Deuce from automatic to single fire, and carefully
placed the gun’s sights on the back of the soldier closest to Lundy. “I’m about to save your dumb ass.”
Depressing the trigger, Nick felt the Deuce kick and saw the bullet cut a grapefruit-size hole through the
soldier. The soldier's torso folded backwards on itself as if it were hinged. His knees buckled and he fell,
stomach to the ground, his shoulders landing on his butt.
Nick immediately moved the gun to the next soldier, but Lundy must have heard the kill because
he spun. He killed the rem aining two soldiers with a short burst from his machine gun. Looking up the
hill at Nick, he raised his gun over his head and waved it. Nick felt a rush of relief and then a spear of
anger ran through him. That son of a bitch had used him to set up an ambush without telling him the
plan. He endangered the squad and him self simply to make a grandstand play.
The rest of the squad lowered their weapons and scrambled out of their trench, hooting and
hollering. The tempo of gunfire on the rest of the hill slowed. The assault was over. Nick’s head rang, and
his hands and feet tingled. His breathing was shallow and wheezy. He was hyperventilating. Sitting back
against the wail, he took control of his breathing, slowing it until he could feel his fingertips. He wasn t
sure how long he sat there, but soon he heard someone come into the nest.
"You did good, M uldoon," Lundy said.
"What the hell was that?" Nick said, standing up.
"Down there? I call that bait and switch."
"You do that as a plan?"
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"I know, you'd think they’d kill my ass, but they don’t. Gooks are superstitious about harm ing
crazy people. Something to do with evil demons or spirits or something. They also have this thing about
white hair. I’ve done that three or four times now and they always do the same thing.”
"But why?"
"You didn’t see it? I am able to get my guys up to the next level and at the same time position
them maggots for maximum kill. When you opened up, half of them were dead before it occurred to them
to run."
"You didn't tell me what you were going to do."
"Hell, you were too nervous to follow that plan. Better not to discuss it. I knew you'd get it." He
pulled his nearly empty satchels and bandoleer off and put them in a high, dry spot in the nest.
"I don’t get it. I don't get anything around here!” He grabbed the shovel and scooped at piles of
spent shell casings on the ground next to the Deuce.
Lundy smiled. "Muldoon, you followed your training, but more than that, you followed your
instincts." He hung his machine gun on a stick pushed into the sandbag wall.
"My instincts? What do you know about my instincts?"
"Enough to trust you with my life. Hell, there’s more to being a soldier than shooting a gun.
Knowing what your enemy’ll do gets them killed. Knowing what your men’ll do keeps you alive. You’re
the first Deucer I've ever met that truly does know the job. You have true potential, Muldoon. Y ou’re the
key to keeping us alive."
“If you don’t get us killed first,” Nick said, dumping the casings into an empty ammo can.
Lundy started over to the opening. “T h at’s probably going to happen regardless of anything I do.
Today we won. W ho knows about tomorrow?”
“T h at’s it, then? Your master survival plan is to take things day by day?”
Lundy stopped and glared at Nick. “Get something straight, Muldoon. Fearing for survival is the
one thing that will get you killed. Them gooks down there are dead now because they were afraid of
dealing with me when they should have been afraid of dealing with you.”
“That makes you fearless then?”
Lundy was backing his way out of the opening. “Me, it’s surviving this hell hole that I ’m afraid
of.” He disappeared through the opening and then yelled back, "Celebrating is going to start pretty quick.
I'll send someone to relieve you."
Nick dropped on one of the sand bags and put his hands on his head. Live and fight for today.
Just when he wanted nothing more than to go hom e to the boring prescribed life from which he had run,
his survival had been placed in the hands of a man with the instincts of a Viking. "W hat an asshole," he
said to the empty nest.
* * *
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As days went by, N ick grew more used to the artillery fire. It came and went almost as randomly
as the rain. He felt less twitchy when he heard an unexpected explosion.
He did not like the waterlogged condition of the nest, so he commissioned Skinner to help him
dig more drainage holes and reposition the wooden planking so it overlapped like shingles. It was not
long before everything dried out and stayed that way.
During rainstorms, the nest became a favorite hangout. Lundy sat against the back wall, pushing
forty-five-caliber cartridges into emptied ammo clips for his machine gun while watching Nick teach
Skinner how to clean and repair the Deuce. The rest of the guys wedged themselves around an ammo can
and played cards. The nest started feeling downright cozy.
Nick and Lundy had exchanged only light conversation since he had saved Lundy’s life. There
had been some yielding gestures: an occasional smile, a nod, and Lundy had actually helped Skinner bring
fifty-caliber ammo cans to the nest. He had gotten himself on Lundy’s good side, but not into his good
graces. But Lundy was a loner and spoke little to anyone.
Nick, Lundy and some of the other squad members sat in the nest. Nick had cleaned the mud
from his boots and was putting polish on them when Lundy’s voice caught him off guard. “How long have
you been using one of those?” he asked, nodding at the Deuce.
He tried to speak, but, surprised, had to clear his throat to get sound out. “A couple of years.”
Lundy lit a cigarette and tossed the pack to him. “W hen’d you come in?”
He pulled a cigarette from the pack and patted his shirt pocket. “Joined the summer of 1950. ’
“Joined?” Lundy said, tossing him a lighter.
“Yeah, I know,” he said, shaking his head. “But World War II was over. I wanted to see the
world. How bad could it be, right? I thought it would be an adventure. You know, a good way to get out
and see the world.”
“Well, hell, you’re seeing it now!” Lundy chuckled.
“I decided the best tim e to get in the army was after a major war. I didn’t expect we would get
right back into another one.”
“Who did?” Lundy asked, taking the cigarette from his lips and spitting out a flake of tobacco.
"You joined too?" N ick spit on his boot and began rubbing it to a shine.
"Sorta.”
“What brings you to the party?” Nick asked.
“Salvation,” he said, then got up and left the nest.
Nick looked over at Skinner. “W hat’s his story?”
“Nasty one, Sarge. He was some kind of college football hero when he blew out his knee,” he
said, wiping the Deuce’s breach with an oil rag.
“Got drafted then?”
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“Well, yeah, but not here.”
Nick stopped polishing his boot. “Not in the mood for puzzles, Skinner.”
“I don’t know the details, but he was drafted into W orld War II just in time to land on Om aha
Beach. As I heard it, he was the only one of his team to survive.”
Drafted into W orld War II? As Nick understood it, anyone who served in World W ar II was
exempt from the Korean draft.
“Did he join this war, Skinner?”
“D on’t know. He don’t talk about it. Pretty much stays to himself. The only time he looks like
he’s enjoying him self is when he’s killing gooks. Me and the boys think he’s crazy. Do you?”
Nick w asn’t sure how to answer this. Lundy was more complicated than he thought. “I don’t
know about crazy, but he sure doesn’t look like he cares much about dying.” If that were true, N ick’s job
of protecting him would be difficult.
* * *

Nick entered the nest for his watch. The rain had stopped several days before and this morning
the overcast rolled away, leaving a bright blue sky and warm sun. The space was stale, so Nick pulled an
ammo can to the center of the room, stood on it, and lifted the planking away. Sun entered, along with a
cooling breeze.
Nick took off his shirt and reclined on a few sandbags to enjoy the moment. He almost felt like he
was home.
He must have dozed off because Lundy’s voice startled him. “Almost makes you feel hum an,
doesn’t it?”
He opened his eyes to see Lundy pulling him self up and straddling the top of the outer wall. He
too had his shirt off and seemed to enjoy the morning. They sat quietly.
“Chinese pack up and go home?” Nick asked.
“Not a chance. They’re regrouping. You can expect a big one after this much quiet.”
Nick w asn’t sure how to poke personal questions at Lundy, so he tried something simple. “I hear
you were a football player.”
Lundy smiled at the sky. “Where’d you get that one, Muldoon? Checking up on me?”
“Jesus, man. Is frontal assault the only thing you understand? Just trying to find out how crazy
you are.”
“And th at’s the best you could come up with?” he asked, swinging his leg around to face Nick.
Nick shielded his eyes from the sun with his hand. “You don’t seem to confide in anyone I can
find.”
“Confide, Muldoon? You looking for me to confide? Kind of makes us pussies, don’t it?”
A joke from John Lundy. Nick could not suppress a smile.
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“You’re not a faggot are you, M uldoon?”
“No, Lundy, I’m not a faggot. Just a football fan.”
Lundy rubbed his whiskers and raised his eyebrows. “Oh.”
“W ho’d you play for?”
“Alabama.”
Nick had a couple of apples h e’d snatched from the mess stashed in an ammo tin next to him. He
pulled them out and tossed one to Lundy. Lundy looked at it for a moment and then jum ped down from
the wall and sat on a wooden crate.
“Bad knee is what I heard,” Nick said.
Lundy looked at him as though he was considering where this was heading.
“Bad knee,” Lundy replied, and then frowned. “I was working on a full-ride scholarship. Blew
out my knee. Nothing permanent, but enough to kill my scholarship and put me on the street. It made me
eligible for the draft.”
“Not the Korean draft,” Nick said, trying to steer Lundy to O m aha Beach.
Lundy pulled the knife from his leg sheath, cut a slice from the apple and ate it. “I joined this
war.”
“Far as I can tell, you’re in for some major medals after this is over.”
“I didn’t come here for medals. I came here to kill gooks.”
Nick took a bite of his apple and let the conversation go silent for a few moments. “You’re a bit
of a hero around here. Somewhat of a living legend.”
Lundy dropped his face and smiled. “D on’t jerk me, Muldoon. Nobody

here thinks I’ma hero.”

“Folks seem pretty happy to have you here.”
Lundy nodded. “Only the ones not in my squad.” He threw his finished apple core over the wall
and out into the void above the killing zone.
“I don’t know. They seem to respect you.”
“You’ve read it wrong, partner. They’re afraid of me. They’re afraid to be assigned to my squad,
terrified of what I’ll do under fire; hell, they’re afraid to get in my way in the trenches.”
“I’ve noticed you do attract attention, even from the Chinese."
"That's me, Mr. Showman." He wiped his knife on his pant leg.
Nick sat up. The sun was getting too hot for him. He moved over to a shady spot deeper inthe
nest. "My pa told me that a low profile is the key to survival."
"It don’t sound like h e’s ever fought in a war. Killing them before they kill you is the key to
survival."
"It's that simple?" Nick lit a cigarette.
"How complicated does it need to be? Out here, that’s pretty much your choices."
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"I just want to get home."
"Focusing on that will get you killed," Lundy said.
"And hand-to-hand combat won't?" He watched his cigarette smoke as it was taken away by the
breeze.
"Not when the enemy thinks you’re crazy and weak. The art of war," he said, smiling.
"Sooner or later they're going to figure that one out."
"That's what you’re for. Those who think I'm killable will come at me from the front. They are
the ones I take out. Those who know I'm killable will try to get me in the back. Those are the ones you
take out. The most im portant thing is that everyone forgets the real objective is the hill."
"So you’re putting on a show? You’re risking your neck so they're distracted from their goal?
Maybe you are crazy."
Lundy opened the lid of a forty-five-caliber ammunition can. He grabbed an empty m agazine that
lay in a pile. Grabbing a handful of bullet shells, he started inserting them one by one under the tension
spring. Lundy's voice grew soft. “War is about making choices, Muldoon. Battle is about staying focused
on the objective. Our job isn’t to win the war. It’s to win the battle. The war will take care of itself. If their
objective is to take this hill, our goal is to distract them. Make them forget their objective. You tend to kill
more enemy and lose fewer of your men when your enemy is unfocused.”
"Right now I’d trade this hill for a ticket hom e,” Nick said, tossing his spent cigarette on the
floor. He did not see Lundy move. All he heard was a swoosh and Lundy’s trench knife was sticking into
the sandbag next to his head.
“It can be arranged.”
