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To Walter & Gwendolyn





“Here they were, mere children, out

in the field, slaving! And all girls, too.

Then and there I felt a lump in my

throat, and realized who it was that

really paid for war.”

—War Journal, June 26, 1945
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Introduction

In the spring of 1945, as the Pacific war reached its bloodiest

climax, a nineteen-year-old sailor from the American Pacific

Coast kept a journal aboard a Navy destroyer. He had no

pretensions of being a writer. His words were not meant for

publication, nor to endure beyond the war. They were scribbled

in pencil between general quarters, during stolen hours after

watches, or on nights when exhaustion finally loosened his grip

enough to let honesty spill onto paper.

What those pages captured was not strategy or sweeping his-

torical movements, but the view from a single pair of eyes —

the bewilderment of a teenager thrown into the firestorm of

Okinawa, the monotony of endless picket duty, the terror of

kamikaze raids, and thefleetinghumanity glimpsed inmoments

ashore.

The journey you are about to encounter is both ordinary and

extraordinary. Ordinary, because it records what thousands

of young sailors experienced: heat, boredom, fear, humor,

hunger, comradeship. Extraordinary, because it survived, intact,

through decades of silence, waiting for its voice to be heard

again.

At Kerama Retto, Walter — like many others — confronted
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truths hehadnot beenprepared for. Hewrote of cavesfilledwith

bones, of shrines toppled by shellfire, and of young Japanese

girls bent under the sun in fields, their laughter still startling

and bright despite the wreckage around them. His words reveal

a dawning awareness: that war’s true burden often fell not only

on the combatants but on the innocent, the powerless, and the

young.

This novel does not seek to improve upon his words. Nothing

could. Instead, it takes the journal as a compass, a map of

lived memory, and expands it into story. Dialogue, scenes,

and inner monologues are drawn from the spaces between his

entries— the gaps where imagination can illuminate what duty,

censorship, or youth left unsaid.

The characters you will meet, the conversations you will over-

hear, the landscapes you will walk through: all are grounded

in the texture of Walter’s journal. But they are also shaped by

the novelist’s craft, weaving together fact and fiction to create a

narrative that honors the truth of one sailor’s war while inviting

readers into its immediacy.

Why tell it this way? Because diaries are fragments, and history

can sometimes flatten human experience into mere dates and

outcomes. A novel allows us to step back inside the noise, the

smells, the silences, the unspoken fears. It lets us hear laughter

against the backdrop of gunfire, or feel the sand under boots

that have known only steel.

Walter was twenty years old when he wrote of his birthday in

Kerama Retto, celebrating with a slice of cake in the shadow
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INTRODUCTION

of kamikaze raids. He was still nineteen when he first went

ashore after a hundred days at sea and saw what the war had

done to enemy civilians. He was younger than many of the girls

he watched laboring in the fields. And yet, on those pages, you

can already hear the weight of years, of someone aged by fire

and salt and loss.

This book is for him— and for all the others like him, whose

stories rarely made it into history books but whose voices echo

in diaries, letters, and fading photographs.

Read this novel not as fiction alone, and not as memoir alone,

but as a bridge between the two. A bridge built out of Walter’s

words, out of one young man’s war journal, carrying us back

across the decades to stand on the beach at Kerama Retto, to

climb the ridge, to hear the laughter of children in the fields,

and to feel, if only for a moment, what it was to be nineteen in

the last great battle of the Pacific.
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Ship and Sailor

The harbor smelled of tar, salt, and the faint metallic bite

of freshly cut steel. It was late September 1944, and San

Pedro bustled with the nervous pride of a nation at war. At

the Bethlehem Steel Shipyard, sparks showered fromwelders’

torches, cranes groaned as they swung heavy loads, andworkers

in coveralls shouted over the din. A dull haze hung above the

harbor, a mixture of smoke and sea mist, and ships in various

stages of completion lined the docks like steel giants waiting for

breath. But in the middle of all that industry, one brand-new

destroyer-minelayer gleamed like a prize stallion. Her bow cut

sharp against the sunlight, the number 33 painted clean and

white, her decks scrubbed, her rails gleaming as if she were

dressed for parade.

Walter Patterson stood on her deck in dresswhites, cap perfectly

squared, back stiff with pride and nerves. Nineteen years old—

barely out of high school and now standing atop nearly two

thousand tons of warship—he felt taller than he ever had before.

The ship was no longer just blueprints or dockyard gossip. She
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was alive, trembling with the pulse of engines tested and guns

polished for inspection. She was a promise and a threat, all in

one lean, gray frame.