The look in Lundy’s eyes was not anger, or hatred. It was wild. Trying not to show fear, Nick
slowly reached up and pulled the knife from the sandbag. He gently reached out and handed it back to
Lundy. Lundy blinked, and then looked down at the knife.
“Let’s get one thing straight, partner,” Nick said. “Personally, I couldn’t give a rat’s ass who sits
on this hill. I don’t believe that if they managed to fight their way up here it would make one dam n bit of
difference. Us dying to hold this place won't mean anything to anybody."
"W rong,” Lundy snapped. “In the end, Muldoon, it may not matter who gets this hill, but what
will matter is how bravely and honorably we defended it. W ar is about honor. If necessary, it’s about
making the ultim ate sacrifice for freedom."
“T h at’s a load of horseshit, Lundy. War isn’t about anything.” Nick sat forward and looked
directly into Lundy’s face. Lundy didn’t flinch. “The world would rather have you alive, hero or not.
W e’ve got lives back home. The plan is to get back there and live them out, not save this fucking hill.
Nick was sure Lundy would reach up and grab him by the throat. But he said softly, “I ve got
nothing back hom e.” He sheathed his knife and slowly stood up. “You want a plan, try mine. Focus on the
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here and now. Get this job done. If you can do it without losing focus, you’ll survive this. T he ones who
don’t understand this are usually having their parts carried away in a body bag.”
“W hat do we do if your strategy fails?”
Lundy looked away from Nick and said very low, ‘T h a t’s not for me to decide.”
Nick got up and stood in front of Lundy. “Well, I’m not war hero material. I don’t care if you get
yourself killed, but you aren’t going to get me killed."
"Truth is, if I get killed, you don't have a chance."
"Seems to me that I wasn't having much trouble before."
"That, my friend," Lundy said, taking his eyes off of Nick and looking out to the valley, "is
because they weren't focused on you. They were trying to figure out what to do with a white-haired crazy
m an.”
“And what happens when they finally do kill you?”
"That’s the least of my concerns, because I’ll be dead. But my guess is you’ll be the next item on
the menu." He looked at Nick with his sharp blue eyes. Nick wasn’t sure who he should be more afraid of,
the Chinese or Lundy.
"It is pretty simple, Muldoon," Lundy said. "Your job is to keep me covered so you don't have to
make the ultimate sacrifice.”
“I will do my job, Lundy, but I am telling you now, I am not going to get my ass shot off because
of your grandstanding in the name of honor. You have a reputation of not following orders at critical
times, and that ends up getting folks killed. I do things by the book. If they order us to pull back and you
don’t listen, you’re going to be down there on your own. The last thing I see on earth isn’t going to be you
in the trenches choking Chinese bastards with your bare hands.”
Lundy stood up and looked down at Nick from his full height. “By the book? You listen to me,
maggot, the second you stop shooting that gun, falling back will be the last thing on your ‘save my ass’
list. Once these guys start up this hill after you, you won’t have time to pull back. This isn't a matter of
honor; it’s a matter of fact."
Nick cringed at Lundy's words, but then refused them. Lundy's battle strategy was not part of his
training. Orders were orders and he would follow them to the letter. He wasn't going to let Lundy set the
rules.
“No, Lundy. W e’re going to follow orders. You already have your honor, decorations and legend.
You’re a hero. You have nothing to prove. Now you and I are going to survive by the book.”
"The book don't know how to shoot like you, Sergeant Nicholas P. M uldoon.”
“I shit you not, Lundy. If you pull some trench warfare crap and get yourself jam m ed up, I’ll
mow every last one of you crazy bastards down and crawl out of here the last man standing.”
Lundy chuckled. “I w ouldn’t have it any other way.”
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“I’ll make sure they put that in your Medal of Honor citation, you suicidal bastard.”
“Ah, the Medal of Honor. Now there’s something worth dying for!”
* * $

With the attacks on hold, the mess was open and hot food was being served. One of the mess
privates dumped a large scoop of beef stew on Nick’s metal tray. It smelled just like the stuff often
concocted by Bender, the one-armed cook at his father's saloon. Nick made his way over to a quiet area
and sat at the end of one of the tables. He closed his eyes and smelled his tray again. It reminded him of
his last conversation with Bender.
"You leavin’ because of her?" Bender had asked, putting a bowl on the bar before Nick.
"No."
“You’re not leavin’ because of Bender?" he had stammered.
"I'm leaving because of all of you. I need to move on," he had said.
"Move on where, little man? The army’s going to help you find you?"
He didn’t want to have this conversation with Bender. "I just need to go."
“W hat’s out there for you? She’s right here. Stay, make babies and grow old, fat and happy.”
“She is the most beautiful thing in the world, but I can ’t stay. My life isn’t here.”
Then Bender said something that he wished he’d listened to a bit more closely. "I know this fight
in you, little man. Y ou’re a thinkin’ you need room to grow, but you have all you need right here." Bender
lifted his stumped right arm. "I know this. You can lose much out there."
He took a spoonful of stew and watched the other soldiers in the mess sharing stories and letters
from home. They were trying to find a bit of comfort in the lull of a deadly storm.
"I miss your stew," he said under his breath.
* # *

“Are they com ing?” Lundy asked.
“Nothing is moving down there,” Nick said, stepping over to the opening in their trench. The
rain is keeping them down there.”
“Ha. It’s the mud up here that keeps them down there! Let them come. W e’re ready.”
“I don’t know about that. Even with the twenty guys from Charlie squad, we’re seriously
shorthanded. How big is it going to be, Lundy?”
“Don’t worry about it. W e’ll do fine.”
Lundy began his ritual of opening boxes and loading him self with ammo clips and grenades, but
he did not seem to take deliberate pleasure in it. His eyes did not have their sparkle of anticipation. He
was hiding something.
“Do you think I should load up as well?”
“Might be a good idea.” He did not look up a Nick when he spoke.
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“Skinner and I brought down a lot more ammo than usual.”
“I requisitioned more this time.” Again he didn’t look up. Though he was never much for
talking, he was unusually calm. He grabbed up his m achine gun and moved past Nick to the opening.
“I’m going to go down to the fifty-foot trench to make sure the boys are awake. If this thing lights up
tonight we’re going to pour everything we’ve got over their heads.” He scrambled out into the rain and
over the trench wall and rolled down to a blast crater right below. Nick moved over to the Deuce to cover
him.
Lundy slowly stood up, but he did not move. He looked up at the sky and let the rain wash down
over him. Nick found some comfort in Lundy’s confidence. If doubt meant death, Lundy would always
survive. Yet there was something different about him this time. He stood there in the rain for a long time
before stepping from the hole and moving down the hill. Nick eased his cover when he saw Lundy drop
into a trench. He took another look out at the bottom of the hill and saw nothing but water w ashing
downward into the muddy valley.
There had been no major attacks for nearly a week. There were occasional exchanges of small
arms fire as small enemy squads were caught trying to sneak into the American trenches. They did n ’t
want to attempt another full-face attack on the muddy hill in the rain.
Nick slowly swung the gun back and forth, exam ining the trenches and foxholes dug in the
hillside below him. Normally, they would be filled with huddled men holding their wet weapons, but most
of them were empty. Reinforcements had not arrived and the platoon was at half strength. The weapons
squad was down to twenty-eight guys, most of them borrowed from other squads.
Nick could see Lundy’s white hair. He was moving through the trench slowly, talking to each
man. He heard Lundy’s signal and watched him scramble from the upper trench and down to the lowest
trenches. He was taking a long time with the guys. He w asn’t telling the whole truth.
He signaled again and then climbed the hill. He came through the nest opening and sat down
next to Nick.
“W here’s Skinner? Isn’t he going to load for me?”
“I’ll be doing that for you. Orders were for everyone to be down in the trenches. I'm to stay up
here to coordinate orders over the phones.”
“W hat? Y ou’re going to give up a chance to fricassee gooks? I’d hate to be the guy who had to
give you that order,” Nick said, chuckling.
“He got a new asshole.”
Nick began moving ammo cans over the gun. “W ho was it?”
“The lieutenant.” Lundy came over and helped him.
“O uch.”
“Yeah. I lost.”
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“It isn’t like you to lose, Lundy. You’re not telling me everything, are you?”
“Get yourself ready, Muldoon. Once the rain stops and things dry out a bit, we are going to have
our hands full.”
“No, Lundy, it’s more than that. I’ve saved your ass enough now that you at least owe me the
truth.”
Lundy stopped moving ammo boxes and looked Nick directly in the eye.
“I’ve not told the guys. Recon is reporting three battalions converging on us. The Chinese mean
to take this hill tonight.”
“Holy shit, Lundy, shouldn’t we be pulling back out of here?”
“Orders are to defend this place at all cost.”
Superior forces were heading their way and the orders were to hold the hill? “No way,” was all he
could get out.
“My orders are to stay on these phones and call in artillery coordinates. It’s going to be up to you
to hold this position as long as you can.” He looked at Nick. “W e’re going to do this by the book, right?
Stunned, he sat down on an ammo box.
“Nick, you’re going to do this. Not because you have to, but because I’m depending on you. The
plan is simple. We are going to take out as many of them bastards as we can before they overrun us.”
Nick wanted to get up and leave. W hat had he done in his life to have gotten a deal like this? “I
want to go home.”
“If this thing goes south, we’ll all be going home on the same flight, in boxes.”
“All I wanted to do was see the world.” Fear sent prickly chills up the middle of his back. He was
becoming nauseous. He suppressed it as much as he could. He didn’t want to give Lundy the idea that he
was undependable.
Lundy looked at him. His eyes told Nick that he saw his fear, but instead of grabbing him and
shaking him, his eyes softened and looked at him with kindness. “Maybe you can give me a lesson on that
gun.”
Nick shook his head and cleared his throat. “Maybe a lesson on applying cooling oil will settle
my nerves.”
By the time he had finished showing Lundy how to keep the gun cool, the rain had slowed and
stopped.
* * *

Following the tricks he learned from Lundy, Nick made satchels for m achine gun clips from
canvas shovel bags and tied them to his leg with boot lacing. Lundy helped him prepare the nest. Lined
between them were several dozen ammo cases for the Deuce. Two submachine guns lay on top of the cases
of clipped ammo. Behind them were three cases of hand grenades.
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It would not be long before the Chinese attacked. Once the blood started flowing, so would
N ick’s adrenaline, and then he would feel safe. It was when they knew an attack was imminent that he
grew nervous. His mouth would go dry and his mind would not focus. His imagination made every sound
a signal of a secret enemy attack. A cough down the hill could be a knife in someone’s chest. Unexpected
footsteps in the trench could be Chinese soldiers quietly working their way up through the system.
After the sun went down, the bottom of Pork Chop Hill was quiet and still. There was no rain or
the sound of a breeze to cover hum an noise. Low voices floated up from the trenches. Nick briefly smelled
cigarette smoke, and then nothing.
After another round in the trenches talking with the squad, Lundy came back up to the nest. He
sat quietly, looking out on the dark void before them.
Nick could not stand the silence. “John, you never told me why you joined this w ar.”
Lundy didn’t acknowledge that he heard the question. Nick was ready to drop it and move on to
something else, but he said in a very low voice, ‘T h is is a bit of a confession, Nick.”
Lundy’s face lit up when he struck a match and brought it up to his cigarette. “I was a coward on
O m aha.”
“I find that hard to believe. I thought you were decorated.”
“We were all decorated. Dead or alive, we all came home with medals. But I didn’t come by mine
honestly.”
“How can you say that? From what I hear, surviving Omaha was a m iracle.”
Lundy nodded his head, inhaled from his cigarette, then shook his head and blew smoke. “When
we landed, the beach was exploding. Bullets filled the air like rain. H alf of my platoon was dead before we
made it out of the water.” He sat silent for awhile, smoking.
“What was left of my squad was ordered to advance up the beach and establish a hold, but there
was no place to hide from the guns on the tops of the beachhead. We ran with no plan or direction. I was
out front and thought I m ight make it to a large driftwood log when a mortar shell exploded nearby. Most
of the shrapnel was absorbed by the guys behind me, but I took a piece in the face, and the blast flattened
me.”
“Jesus.” Nick pulled out a cigarette of his own.
“I was bleeding, Nick, but I w asn’t really hurt. Regardless, I froze. I lay there and watched my
squad get mowed down. I watched wave after wave of men come off the landing craft and get mowed
down, and did nothing.” He took one last drag on his cigarette and dropped it outside the wall. “They
pulled me off the beach and called me a hero, but I knew what I did. By the time I was healed, the war
was over and I went home.”
“Tough story.”
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“Not tough enough. I had a hard time living with what happened. I should have died on that
beach. I was no better than anyone else that day. Everyone said it was fate, but I knew better. If there is
such a thing as fate, then I cheated it.”
“So you came back in to put things right with fate?”
“Not so far. These dumb fuckers haven’t figured out a way to help me do that yet.”
“Then why are you so bent on having me here to protect you?”
“You have never got that right, Nick. You aren’t here to protect me. I’m here to protect you so
you can take out as many gooks as you can. Fate’s a tricky thing. It hasn’t seen fit to take me yet, but it
sure has decided on settling things for a whole lot of gooks.”
“It’s that sim ple?”
“Until tonight. W e’ll have to play this one by ear.”
Nick realized that Lundy’s world was fully engaged in battle. He did not look to the future, but
rather embraced the present. His fate was now. He was going to ask what Lundy would do if he survived
this war, but then he heard a simple clinking from somewhere down in the darkness. It drew Lundy's
attention as well. He sat forward and squinted. His eyebrows rose and he put his index finger up to his
lips.
Nick moved over to the Deuce and pulled it up and around so he was looking to the valley below.
There was no light, but he knew right where to aim. Lundy gently moved over to the phone. He cranked it.
A phone rang farther up the hill. “We have company,” he said softly and hung up. He moved back over to
his observation point on the wall.
“Lundy,” Nick said, “I don’t have a good feeling about this one.”
“W e’re doing this thing together."
Nick didn’t feel better with these words. "What about the guys?"
"They will fight just like they always have. If we’re good, and find a bit of luck, we'll hold this
side of the hill."
From the dark void a bugle sounded a flat and tinny series of signals and a host of high-pitched
cries filled the air. Equipm ent clinked and feet splashed through water. Chinese voices filled the air as
they cheered. They had reached the bottom of the hill and started the slippery climb.
From high up the hill behind, a series of thumps sent several dozen magnesium flares into the
sky. Hanging below tiny parachutes and burning white, the flares lit up a valley full of Chinese soldiers
scrambling. Nick had never seen so many soldiers in one place. They were so packed together he couldn’t
imagine how they w eren’t tripping over each other.
He sat down on the sandbag behind the Deuce. It was already loaded and cocked. Chinese
helmets bobbed and bumped below and his hands began to sweat. He wasn’t to shoot until they reached
the second level of trenches, but he was tempted to let loose anyway. Lundy stood up against the top of the
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wall and watched. He did not seem nervous, but his left hand started massaging the handgrip of his
m achine gun. There was no cocky sneer on his lips. A trickle of sweat slowly moved down from Lundy's
sideburn. It trickled down his neck and under his collar.
Nick took a deep breath and focused on the movement below.
When the front edge of the Chinese troops reached the zero markers at the base of the hill, the
men in the twenty-five-foot trench opened fire. The brightness of the hanging flares and barrel flashes of
American guns allowed Nick to see the Chinese soldiers fall backwards into their long shadows. For every
Chinese soldier who dropped from the initial volley, it looked like two took his place as they moved up the
hill.
It struck Nick as odd that there seemed to be very little gunfire from the Chinese. Clim bing into
the American barrage seemed to be their offensive strategy. A second bugle sounded from deep in the dark
valley. A loud, high-pitched cheer of hundreds of voices filled the air. From behind the first wave of
advancing soldiers, a swarm of sparkling objects arced up and over, landing on both the Chinese
advancing on the hill and the Americans firing from their trenches.
Grenades exploded everywhere. Nick saw the flashes before he heard the hundreds of explosions
rumble up the hill. The Chinese were killing everyone, including their own soldiers. “Holy shit, we’re in
trouble,” he said.
From the command bunker above them, Nick heard the platoon leader yell over the loudspeaker,
“If we’re going to die, boys, let’s go down killing those fuckers!” Nick looked at Lundy.
He shook his head. "Moron. He's probably already heading down the back side of the hill to
safety."
A storm of mortar shells exploded all around them. Down below, the teams threw grenades and
blanketed the base of the hill with machine gun fire. A weapons squad, located to the right around the
hill’s face, opened up, crossing streams of fire with Lundy’s men. Nick swung the Deuce to the right.
“Not yet, Nick,” Lundy calmly said. “We don’t want to give up our location before we have to.”
“Just say when.” Nick watched the battle heat up. This was very different for Lundy. He was
usually the first one into the thick of it. Now he sat watching as the world ripped open without him.
Tracer bullets showed the crisscross of the killing field. Hundreds of Chinese fell as the
American defense came to full force. American mortars thumped from further up the hill. Bright flashes
at the base of the hill silhouetted dark bodies as they lifted and came apart in the air. The sounds blended
together into a massive and continuous reverberation, washing up the hill and through Nick. He felt the
thumps of explosions before he heard them, m aking each one a double assault on his senses.
He pulled the cocking handle on the Deuce. He wanted to send a stream of bullets down into the
valley, but Lundy was suddenly there beside him and calmly put his hand on Nick’s. “Save your bullets for
actual targets. I think we’re going to need them .”
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A second round of flares reignited the sky. The valley floor continued moving towards them.
Under the hanging flares, Nick saw one of the twenty-five-foot-level foxholes erupt with a blast from a
hand grenade. Chinese soldiers leaped over the sandbags and attacked the survivors with bayonets. There
would be no signal from that level to start shooting.
Lundy tapped his helmet and said, “Let’s do it!”
Nick pressed his thumbs on the D euce’s triggers. The gun vibrated as each bullet was sent down
range, in and out of several layers of Chinese bodies, before pounding to a rest in the flat earth at the
bottom of the hill. Empty bullet casings streamed out of the breach and rattled around in a pile at his feet.
Lundy lifted his binoculars to spot targets. “Twenty feet to the right,” he yelled. Nick swung and
leveled a group of Chinese making their way towards a trench. He could see the guys in the trench as they
moved around. Some were firing weapons down the hill, while others grabbed smoking grenades that
landed in the trenches and hurled them out before they exploded.
A police whistle sounded from the command bunker above. Other Deuce nests from around the
hill's face began firing. Their streams of glowing tracers crossed Nick's kill zone. The combined weave of
Deuce coverage produced a solid defensive wall. Lundy grabbed a phone and yelled into it over the
gunfire. “Ready for mortar coverage, sector one-one-two, section A. Abandoning level twenty-five.” He
then produced his whistle and sent down the hill a series of shrills that told the squad to pull back.
Soldiers started leaping from holes and trenches and running up the hill to the fifty-foot level.
"You can stop shooting the Deuce for about two minutes," Lundy said. "This is the part I like."
The Americans were given only seconds to abandon the lower levels before a massive mortar
barrage rained down on the twenty-five-foot level. Several dozen flashes covered the area before their blast
made it to them. The ground vibrated under Nick's feet. “That’ll stop them!” Nick yelled.
“D on’t be so sure.” Lundy was looking down the hill. The Chinese soldiers threw themselves
behind dead bodies for protection. None of them were running away. "Get ready. The barrage will end in
a few seconds."
As soon as the mortars stopped, the Chinese were back on their feet and rushing up the hill. Nick
opened up his gun, joining the rest of the Deuces that had resumed firing. He tried to concentrate on
movement above the twenty-five-foot level trench. Enemy soldiers were dying by the hundreds, but
thousands were behind them pushing forward. They seemed to realize that throwing grenades at the
Americans w asn’t working and changed to a new tactic. “Get them before they throw themselves into the
trenches,” Lundy yelled.
To stop the Americans from picking up their grenades and throwing them back down at them,
the Chinese began pulling the pins from their grenades, holding them as they leaped to their deaths in
foxholes and trenches. There was no stopping them. They were advancing.
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“Watch the fifty-foot m arkers,” Lundy yelled, and Nick widened his killing zone to compensate
as the enemy came closer.
The Chinese strategy was crude but effective. With unlim ited bodies at their disposal, the
Chinese attacked Pork Chop Hill in such numbers that the Americans couldn’t kill them fast enough.
They were committed to close arms combat. Armed mostly with bayonets on sticks and grenades, they
poured themselves on the Am ericans defenses like water on a campfire. W as this their ultimate offense?
The hill was to go to the last man standing? Nick kept shooting and killing, but he began to realize that if
this kept up, he would run out of ammunition. The base of the hill was carpeted with the dead and dying,
and yet they kept coming. He decided to save rounds by shifting to shorter bursts on larger groups. W here
there was a single target, he flipped to single shot mode before pulling the trigger.
With the twenty-five-foot level breached, the Chinese were in position to flank and attack from
the sides. Nick would kill a group to the left, then swing to the right and kill a group and then
immediately swing left again to kill even more. He stopped seeing individual soldiers. They became a wall
of enemy flesh to be slashed. He couldn’t tell how many men he was killing, but he knew every bullet
coming from his gun was hitting someone. They were too many to miss.
The last round of flares was dying, sinking the hill into darkness, but he could clearly see the
fifty-foot trench because of the line of muzzle blasts coming from the Americans. Despite the defensive
firefight, an occasional Chinese soldier would leap up from nowhere, dive into a foxhole and explode.
Fellow Chinese soldiers would then lunge for the hole and take possession of it. He tried to stop the
upward migration, but could not shoot them all. American soldiers would counter attack to take back the
small strongholds, but were not able to keep them long. Nick realized that at the rate of their successful
assent, running out of am m unition wasn’t going to be a problem.
Lundy grabbed the phone again. “Getting dark in sector one-one-five. Need flares.”
Each time he em ptied the Deuce, Nick would grab his submachine gun and continue to fire down
the hill at individual soldiers while Lundy went through the cycle of reloading and cooling the gun. The
Chinese took advantage of breaks in the fire. Nick’s submachine gun was not powerful enough to stop
them entering the trench system. Once there, he was helpless to kill when once hand-to-hand combat
began. He could do nothing but watch as American soldiers, overwhelmed by hordes of Chinese,
disappeared in their trenches. W hen they took control of a trench, he would do everything he could to
keep them pinned there.
For the first time, Nick began to feel they would all be better off if Lundy was down where he
belonged. He was providing little value in the nest.
A barrage of flares was launched up into the dark sky and relit the battlefield. The Chinese ranks
advancing on the hill were thinning. They still came streaming up from the valley to reinforce the ground
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gained, but they were noticeably fewer. Regardless, they weren’t giving up the trenches and foxholes they
took. Each became a new defensive base from where they continued launching attacks.
"They’re taking out the fifty-foot trenches," Lundy shouted. "We're in trouble now."
He moved away from the Deuce, checked his gear, and grabbed up his second machine gun. Nick
heard shallow thumps against the outside the bunker’s wall. He wasn’t sure what it was. Before he could
think it through, a sandbag that made up the edge of his gun portal blew open and a stream of sand began
spilling down the wall in front of him. Bullets were pounding the facing of their nest.
"Jesus," Nick yelled.
"Jesus isn’t going to save us now."
“W here are you going?”
“You don’t think I’m gonna sit here and play second fiddle to you through the whole battle, do
you? It’s time for me to join the fun!” He hesitated to see N ick’s objection.
Lundy seemed back in form. His eyes were focused and sparkled. They were losing the hill,
regardless of orders. It was time to let him do what he did best. “I’ll cover you the best I can. W hen you
get in the trench, signal me so I know which way you’re going.”
“I thought your plan was to shoot the whole bunch of us together.”
Nick had forgotten his comment. “I was bluffing.”
Lundy gave him a broad smile and climbed the inside bunker wall. Nick opened fire on the fiftyfoot trench as Lundy threw grenades down the hill. He emptied his machine gun down the hill, ejected the
clip and slipped in another. Igniting some hand flares, he threw them over the bunker wall. He slung a
bag of grenades over his shoulder and swung his leg over the top of the wall. He looked back at Nick.
“You turned out to be one hell of a fighter!” He gave Nick a limp two-fingered salute and then he was
gone.
W atching through the gun portal, Nick saw the flames from Lundy’s machine gun as he
descended in the reddish light of the flares. As he worked his way past foxholes, he dropped grenades in
them, fired his m achine gun and kept moving.
Nick focused his cover fire just ahead of Lundy, and picked off anyone moving towards him.
Lundy then disappeared into the fifty-foot trenches. Every so often he would hear Lundy’s whistle and see
his muzzle flashes, and he would swing the Deuce up and fire on either side of that spot. That he saw no
other American guns firing told him that Lundy was in his glory. Once again he was the sole survivor, the
point around which the troops could rally. He was the trium phant warrior. Nick found a surge of pride for
him just as several dozen grenades exploded in a concentrated area of the trench. Nick knew Lundy was
dead.
Trying to keep Lundy covered, he’d lost track of what was coming up on the left flank. The
Chinese could easily have come across and filled the foxholes after Lundy’s passing. He kept up his fire,
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but the ammo belt was coming to its end. He w asn’t sure how much time he would have to reload. He
slowed his fire, but bullet by bullet the belt grew shorter until it was hanging free of the am m o can. Only
two dozen bullets remained. He emptied the Deuce on the trench below. Unable to tell how close the
Chinese were, he grabbed his submachine gun and poked his head over the nest wall. He d id n ’t see any
enemy soldiers coming up the hill, so he jum ped back down to the Deuce and tried to reload it.
Before he could finish, he heard movement in the trench outside of the nest. He swung around to
see a Chinese soldier coming through the opening. He was so surprised by the quick attack that he fell
backwards, knocking over a stack of ammo cans. The soldier came at him with a bayonet. Trying to
recover from his fall, he couldn’t get his finger on the trigger. Scrambling backwards, he swung at the
bayonet with his gun and knocked it out of the soldier’s hand. The soldier was so surprised that his eyes
followed the direction in which his bayonet flew.
Nick regained his balance and leapt at the man. He was surprised at how light the soldier was
and how easily he knocked him down. Laying on top of him, Nick reached down and found his trench
knife. He pulled it up to stab, but the hands grabbed his wrists. He pushed downward towards the m an’s
chest, but he resisted. Nick took his eyes off the knife and looked at the dirty round face below him. He
expected to see evil, or rage, or resolve to survive, but he was surprised by the fear in the m an ’s eyes. He
wanted to stop. He wanted to say that enough was enough. He wanted to let the man up, pledge a truce
and go separate ways.
The soldier opened his lips and gritted his teeth, and Nick could feel him taking the advantage in
the struggle. Kill or be killed, Lundy said. He leaned his weight forward and pressed with all of his
strength. Very quickly, the Chinese soldier began to weaken and the knife slowly descended to his chest.
When the tip punctured his shirt, Nick saw a small pool of blood. He could smell it. The soldier
whimpered from deep in his throat. Nick realized how terrifying this was for him. Hell, it was terrifying
for them both.
The blade slowly entered his chest and his whimpering was replaced by a cry of pain. Nick
wanted to stop, but he couldn’t. The knife hit something vital in the m an’s chest and he stopped resisting.
The knife quickly went in to its hilt.
Nick was lying there face-to-face with the soldier. They were both breathing rapidly. Tears
trickled from the outer corners of the soldier’s eyes. He blinked as they intim ately sharied his moment of
death. His breathing slowed and his face grew sallow. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth. Nick
began to cry. The soldier looked him in the eye and whispered something with his last breath. Nick didn’t
know how he would survive this. He would never get that m an’s face from his mind.
***
Nick climbed off the dead Chinese soldier, wiping blood from his hands. If the soldier had come
into the nest through the trench opening, then they had reached the one-hundred-foot-level trenches from
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some other part of the hill. He heard footsteps outside of the nest. Grabbing his submachine gun, he
swung the muzzle up the nest walls. A Chinese soldier loomed into the opening with a lit grenade in his
hand. He fired his gun at the soldier in time to throw his body backwards over the wall. The explosion
shook the nest. Two more Chinese came through the opening, holding only bayonets, but Nick was able to
kill them with short bursts.
He climbed the nest wall, expecting more Chinese, but there was no one there. The face of the
hill was lit by blast flashes and tracers from the right, but the American defensive firefight was
weakening. Looking over the top of the wall, he felt the cool air coming up the hill. The Deuce had made
the nest an oven and sweat dripped down the sides of his face.
A head peeked out from a foxhole just down the way and he opened fire. He threw a grenade
towards the hole and ducked back down. It exploded but he couldn’t tell if it killed anyone. He had to get
out. Moving over to the nest's opening, he stepped through into the trench. Dead American and Chinese
soldiers lay about.
His fingers and toes were growing numb, the first sign that he was hyperventilating again.
Taking slow, deep breaths, he sized up his options. His first instinct was to get back on the Deuce, but that
wouldn’t help now. The enemy was too close. He placed his back against the trench wall and listened for
threatening sounds. The trenches were dark and walking through them would be dangerous.
He didn’t want to be here. He was about to die and all he wanted to do was close his eyes and
dream of home: a beer by the fireplace, listening to Frankie hum m ing an Irish tune from behind the bar.
He wanted to spend the rest of his life right there in that moment. Let them come and get him. There was
no escape.
Stay focused and survive is what Lundy would say. "Fall back on your training," he said to
himself. When your location is compromised, the options are to reposition or destroy the weapons so the
enemy can’t use them. His mission was not yet done. He did not have the luxury to dream of home.
The Deuce was too hot and heavy to relocate. He had to destroy it and the ammunition. He was
sure he would have very little time to do a proper job. Jumping back through the nest's opening, he opened
the breech, pulled his pistol from its holster and fired a bullet into it. Looking around, there were still
crates of submachine gun and Deuce ammo and grenades. He kicked the lids off the crates and, following
Lundy’s example, grabbed as many submachine gun clips as he could stuff into his satchels. All he had to
do was get out of the nest, toss a couple of grenades into the pile of ammo crates and head for the top of
the hill.
Climbing out of the nest, something solid and sizzling bounced off his back and fell into the nest
behind him. He was turning to see what it was when he saw the flash and felt the heated blast of
ammunition exploding behind him. Hell, the bastards did his job for him. The blast’s concussion
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enveloped him like a wall of water. He was off his feet and carried through the air, but he didn’t know
how far or in which direction.
Time seemed to stop for him there in the sky. Getting blown up wasn’t so bad; it didn’t even
hurt. His arms and legs were limp as he whirled through the sky. Darkness was in front of him and the
glow of the blast behind him. He felt he had been hanging in the air so long that maybe he was dead. He
was pleased that it was painless. In fact, being able to fly made it almost relaxing. He hoped his body
wasn’t so damaged that they couldn’t identify him. If they returned him home, his ashes would be placed
with his mother’s. This would be hard for his father. He wondered if Frankie would cry for him.
He was fully prepared for his journey into eternity when the trip was abruptly interrupted. He hit
the ground full on his face. His body spun, his legs flipped over him and something snapped in his back.
He bounced, flipped and spun down the hill and slid to a stop on his back.
He lay on the ground, looking up at a black sky. After the bright flash, his eyes were becoming
accustomed to the dark and the stars shone above him. T he nest crackled as it burned. He raised his head
to look and was surprised how close he was to it. He thought he had flown much further.
He tried to sit up, but his body would not move. He was very tired. Closing his eyes, he was as
comfortable as if he were reclined in one of the old leather chairs before the saloon's fireplace. The stone
hearth warmed his face. He tasted beer on his lips and heard murmured laughter and glasses clinking. He
smelled Frankie's dizzying scent.
“From where do you hail, my Nicky boy?”
“Ah, Frankie, I’ve come from the darkest place on earth.”
“Are you to be staying for a while, or is it ‘hey’ and away with you again?”
Nick smiled. He was home.
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In Search of Courage
Nicholas Muldoon sat alone on the only chair in his room wearing his uniform pants and a tshirt. The sunlight coming through the window made the white hospital walls glow. The intricate pole
and weight traction rig was gone and the bed was stripped. He had emptied most of his things into boxes
and they had been shipped ahead. All he had with him was a leather suitcase and the rest o f his uniform
hanging in the closet. Someone had already cleaned the sink and mirror. After three years, it looked as if
he had never lived here.
Sandy came into the room. “The orderly will be here soon with your courtesy ride to the curb.”
He h ad n ’t finished dressing. “Is that all the farther you’ve gotten, Sergeant?”
“Not wasting any time getting rid of me, are you? What, do you have a hot date, Lieutenant?” He
had m eant it as a joke, but it somehow didn’t come out that way.
Sandy leaned against the bed and folded her arms. His nurse and physical therapist, she was an
attractive woman, with blonde hair and soft features. “Now Nick, you’ve done your time. Your burns and
back have healed nicely. You’re ready to get on with your life.”
“I’m not ready. You all think I’m ready, but I’m a mess. Isn’t there some way I could stay
longer? I’m still having pain.”
“W here?”
He pointed to his right cheek, which was the only place on his body besides his chest and back
that h ad n ’t been severely burned. “Here.”
She chuckled. “Short of you setting the rest of yourself on fire, or breaking your back again, I
believe you’re out of luck. Stay on your meds, and those things will subside.”
The guys who didn’t have Sandy as a therapist called her the angel of W ard B, but during her
torturous rehabilitation sessions he had grown to appreciate her for more than her looks. Just under that
lovely exterior dwelled a sadist.
“I know w hat’s going on. You need to make room for some new sap to torm ent.”
“Well, of course there’s that.”
They silently looked at each other for a few moments. “Do you remember the first time we met
here at the hospital?” he asked.
“I do, but I find it hard to believe you do. You were loaded with m orphine and wrapped like a
mummy in wet sterile bandages.”
This was true. He vaguely remembered the trip from Korea. He dwelled in a placid fog, lacking
any concern for time or space. Half the tim e he believed he was dead. “I was a m ess.” The heat of the
m unitions explosion had ignited his clothing and its force broke his back.
She picked up his suitcase and laid it on the bed. “You were lucky. Your flak jacket saved your
organs from the shrapnel and fire.”
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“Ya, but what good skin I had left, you took for grafts.”
She smiled. “It just seemed unfair to leave you with any virgin skin.”
“With your picking and poking at me, there’s nothing left that I could remotely consider virgin.”
She started opening bureau drawers and moving clothing into his suitcase.
“I remember the first time you came to me and introduced yourself. You were a vision of
loveliness, until you spoke. ‘I am Lieutenant Sandra Kelly, but you’re going to call me Sandy, at least to
my face. You’re about to enter the excruciating world of debridement. I think it’s accurate to say you’re
not going to like me much during our time together.’”
“Ha, you remember that? I do that with all new recruits. I like to set the level of expectation from
the beginning.”
“And I never called you anything but Sandy, to your face.”
Starting the several-weeks-long process of cleaning his burns and removing dead skin, to him she
was the bitch who showed no mercy. He wanted to die. Everything charred had to come off, leaving large
patches of raw flesh. Raw flesh needs to be cleaned so it doesn’t become infected. She used a scrub brush
without remorse. During the first week, he fainted six times while she worked him over.
“Oh, you were such a baby. You couldn’t keep from crying, even in front of a pretty girl.”
“Don’t forget, I whimpered too.”
He had the added complication of a broken lower back. Special handling was required until they
could surgically repair him, then he w'as hooked to a weight and pulley contraption for days of traction.
His world became long periods of tedium interrupted by scheduled sessions of searing pain. But she had
gotten him through it.
He slowly slid forward in his chair. “It occurs to me that you’ve not once apologized for all the
torture you inflicted on me.”
“Well Nick, why would I apologize? It was such a pleasure.”
“You’re a man hater, aren’t you?”
“No. Now get up and I’ll help you with your shirt and jacket, so you can get out of here.”
“Help me get dressed? You’re going soft on me, lieutenant.”
“No, I just don’t have all day to wait for your slow asss”
That was Sandy, beautiful and tough.
“Speaking of asses, now that I’m leaving, I suppose I can tell you that yours is the best of all the
nurses in the ward.”
“Ah, Nick, after all this time? You’re such a romantic.” She took a green shirt from a hanger in
the closet. “Stand up.”
Using a matching pair of chestnut canes, he slowly pushed him self up onto what was left of his
feet. A gift from his father, they were sent along with best wishes from everyone at his saloon. They
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arrived after his father was notified that he would be coming home. Elegantly carved and inlaid with brass
and copper trim, they were customized to perfectly fit his height and hands. He appreciated that they were
made to last a lifetime.
“Those are handsome canes, Nick. You’re terrible for not sending along a thank-you note.
“I’ll thank them when I see them. They’re a perfect fit. I suspect you’ve been talking with my
pa.”
“I’ve been talking with Frankie, too.”
“Frankie.” Although she had written him regularly since he left St. Ignace, and claimed to be
waiting for him to come home, he had not responded. He had not planned to go back to St. Ignace, so he
didn’t encourage her by writing. Now there was no place for what was left of him to go. “How’s she
doing?”
“Interesting that you would ask, since she calls several times a week to ask the same thing about
you. She’s been waiting for you all this time? Some girl.”
“I’m no longer the person she’s been waiting for. I would’ve thought she’d have something better
to do with her tim e.”
“Don’t sell yourself short there, hero man. I believe you’ll find she sees it different.” Sandy held
his shirt so he could put his arms and shoulders into it.
Physical therapy had helped him learn to walk and gave back some flexibility in his arms and
legs, but the stiff cloth back brace made it nearly impossible to put on a shirt by himself. He hated the idea
of having to rely on someone to help him dress. Frankie didn’t know the extent of his damage. He didn t
want any of them to know. “She isn’t going to sign up for invalid support duty.”
“Why d on’t you let her decide what she’s willing to sign up for?”
As he buttoned his shirt, he looked in the m irror and saw his face and arms. The skin grafts had
produced unnatural wrinkles. His neck and left cheek were blotchy and ugly.
“I’m not ready for this, Sandy. I can’t let them see me like this.”
“Well I w on’t say that skin grafts are beautiful, but without them you’d have lost your arms and
legs. Just keep that in m ind.”
“It’s not just my arms and legs. Those I can cover. I can’t cover my face.”
“Don’t go there, Nick. As burns go, you’re lucky. Those are just on your neck and the one side of
your face. Wear turtlenecks if you think you’re going to frighten small children and pets.”
Sandy was right, he had no room to complain. There were men in here with much more severe
burns. At least his family would be able to recognize him.
From the first, Sandy had told him that a major m ilestone in emotionalrecovery was when a
person could joke about his devastation. “I’m not going to lie about your feet, though. Yoursended up
looking God awful.”
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He smiled at her. “I hate that I’ll never be able to wear flip flops again, but then, I don’t have to
worry about clipping toenails.” His feet were ruined, but he was lucky they had not needed to amputate
them.
“With feet like those, you’d make one hell of a grape stomper. Want me to call some folks I know
in Napa Valley?”
After the worst days, when the surgeries were over and he settled into rehabilitation, her tough
banter had grown on him. It was her confidence that got him through. Around her, it didn’t matter that he
was scared, scarred or crippled. She was the one person who needed no explanations. She became the one
person he could trust.
An orderly came through the door with a wheelchair. “Here we are, Sergeant M uldoon.”
“After having spent so long learning to walk again, I don’t think I like the idea of that chair on
my last day here.”
“Thanks Jeff. I’ll take it from here.” He nodded and left. “It’s just a ride to the front door,” she
said, bringing it up along side him. “After that, you’ll be walking yourself into the rest of your life!”
“The rest of my life.” Moving closer to the mirror, he put a knot in his tie. He pushed his finger
along the scar that covered his left cheek, jaw and neck. It was thick and rigid. “Y ou’ve prepared me for
everything but the rest of my life.”
“Come on now. There’s no reason to keep you here, Nick. It’s time for you to go home. Your
family has been waiting for a long time.”
Shirt and tie in place, she helped him with his uniform jacket. “You’re quite the handsom e man
in uniform .” She always knew the right thing to say.
He turned from the mirror and looked into her eyes. They had shared som ething extraordinary.
She had

been his salvation. Putting his hand out to shake hers, he said, “How can I simply say thanks and

go? I owe you everything.”
She pushed his hand aside and gave him a long hug. “You’re my greatest success.” When she
stepped back, he was surprised by her tears. She wiped at them and said, “Never thought you’d see this
day, did

you?”
“W hat, that I’d be leaving, or that I ’d see you cry?”
“I have to tell you, Nick, there was a time that I didn’t think you’d make it.”
They stood looking at each other. He understood very early that this was her job. She was there

for war casualties at their most vulnerable. She encouraged him when he was weak, challenged him when
he failed, cussed him out when he gave up, and listened to his fears. She gave him courage despite his
vulnerabilities. He wanted to say that he loved her, but they had been through too much together to go
there.
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“Don’t suppose I could hang around to meet your next boyfriend? I’d like to give him some tips
on how to handle you.”
“Let’s not forget your debridm ent episodes.”
“T hat’s what I mean. Y ou’re a sucker for a crier.”
She adjusted his tie. “I’m proud of you, hero man.”
“Ah, I’m something only a mother could love, and she’s dead.”
“You’re not being fair to your family, Nick. They’ve wanted to see you.”
“I’m still not sure I want them to see me. There’s very little of the Nick they remember.”
“The Nick they remember w asn’t a war hero.” She looked at his uniform and then frowned. “You
haven’t put on the centerpiece of your collection. Where is it?”
“In my pocket. Seems a bit arrogant to wear it.”
Reaching into his jacket pocket, she pulled out the golden medal. It was an inverted gold star
surrounded by a wreath. Above the star an eagle sat on a bar inscribed with the word "Valor." Attached to
it was a blue ribbon covered in white stars. “It isn’t arrogant. You don’t have a choice. If you don’t wear
it, you’ll be out of uniform. We can ’t have that.” She reached up and draped the ribbon over his head and
down around his neck and centered it on his tie.
The Medal of Honor, how ridiculous was that? High on morphine, wrapped like a mummy and
stretched by traction weights, he was hardly in a position to refuse when they showed up to present it. He
had done nothing to earn it, and he told the congressman so. The brigadier general insisted that he accept
it with grace and dignity.
The citation ceremony was small and quick. The congressman said they wanted to do something
grander, but were unwilling to wait until he would be more presentable to the public. He realized that they
needed something good to come from the Pork Chop Hill debacle. One of the reporters sent the article and
picture to his father.
He held the medal up and looked at it. “I’m no hero.”
“The Medal of Honor is for courage and devotion to duty.” She helped him lower him self into the
wheelchair.
“No one seems to understand that I have neither. There’s nothing brave about me.”
“You must not have been in the room while we toughed it through three years of reconstruction
and rehabilitation.”
“T hat’s not what this medal is for.”
“It’s as good a reason as any. Y ou’ve earned that medal several times over.”
“There were men on that hill that more than earned it and didn’t get it.”
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“I’m the wrong person to talk to about what’s fair. In this place, people live and die. There is
nothing fair about how it happens. That medal is yours. You be proud of it.” She got behind the
wheelchair. “It’s time to go. There are folks waiting for you.”
She rolled him out to the hospital lobby. He was surprised by an echoing cheer. Men without
arms and legs and men burned beyond recognition lined up to congratulate him and wish him well. Some
were standing with crutches. Most were in wheelchairs. A couple of them were propped up on gurneys
with attached IVs.
At the front of the line was Gunnery Sergeant Brandon Halloway. “Glad to see you go, you
broken-back piece of charred bacon.”
Nick liked Brandon. His upper body and face were burned away during a helicopter crash. The
grafts left him with nostrils, but no nose or hair and a raw red complexion.
“I’m only leaving because I can’t stand looking at you anymore,” Nick said.
“At least I did it right. W hat you got no self-respecting hero would call a burn.”
“Fortunately for you, it improved your looks.”
Brandon’s face twisted into an uneven smile. “I’m gonna miss you, Muldoon.”
Nick reached up and they hugged. “Believe me, this ain ’t my idea. I was looking forward to
macaroni and cheese night.”
“Grab a steak for me!”
“Okay, you girls break it up,” Sandy said.
“Come see me when you get out of this hole,” Nick said.
“I just may do that.”
“Mind you, Halloway, I’m sure my Pa won’t hire a bartender with no fingers, but if you practice,
I’ll put a word in for you anyhow.”
Brandon laughed. “I’ll start practicing then.” He put his nubbed hand up and waved goodbye.
One by one, Nick said goodbye to each of the patients. Some of them he knew fairly well, some
were only passing acquaintances, but all of them shared surviving great trauma. He promised to write and
told each of them to come up to St. Ignace to visit him at his father’s saloon. Nick was proud to have
known them. These were the people who understood the true nature of bravery.They were paying dearly
for their devotion to duty and would do so for the rest of their lives. They had were fighting for survival as
bravely as anyone on the battlefield. His award somehow singled him out as extraordinary, but he wasn’t,
even though everyone seemed convinced otherwise. There was not one of them that hadn’t earned the
medal he was wearing.
Sandy wheeled him outside to the curb where a cab waited.
“I’m going to miss those guys.”
“And they’re going to miss you.”
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“This medal means nothing when I’m in the same room as them.”
Sandy took his hand and helped him up from the wheelchair. “Nick, that medal isn’t what makes
you a hero. You are a hero because you inspire heroism. Your surviving makes you a hero. Leaving this
place makes you a hero to those men in there. Coming home will make you a hero to your family.”
He held up the medallion. “I don’t want this. I didn’t do anything for it. I don’t want people
thinking I’m something that I’m not.”
Sandy held the medallion in her hand. “This is something bigger than you. You didn’t choose it.
It chose you. Now you have to embrace the responsibility.” She pressed it against his chest.
“I don’t know that I can. All I want is to go home and sit for a long while by the fire.”
“Your father’s place sounds like Shangri-La.”
“Maybe it is. I’d like you to come up and see for yourself, an d ....” Nick broke off and smiled.
Sandy seemed flattered. She reached up and touched his hair. She smiled as if she were
considering it, and then furrowed her brow. “Say bub, who the hell do you think you are, tem pting a city
girl with Shangri-La?”
“You’d love it up there. It’s beautiful, peaceful and a long way from the rest of the world. Come
with me.”
“Nick, this is your journey. It’s time for you to go back and find your place. I am not a part of
that place. You have a girl up there waiting for you.”
“Frankie? I can’t imagine she’ll want me like this.”
“You kidding me? She has followed your progress the whole way. She wants her chance with
you.”
“T hat’s because she’s expecting the person who left five years ago.”
“Nick, she knows. Look at these canes they sent you. They’re beautiful. They all know you’re not
the same.”
“Sandy, I have needed you for so long. How do I say goodbye?”
“I have helped heal you physically, Nick. The rest of your healing isn’t physical. I ca n ’t do that
for you. It’s time for you to go home. It’s all part of your getting better. Your people will help you find
who you are.”
Nick looked at her for a long time. He touched her cheek. She gently took his hand away from
her. He realized that she had known all along that this might happen. He did have a long way to go to
heal, and she was part of the experience he had to leave behind. She was there for him when he was most
desperate, but loyalty isn’t love. “You’re one hell of a woman, lieutenant. I’ll never forget you.”
“I w ouldn’t have it any other way.” Tears welled in her eyes.
“Sandy, would you mind giving this crispy critter a goodbye kiss?” He expected her to excuse her
way out of it, but she didn’t hesitate. Looking up at him, she put her hand behind his neck, reached up
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and gently kissed him. All of the pain and suffering she had inflicted on him , all of the anger and passion
he had ever felt for her, whirled up about them and then slowly faded. All of it seemed to no longer
matter. He felt free.
Their kiss was interrupted by a roar of cheers and banging on the lobby windows. All of the
patients in the lobby were laughing and enjoying the entertainment.
She let him go and smiled. “It’s always sex with you servicemen. Y ou’d think I’d learn.”
He looked back at them and waved. “I guess I’ve just ruined your reputation.”
“No harm done. I’ll earn it back very quickly.”
An orderly came out of the hospital with his suitcase and gave it to the taxi driver.
“Well, after all these years, seems there’s nothing left between me and my home but space.” He
opened the taxi’s door.
She held his elbow as he turned and sat in the taxi, and then helped him put his legs inside. “If
you ever catch yourself on fire or break your back again, you know where to find me.”
Nick smiled. “I’ll hold you to that.”
She leaned in and kissed his scarred cheek. “You live a good life, hero m an.”
“Hero man. I’ll never get beyond that, will I?”
“Not while I’m around.” She backed out and gave him a two-finger salute. He smiled at her as
the taxi pulled away.
“Nice legs,” the driver said.
“Nice everything,” he said.
They drove through the hospital complex and out to a road that wound through a large military
base. Not having been outside of the hospital grounds, Nick had not realized how big the base was. The
window was down and the wind and sun were on his face. He closed his eyes and breathed in the fresh air.
No more hospital food. No more rehabilitation sessions. No more doctors’ rounds. No more mangled
hum ans. He was wrapped by nothing and connected to nothing. He could go in any direction as far as his
canes could take him.
He opened his eyes. The driver was watching him in his mirror and he quickly glanced away
when Nick caught him. Was this guy looking at his scars? Nick’s exhilaration crashed. This guy was the
first person outside of the hospital to see him and already he felt like a freak. As they drove, Nick kept
catching him in the mirror. He started getting angry. He had to get a handle on this. O f course people
would be curious, but there was simple curiosity, and then there was just plain rudeness.
As they passed through the base’s guarded gates, the driver said, “W here to there, soldier?”
“Train station.”
“Beautiful day for a train ride. W here’s home?”
“A cozy place by a fire in St. Ignace, M ichigan.”
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“Ho, that’s way up there where they’re building that bridge. W hat an amazing thing. Won t be
long you’ll be able to drive straight through to Lake Superior.”
They turned onto a major road and accelerated. Nick watched the houses and storefronts as they
sped by. That bridge would change the face of St. Ignace forever. W ho was he kidding? St. Ignace would
have already changed. He had been gone a long time. Nothing stands still. There would be no going to the
home he once knew. Maybe this w asn’t so bad. Despite wishing for it, nothing would ever be the same for
him regardless of where he went. It might not be important to find St. Ignace unchanged. This was an
opportunity to be there to build a new world along with everyone else. W ith so much changing so quickly,
maybe he wouldn’t stand out so much.
Nick looked back to the driver and once again caught him staring. He began to feel self
conscience and uncomfortable. He wanted to cover his face and avoid the stare. Going into public would
not be an easy thing. Contem plating how he might defuse the situation, he suddenly realized that he was
forgetting years of Sandy’s therapy. This was his face. He had no reason to be afraid, or ashamed. This
guy was being rude and he had to decide how he would handle this for the rest of his life. He chose to
confront it.
“Okay bud, it’s not a mask. I’m burned. If you want to ask me about it, fine, but stop staring.”
The driver’s eyes widened and he stammered, “Ah Jesus, I’m sorry. You got me wrong. I drive
you guys from that hospital all the time. The stuff I’ve seen come out of there, believe me, I’m not looking
at your scars.”
Nick crossed his arms and stared at the driver. “W hat then?”
“Well, if you don’t m ind me ask’n, isn’t that the Medal of Honor there on your chest?”
Surprised, Nick looked down at the medallion and touched it. He felt foolish. He had just
declared war on an innocent. He raised the medallion so the driver could better see it. “Yes it is.”
“Isn’t that something?. Well, son, it is an honor to have you in my cab.”
Nick had not expected a compliment. Sandy said that people would be impressed and want to
treat him special. “Just enjoy it,” she said, “but don’t let it go to your head.”
They arrived at the W ashington, D.C., Union Station. The driver jum ped out, ran around to his
door and opened it as if he were a chauffeur, Before Nick could get out of the car, the driver had waved
down a porter, said something to him and handed him Nick’s suitcase.
Nick pulled out his wallet to pay the driver, but he waved Nick off. “The least I can do, pal. You
get on home and have a good life.”
A good life. He was grateful to have a life at all.
Leaning on his canes, Nick walked behind the porter through the station’s grand entrance. They
stopped in the waiting area under the center of the massive arched ceiling and he set Nick’s suitcase down
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next to him. “Please wait here for me, sir. I’ll arrange your ticketing.” He walked off in the direction of
the ticket counters.
The white marble floors, walls and pillars echoed the popping sound of shoe heels as people
bustled by. Massive chandeliers hung from the ceiling arches and the decorative fixtures were made of
polished copper and brass. W ith long oak benches lined up like pews, the station resembled a cathedral.
A young man dressed in a business suit bumped squarely into Nick, nearly knocking him down.
Documents the man carried scattered across the floor. M uttering to himself, he raced around picking them
up. He looked back at Nick as if he was going to yell at him, but then took a second look. The anger
dropped from his face.
“I’m sorry about that. D idn’t see you standing there.”
“No harm done. Better grab the rest of those papers before folks start treading on them .”
“Yes, I’d better,” he said and finished picking them up. He came back over to Nick. “Stupid of
me. W asn’t watching were I was going.”
“I’m fine. I hope you’re able to put all that back in order.”
“I’ll do it on the train.” He looked at Nick’s chest. “Now I can’t remember what they call that
thing, but I know it is important. Were you in the war?”
“Korea.” Nick lifted the medallion for him to see. It was interesting that he seemed to notice the
medal before his scars. “W here you there?”
“No. My old man was killed in World War II during a North African tank battle.”
“Sorry to hear that.”
“I was too, but it was for something. We won that war.”
Nick was not sure what he meant. “Are you saying we didn’t win in Korea?”
He raised his eyebrow. “No offense meant. You guys went there and represented us well, b u t...”
“But what?”
“Well, in the end we barely managed to save Korea from itself. A lot of guys died for nothing.”
Nick grabbed his tie and pulled him to his face. Startled, his eyes were wide. Nick wanted to
choke him. “The guys who died around me didn’t feel that way.”
The man was trying to pull back, but Nick didn’t let go. He wanted him to get a good look at his
face. “Tell me that I got this face for nothing.”
He strained away from Nick. When Nick let go of his tie, the man fell back against a bench
rattled. Nick felt his blood flowing. For the first time in years, he felt strong and in control.
“You crazy, m ister?”
Nick took a step towards him. He pulled back along the bench, trying to get to his feet. “If I got
this face for nothing, then consider this: how much better off are you because your father fried in a
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fucking tank in some North African desert?” He took another step and the man looked around for
someone to help him.
“Okay, mister,” he said. He put his hands up defensively.
Nick realized that he had terrified the man. Was what he was saying worth scaring the guy into
shitting his pants? He could never understand what it’s like. There were no words Nick could use to
explain. W ho could understand loyalty and honor in the face of death unless he’d done it? Nick backed
away. “Soldiers win battles, not wars. Regardless of how the war comes out, nobody dies for nothing.”
The man sat there looking at Nick. He was no longer threatened. He blinked and took a deep
breath. Nick wanted to defuse the situation. “Sorry. Shouldn’t talked about your father that way.” He
stepped over and offered the man his hand and pulled him to his feet.
“I’m sorry too. Opened my big mouth without thinking.” He still seemed a bit unsettled.
Nick didn’t want to continue this. He needed to find a quiet place and consider why he angered
so easily. “Better go if you’re going to make your train.”
He acted like he didn’t want to go. “Yes. I’m ...a...w ell, just wanted to m ake sure you are all
right.”
“I’ll be fine.”
The man nodded and started to walk away and then came back. “Mister, I was a kid when my
dad died. I d idn’t know him too well. Everyone said he died a hero, but I’ve never accepted that. It makes
a difference to me that you, with your medal, feel he died for something. I hope he was someone like you.”
Nick felt a lump rise in his throat. “I know he was, son.”
The man smiled, then turned and walked away.
Nick sat down. He had handled that poorly, but at the same time he realized that the therapy on
his arm muscles and hands had worked. But there was something else. He was strong and unusually
satisfied, but for the first time he felt proud.
“M ister,” Nick heard from behind him. The porter came walking up with a man following
behind. “This here is the station manager, M r. Falco.”
Falco was a well-groomed, chubby man in a wool suit. His hair was gray and curled out from the
sides as if he had it permed. He came up to Nick and looked at his ribbon. He was holding N ick’s tickets
and grabbed his shoulder. “I’m Ed Falco, Sergeant Muldoon. New York Central welcomes you aboard.
W e’re m aking special accommodations for you that will ensure your trip is comfortable.”
“T h a t’s all right Mr. Falco. I’m sure once I get on board, I’ll be fine.”
“No trouble at all, son. We extend accommodations for our special guests.”
“Special? I’m just a guy going hom e.”
“No sir, you are not just a guy. You hold the Medal of Honor. It is New York C entral’s policy to
transport decorated heroes as our honored guests.”
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“T hat’s some policy.”
He offered Nick a broad smile. “We pride ourselves on it. Charles Lindbergh and Amelia Earhart
used us after their historic flights. We have special arrangements for any movie star you can name, and
every president for the past eighty years has used us to cross the country. Medal of Honor recipients are
considered special guests. We d on’t get to see many of you. We provided Audie M urphy with his own
coach during his celebrity tour.”
As the most decorated soldier in World War II, Audie deserved his acclaim. Book deals and
movies, he had turned his celebrity into a career. Nick didn’t want that for himself, but still, he had to
admit he was a little disappointed. “You say he had a celebrity tour?”
“Oh yes, fifty cities in four months. Awfully nice fellow as well.”
“I’m sure he is.” Nick looked around him. He had only Falco and the porter. “Looks like my tour
is still being arranged.”
“I suppose so,” Falco chuckled. He signaled a porter, who came around with a large wheelchair.
Nick shook his head. “If it is all the same to you, Mr. Falco, I’ll walk.”
Falco and the porter patiently walked with Nick through the station and down to the loading
platforms. The station turned out to be massive. By the time they arrived at his train, he regretted not
accepting the wheelchair. Legs and back aching, he was grateful when they stopped at the first car on the
platform. It was a heavy-looking thing with large windows that were draped with velvet.
A tall, thin man stepped out from the car, down the steps, and came to attention on the platform.
He wore black pants and vest under a maroon blazer with large shiny brass buttons. The New York
Central Railroad crest was em broidered on the blazer’s breast. “All is in order, Mr. Falco.”
“Sergeant, this is Randal. He will help get you settled in our first-class coach, and ride with you
to Mackinaw City.”
Randal made a short bow.
“I’m a bit overwhelmed by this. First class?”
Falco smiled. “It’s not a ticker-tape parade, but you’ll enjoy it, my boy.”
“Thank you, Mr. Falco. I’m sure I will.”
Nick struggled to get up the Pullm an’s steep steps. Randal climbed up to the car’s platform and
reaching down, put his hand under N ick’s arm. This provided Nick with leverage to climb. The last car on
the train, it was a smart-looking coach. The door was part of a rounded glass observation area that
spanned the entire rear of the train. Stepping through the door, Nick discovered it was paneled with
carved mahogany and trimmed in art deco design. Nothing like the train he rode on coming down from
Mackinaw City, it was plush and comfortable. This was going to be an excellent trip home.
Randal helped him over to an arrangement of overstuffed seats. They were placed around a low
circular table with a vase of fresh cut flowers in the center. Nick watched as a bartender in a short-cut
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white jacket busily arranged his liquor stock behind a lavish half-circle bar. Arrangements of tables and
chairs sparsely furnished the rest of the car. Fruit bowls were placed here and there, as were newspapers
and magazines.
“Ah, how the better half lives,” Nick said to Randal.
“Welcome aboard, Sergeant Muldoon. May I get you something to drink?”
No one had offered him a drink since he left for Korea. There was no drinking on station and
certainly no drinking while he was in the hospital. He had to take a moment to remember what he
preferred. “Gin and tonic sounds about right.”
“Very good, Sergeant.”
“Randal, please don’t call me Sergeant.”
“Very good, sir.”
“Randal, no ‘sir’ either.”
“Very g o o d ...”
“Nick,” he interrupted. “Call me Nick, Randal.”
“Very good.. .Nick.”
Randal went up to the bartender and softly spoke with him. Nick settled into his seat. His seating
arrangement was under a glass ceiling and large windows that wrapped around the end of the car. Nick
had a one-hundred and eighty degree view out the rear of the train. He looked forward to the view as they
passed through M ichigan’s north country.
Randal returned with a drink and placed it on a coaster before Nick. He sipped at it. It was
strong. A shudder passed through him as the alcohol settled on his lips and tongue. That was good.
A conductor walked the platform outside yelling, “All aboard!”
Nick was relaxed and the aches in his legs and back softened. The train gently jerked and then
began to move and he enjoyed an odd blurred sensation of watching the world outside stir into motion.
The platform slowly slid past and fell away. Light entered the coach and made it seem more cheery. The
thumping of the tracks beneath them started slowly but quickly increased in tempo. He loved that sound. It
went well with alcohol.
Taking in the coach’s luxury, he sat there in disbelief. He closed his eyes and laid his head back
against the chair. This was real. He was a first-class traveler with his ass sunk into a soft leather chair and
holding a strong drink. How could a dank gunner’s nest now seem so unreal? How could images of his
platoon’s evisceration become a most unlikely dream?
He touched the smooth leather upholstery. It was a delicate feeling under his fingers, and then he
remembered the feel of wet, gritty burlap. The sweet aroma of the flowers on the table subtly transformed
into the earthy odor of blood mixed with mud. The oppressive sound of mortar and artillery explosions
moved forward and he could no longer hear the sounds of the train. Fear took him. He could feel heat

71
radiating from his Deuce. A Chinese soldier walked through the nest’s opening with a knife sticking in
his chest. Nick wanted to run, but he had no legs. He struggled to pull away from the Chinese soldier, but
he advanced pulling the knife from his own chest and aiming it at Nick. He could do nothing but scream.
“Nick, Nick wake up!”
Nick opened his eyes. Randal was crouched next to him and the bartender stood behind him
looking worried. He was sitting in luxury, waiting to be taken home a hero. He had wanted adventure
when he left St. Ignace. Maybe he should have wished for something more practical. “I’ll be all right,
Randal. It’s been an eventful morning.”
He let the rest of the drink pour down his throat. As soon as he placed the empty glass on the
table, Randal was there with a fresh drink. He knew he would be drunk before they reached the
Pennsylvania border.
“Have you had anything to eat?”
“No, Randal, I haven’t.”
“Maybe a bit of lunch is in order.”
“Yes, th at’s a good idea.”
Randal left him and spoke to the bartender. They both looked at him and then Randal moved
through the coach and left through the forward door.
Two couples dressed in expensive clothing entered, talking about their trip to W ashington. A
lady with a fur stole and white gloves chattered about how things were looking worn down. “It’s
disgraceful. Why do we pay taxes? All that white marble needs a good scrubbing, if you ask m e!” Nick
had developed a headache and her voice seemed shrill and loud. He needed his medication. He pulled a
tablet bottle from his jacket’s inside pocket. Opening it, he shook out a white one and a yellow one. He
was going to take them but realized he would be washing them down with gin. Probably not sm art. It
would have to be the booze or the medication. He considered the long ride ahead and put the tablets back
in the bottle and waved to the bartender. “I’m going to need a double.”
***
Nick sat watching Washington, D.C., fade away behind them. He had finished a toasted
sandwich. The couples had stayed to the front of the coach. They were playing a card game. He could hear
their voices laughing and talking and he suddenly felt alone. For the first time in a long time, there wras
no one there with a schedule of sessions. He was on his ride home and had no other place to be. He needed
a drinking buddy.
Randal was standing nearly at attention against the wall by the bar.
“Randal, I see you standing there. You can ’t hide from this sniper’s eye. May I have a word?”
Randal stepped over. He looked worried, as though he had overlooked some detail of Nick’s needs. “Do
your duties allow you to sit with me?”
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Randal seemed puzzled by the question. “Well, s ir...”
“Nick!”
“W ell...N ick ...I am on duty.”
“Yes you are, but I believe Mr. Falco said you would be riding with me.”
“I am a concierge. Mr. Falco did not mean to say that I should be riding ‘w ith’

you. I am here for

your needs.”
Nick waved his hand across the coach. “Well, Randal, that’s just it! Everyone here has a drinking
buddy but me. W hat would Mr. Falco say about that?”
“I can introduce you to the couples sitting forward. They don’t seem to have a problem with
drinking.”
“Now, that’s not what I had in mind. I’m thinking you should join me.”
Randal stood for a moment considering and then turned and walked over to the bar. Hereturned
with two drinks and sat on the seat across from Nick. “I’ve never done this before.”
“That makes two of us!”
“This should be pleasant.”
He sat with perfect posture, crossing one leg over the other at the knees. One arm crossed his
chest and the other rubbed his chin and then tapped his earlobe. Nick could see he was avoiding his eyes.
He sipped his drink and looked out of the windows. He was uncomfortable sitting there with Nick.
His new drinking buddy needed softening up. “How long you been working for the railroad?”
Randal placed his drink on the table. “For a few years. Thought I’d give it a try after I left
college.”
“College, and you work as a servant?”
“Concierge. Thought I would take a few years to travel.”
“Sounds like a plan I had once. M ine landed me in the Army in time for Korea.”
They sat silent for a few moments. Randal again tapped his earlobe. Nick felt Randal was trying
to get the courage to ask him about his experience. He did not think that he would want to talk with
anyone about his life, but it was time. Randal looked as though he would ask a question, then pull back
and looked at the passing scenery.
“Randal?”
“Yes, Nick.”
“Do you want to know what happened to me?”
Randal shifted forward in his chair and looked at Nick, and then dropped his eyes and shook his
head. “I wouldn’t presume to be so rude.”
“And yet there you are, my drinking buddy and all. Tell you what. Let’s start by having you look
me in the eye.”
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Randal looked up, took a deep breath and turned towards Nick.
“Good. Now I want you to look at my face. It is scarred. Don’t be afraid to take a good look at
me. If you need to, have another sip of your drink, and then ask your questions.”
Randal sat there silently looking at him. His eyes moved around Nick’s face. He took a sip of his
drink. His posture slackened a bit, and he uncrossed his legs. “I hope you don’t mind me asking...Nick,
about your Medal of Honor. Mr. Falco said it was for bravery and that it came directly from the
President.”
Nick looked down at the medallion on his chest. He expected Randal’s first question to be about
his face. Does it hurt? Can I touch it? But folks seemed focused on heroes. They didn’t concern
themselves with the details of how things happened, only that they did and the hero was there to set
everything right. “Hard to miss in a crowd, isn’t it?” He pulled the ribbon over his head and handed it to
Randal.
He closely examined the medallion. “You get that limp earning this?”
Nick smiled. “No, I got the limp by standing too close to ammunition when it exploded. There
was no courage involved.”
Randal furrowed his brow.
Nick emptied his glass. He was going to need a couple of more drinks to get past this
conversation. “I’ll tell you what I ’ve learned about devotion to duty if you get me another one of these.”
Randal picked up his glass and went over to the bar. He put the next round on the table and sat.
“You were saying, Nick?”
“About devotion to duty? Yes, well, it shouldn’t be rewarded because it is never intended.” He
swallowed down the drink. “It is more about twist of fate and consequence. In my case, too dumb to know
better, I kept shooting until I was blown up. That was fate. I was the last man alive when they found me,
so they decided I was a hero. T hat was consequence.”
“Sounds to me like you earned it.”
“Citation said that I disregarded my own safety in the face of an overwhelming enemy advance,
providing critical time for hundreds of American troops to safely withdraw. W hat the citation doesn’t say
is the simple truth. I was too dum b to run. But being blown up is only the physical part. The worst part is
w hat’s in the mind.”
“W e’re not talking about the hero part anymore, are we?”
“Randal, do you know what a fifty-caliber bullet looks like?”
“No, is it large?”
“Oh yes. At its base, it’s almost as big around as a quarter. It’s longer than your middle finger,
and it comes out of a machinegun fast and hard. More than five hundred rounds a minute.”
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Randal held up his middle finger and looked at it, then realized what he was doing. “Goodness. I
beg your pardon.”
Nicked waved him off. “My job was to fire those bullets at men.
“I assume they were the enemy.”
“Yes they were, but they also were men. I don’t remember being blown up in my dreams, but I do
see the faces of those men I chopped to pieces. I killed hundreds. They don’t talk about that on my
citation.”
The bartender brought peanuts and they ate them while watching the countryside glide past. “I
have a hard time sleeping. You saw that earlier.” The rhythmic thumping of the tracks sporadically
dissolved into chaos as they crossed rail switches. Occasionally he heard a clanging bell coming toward
them, and they would cross a road with waiting cars. He liked the idea that he was the last guy in the last
car of a long train, and the world outside was waiting for him , waiting for the hero man on his way home.
Randal finished his second drink and let go of his posture. He slumped in his seat and chewed the
peanuts with his mouth open. Nick wanted another drink but didn’t want Randal falling back into his
concierge manners. He gestured to the bartender for another round.
Randal held the medal up again. “I can’t imagine that I’ll ever have another chance to hold such
a thing.”
Nick was amazed at how awe-inspiring his medal was. He had never felt that way about the
medal. “Randal, is it truly that important for people to have and to hold heroes, regardless of the facts?”
The bartender set the drinks on the table. Randal held the medal up for him to see. He wiped his
hands on his apron and took it. Randal looked at Nick. “You seem to find your heroism hard to accept.
Look, regardless of your intentions, you got this for your actions. Maybe you didn’t intend to be heroic,
but you were.”
“I just don’t feel like a hero.”
“Maybe it’s in the nature of a hero not to understand his own greatness. W hat’s important is that
you survived.”
“I didn’t survive. Look at me! I’m a fucking crispy critter with a blue ribbon around my neck.
Randal’s eyebrows rose. “But you’re here, living and breathing and having drinks with me. Have
you considered that maybe you're suffering from surviving?”
Nick’s m ind swirled. He was finding it hard to form his words. “Ah, now that s the truth. It took
me only moments to become a hero, but I’ll be surviving the effects of it for the rest of my life. Do you
know I’ve got no toes?”
“You blew off your toes?” Randal said with a bit of a slur.
“No, I got blown up. My toes got burned off when my boots caught fire. Damn boot polish.”
“That’s what happened to the side of your face?”
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“Yes. I was wearing a flack jacket, so the skin on my chest and back were protected. My jaw and
neck and my arms and legs needed skin grafts. I’m not a pretty sight under these clothes.”
“T h at’s why you limp?”
“Not entirely. Damn hard to walk without toes, but I have a crooked back. The blast snapped it
like a dry piece of wood. They didn’t think I would walk again.” He suppressed a yawn. He couldn’t focus
his eyes.
“Nick, you should write your story.”
“Me? W hat’s there to tell?”
“It is an uncommon tale, but it is also a true tale. A book about your experience would bring you
fame and fortune. Look at Audie Murphy.”
“Ha, he w asn’t left burned up on the side of a hill. His good looks made him a star. I’d trade it all
for a good set of toes!” He suppressed a yawn with his hand. “Nobody wants to hear the truth. It would
only get in the way of heroism.”
He laid his head back on the chair’s high back and closed his eyes. The coach gently rocked back
and forth as its wheels thumped the rails. In a short while he felt a blanket being pulled over him and
Randal said, “You are a brave one, Sergeant Muldoon. This world needs more like you.”
He wanted to say that bravery is only in the eye of the beholder, but he couldn’t m anage it. He
hoped that the alcohol would keep him from dreaming.
* * *
The train arrived in Mackinaw City just before midnight. Stiff and tired, Nick was travel weary.
He walked the couple of blocks to Huron Avenue looking for the Straits Inn. His pa always used the inn
when he missed the last ferry to St. Ignace.
He expected that the town would be dark and quiet, but it wasn’t. The shops and restaurants were
closed, but the bars were open and filled with ruckus. People were in the street drunk, staggering alone or
laughing with someone, or fighting with someone. He almost tripped over two men sleeping in a doorway
with their legs sticking out onto the sidewalk.
Nick found the inn and recognized the in n ’s owner, Mike Carrier. He was a tall, heavy man with
dark hair and a large mustache. He stood behind the lobby counter yelling at a drunk. “I don’t care if you
pay three months in advance. Nobody lights a bed on fire, puts it out by pissing on it and then blames it on
a bear attack! You, sir, are out of here.”
“W here am I gonna go?”
“I don’t care where you go. Chances are you’ll wake up in the morning not knowing where you
are anyhow.”
“I...I...d isag ree. I always wake up right where I am! You can’t do this. I have rights.”

76
“You have the right to leave here before I bust your head." Mike pulled a large baseball bat out
from behind the counter and slammed it down.
The drunk reached into his coat pocket like he was going for a gun. Nick swung one of his canes.
He struck the m an’s pocket. There was the sound of glass breaking, and the man pulled his hand up in
pain. His coat below the pocket grew dark and wet. “Ah, shit. You went and ruined my bottle.’ He
staggered a bit then smiled. “Lucky for me I have a backup plan.’’ He reached into his other pocket and
pulled out a small bottle of whiskey. He took a swig and turned to Mike. “You charge too m uch for this
hole anyhow.’’ He staggered past Nick to the door. “And you’ve got bear problems!’’ he shouted as he
went out.
Mike looked at Nick. “You’re pretty fast with that cane there. Can I help you?’’
“Just looking for a friendly face and warm bed.”
At first there was no recognition in his eyes, but then he smiled. “I’ll be dam ned,’ he said.
“Nicky boy! Your old man said you’d appear here some day or other.” He came around the counter and
grabbed him by the shoulders. “Holy shit, the last time I saw you was when you were on your way out to
see the world. Joining the army was the plan.” He looked him up and down. “Ah, hell, you don’t look
nearly as beat up as they told me.”
“I’ve had worse days.’’
“H aven’t we all! Hey, you must be tired. Let me get you set up with a room.”
“Looks like you’re doing well. I’ve never seen Mackinaw City this awake this late at night.”
Mike threw his arms up. “It’s the boomers! Iron workers have been camping out here and in St.
Ignace for two years. They work all day and then drink and gamble all night. I don’t know when they
sleep. They are a handful, but they pay well. You got bags?”
“I put it in a locker at the train station.”
“Give me the key. I’ll send someone over for it.”
Nick looked out the lobby window. Lights hung high in the dark sky out over the water. St.
Ignace was lit up across the way. Mike came up alongside him. “It’s big. You can ’t see anything of it now.
In the m orning you’ll be amazed.”
Nick w asn’t sure he liked the idea of the bridge. “Nothing will be the same once it’s done. ’
“Ha! N othin’ has been the same since they started it. There’s a whore house just down the street,
for Christ sakes. For five bucks, Lil will treat you to a bath, sex and a barbeque dinner. They pack pork
ribs up here by the truckload. Some of her girls are from St. Ignace. You go over there, you m ight know
someone.”
“I’ve been traveling for two days. I want a shower and some shuteye.”
“Y ou’ll need to be over to the ferry by eight. I’ll have Marge bring you breakfast around about
six-thirty.”
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“Thanks, Mike. It sure is good to see you.”
“From what I hear, you’re lucky to be seeing anybody.”
“T hat’s true.”
“Well, I can tell you that everyone on the other side’s been looking for you. They call here every
day wondering if you’ve come through.”
Upstairs in his room, Nick turned on the shower. He hung his uniform behind the door so the
steam would straighten it out. He watched him self in the mirror as he removed his clothes. His scars were
ugly. His flak jacket had saved his chest and back from burning, but they were scarred from where the
doctors took skin grafts to save his limbs. His arms and legs were covered in solid dark and blotchy scar
tissue. The surface of his scars sagged in some areas and stretched too tight in others. It was like wearing
clothes that weren’t cut right. The sharp difference in color and texture of his scars from his white smooth
chest reminded him of a farm er’s tan.
He had a little more than three-quarters of his feet. He had lost the balls, which made walking
difficult. “These are the remains of Nicholas Muldoon,” he said to himself. “They were going to send
them home in a box until they realized this mess was still breathing.”
This was what he d id n ’t want his family to see. This was w hat he didn’t want Frankie to see.
After three years, he was taking yellow pills to stop the pain, and white pills to stop killing gooks in his
sleep. He could not expect anyone to embrace him in this condition. Sandy said to let them help him find
himself. What if there was nothing left worth finding?
When he came out of the shower, he stretched out on the bed. This was the last leg of his journey
home. It was also the most crucial. He was not ready to see a lot of folks. He needed time to step back into
what once was his life and see if he could find his place again.
The best thing to do was to make it simple for everyone. He would simply slip into town and go
to the saloon to find his father. There would be a taxi at the ferry landing. He had changed enough that
most people wouldn’t recognize him. He was sure a talk with his father would tell him everything he
needed to know. If his father could still see some of the old Nicky in him , than maybe there was a chance
that one day he too would see him self again.
His father would be his anchor. F rom there he’d take it one day and one person at a time. He
didn’t want to pressure anyone into accepting him. For now, the only thing he knew was that he would
spend a lot of time in front of the saloon’s fireplace, watching the coals glow and waiting for something to
untangle his soul.
***
Nick sat at a starboard window in the upper passenger gallery. The Vacationland, a large
automobile ferry, pulled away from the dock and headed north across the straits. The water that separated
Lake Huron from Lake M ichigan was choppy. White-capped spikes gave their spray to the wind running
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low across the lake. Carrying a full load of cars and trucks, the ferry sat heavy in the water and barely
listed.
The last tim e h e’d come across, this had been open water. Nothing to see but the opposite shore
and Mackinaw Island to the east. Now, in the middle of the straits, stood two tall steel superstructures.
Spanning them were cables with lines hanging down to large scaffolding. Like spiders building a web,
men worked in the rigging hundreds of feet in the air. Once completed, the bridge would forever change
the landscape and the future of St. Ignace. He hoped he could be part of that future.
Nick did not move from the window during the trip. Half afraid someone would recognize him,
he did not look around. No one approached him as the ferry pushed its way across the straits. As they
neared the other side, Nick could see the familiar buildings at the landing and became lightheaded with
anticipation. People around him were moving forward to watch the crew dock the ferry. As they drew near
enough to recognize people on shore, they started yelling greetings to those they knew. Nick kept his head
down and turned to the window.
The engines slowed and then reversed. He felt the bow connect with the landing. Crewmen
shouted. He could see the lines as they were thrown to the dock. Secured, the ferry settled. Passengers
grabbed bags, packages and small children and exited down the stairwells to the lower decks. Car doors
were opening and closing as people prepared to unload.
Nick did not move until the upper gallery was empty. He went outside to the upper bow deck and
stood in the shadow of a large stanchion. One story down, a crowd of thirty or forty people stood on the
dock searching and pointing at the ferry. From this height he could see the shore streets of St. Ignace.
Except for some fresh paint on a couple of buildings, it looked unchanged. For the first time in a long
time, he felt a sense of security. This was what Sandy meant. Getting back to the familiar was the best
place to start. He had no idea that he would recognize this even before getting ashore. Maybe there was
hope.
The bow of the ferry opened and cars slowly moved to shore. A gangplank was hoisted into
position, and pedestrian passengers walked off. He would stay onboard until the dock cleared and then he
would get off and find a taxi.
Looking back down at the crowd on the dock, he thought he recognized some faces. They were
people he knew from the saloon. St. Ignace was small, and you were always running into people you
knew. These were the people he needed to avoid if he were going to successfully slip into town.
Someone yelled, “The banner, put up the banner!” A twenty-foot white cloth banner went up on
poles behind the crowd. Large blue letters made up the words Welcome Home Nicky.
He looked closer at the people in the crowd. He knew every one of them. God no, he wasn’t ready
for this. He stepped behind the stanchion. Maybe he could just hide there and ride the ferry back to
Mackinaw City. He could ask his father to come and meet him there.
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He looked around the stanchion and saw Frankie. She had cut her hair. Even at this distance he
could see her eyes searching the people coming off the ferry. She looked worried. By now she was
realizing that he was not in the crowd lined up and getting off. She stood between his father and Jake and
held their arms. His father’s hair had gone completely grey and he had put on some weight. Jake had not
changed at all, except for a full beard hanging down to his chest. Everyone stood shading their eyes from
the sun. They looked like they were saluting, but they w eren’t. They all were searching for him.
If he revealed him self now, there would be no turning back. They would immediately see he was
damaged; their love for him would change to pity. Soon, discomfort would set in because they would want
to know about everything, but be afraid to ask. They would try to find in him the Nick they cared for, and
hope that from somewhere in the mess standing before them, he would reemerge.
“Love heals all things,” Sandy once told him. “They will adjust to the new you, but it will take
time.”
“I don’t want them to have to adjust. I want to give them the Nick they knew.”
She’d sat next to him and taken his bandaged hand. “Look into yourself, Nick. You witnessed
death and destruction that few have lived through. Trying to be the same for them will backfire. It will eat
at you until the real you finally comes to the surface.”
“I d on’t know who the real me is.”
“T hat is part of what your family will do for you. They will help you find who you are now. Don t
deny them, embrace them .”
Nick focused on Frankie. Seeing her now, he understood the risk. He didn’t think he could take
her rejection. He looked into himself to find the strength to move forward.
“Courage isn’t about what you do, it is about what you are,” Sandy had said.
In that moment, he knew he could do this, and somehow all things would turn out right.
Taking a deep breath, he stepped out from behind the stanchion. No one immediately saw him, so
he put his fingers to his lips and let out a loud, long, shrill whistle. Everyone on the dock stopped and
looked his way. Frankie was the first to see him.
“Nicky!” she yelled. She jumped in place, shook his father’s shoulder, and pointed. Everyone
looked up at him and fell silent. They were trying to recognize him.
The situation was ironic. All of these people were welcoming him home, and they didn’t
recognize him. If that’s where it had to start, then so be it. He gave them his biggest smile and raised his
canes. “W ell hell, lads! If I ’d known there was to be a party, I’d a come home long ago!”
The air filled with cheers and whistling and the banner bounced about in the air. He looked at his
father, who placed his finger on the side of his nose and winked. Frankie waved with both of her arms.
She blew him a kiss.
There was nothing between him and home but space.