USS Gwin

Downon the pier, his parents craned their necks, searching until

they spotted him. His mother clutched a handkerchief in one

glovedhand, the otherwaving shyly. His father stoodmore rigid,

jaw set, hands shoved deep into his coat pockets, squinting up

against the California glare. Beside them, his younger sister

Alice bounced on her toes, waving frantically and calling his

name until her voice cracked. Families lined the pier, dozens

of them, holding small American flags, throwing kisses, even

lifting younger siblings onto shoulders for a better view. The

mood was both celebratory and heavy, joy and fear mingling in
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equal measure.

“Doesn’t seem big enough to carry you all the way to Japan,” his

father finally called out, voice carrying over the water.

“She’ll do more than carry us,” Walter called back, grinning

broadly. “She’ll fight!”

That brought a ripple of laughter from the sailors beside him.

Pride burned in Walter’s chest. He wanted his father to see him

as more than a boy. He wanted his mother to know he wasn’t

just another son lost in the churn of war.

The commissioning ceremony unfolded with precision. Flags

snapped in the breeze, officers in crisp uniforms read orders

in voices that rang with authority. A Navy band struck up

“Anchors Aweigh,” and the sound reverberated off warehouses

and cranes. Sailors saluted as the USS Gwin (DM-33) was

officially commissioned into the United States Navy. Walter

stood at attention, heart hammering, though his mind raced

ahead to far-off islands with names he could barely pronounce.

Okinawa. Saipan. Iwo Jima. Places that only months ago were

dots in a newspaper, now the destinations of his future.

Afterward, he was allowed to show his family aboard. He led

them along narrow steel passages that already smelled of oil

and paint, up ladders where hismother hesitated in her sensible

shoes, and into the compartments that would be his home. His

bunk looked small and hard to him now, under his mother’s

watchful eyes. His father ran a hand along a bulkhead, knocking

once with his knuckles.
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“Thin,” he muttered. “Hope she holds together if the Japs come

for you.”

“She’ll hold,” Walter said quickly. “Beth Steel knows what

they’re doing.” He said it with conviction he didn’t fully feel,

but pride made him believe it in the moment. Alice giggled at

how cramped the passageways were, asking if he’d even be able

to stand upright in his bunk. Walter tousled her hair and told

her not to worry—“a sailor can sleep anywhere, even on a coil

of rope.”

Around them, other families moved through the ship, mothers

exclaiming at the cramped spaces, fathers testing the sturdiness

of railings, younger siblings staring wide-eyed at the polished

brass and massive guns. A few sailors beamed with pride

as they explained the ship’s features, while others shuffled

uncomfortably, not sure how to bridge the gap between war

and home.

Before they left, his mother touched his sleeve, smoothing it as

though he were still a boy being sent to school. Her eyes were

damp. “Take care of yourself, Wally,” she whispered.

He swallowed. “I’ll take care of others,” he replied, half a joke,

half a promise. He was a corpsman now, a Pharmacist’s Mate

Third Class. He had trained to stitchwounds, hand outmedicine,

inject morphine into shattered limbs. That was his calling:

not to kill, but to keep alive. His mother nodded, though her

lips trembled, and his father clapped him once on the shoulder

before turning away, his eyes shining despite the hard set of his

jaw.

7



KAMIKAZE STORM

When they were gone, the ship felt emptier, the harbor louder.

Walter leaned on the rail, watching gulls wheel over the water.

Beneathhim, theGwin shivered faintly as if impatient to begone.

He could feel her energy like a dog straining at the leash, eager

for the open Pacific. For the first time, he realized he was just

as eager. The world was changing, and he was about to change

with it.

The weeks that followed stripped away the newness of the

commissioning and replaced it with the grinding reality of

preparation. The crew drilled constantly—fire drills, gunnery

practice, medical emergencies staged with sailors groaning

and clutching fake wounds. Walter carried stretchers through

narrow passageways, learning how to pivot without banging

patients’ heads on steel corners. He memorized the contents of

his kit: sulfa powder, morphine syrettes, bandages, plasma bot-

tles. At night, he wrote letters home and joked with shipmates,

though he never admitted the nervous twist in his gut whenever

the General Quarters alarm shrieked, even during practice.
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Marcus, Patterson, Braafhart, Stanton

He got to know the men he would live beside. Stanton, quick

with a joke. Marcus, quiet but dependable. Braafhart, who could

draw cartoons on scraps of paper that made the whole sickbay

laugh. They were boys like him, thrown together on steel decks

and told to be ready for anything. In the evenings, they sprawled

in the mess, swapping stories about girls back home, favorite

baseball teams, or the foods theymissedmost. The camaraderie

was comforting, a fragile shield against the knowledge of where

they were headed.

His first real duty in sickbay came when a machinist’s mate

burned his hand on a steam pipe. Walter cleaned the blister,

dressed it carefully, and offered aspirin. The sailor hissed

through his teeth but grinned. “Guess you’ll do, Doc.” The

nickname stuck. Walter felt ten feet tall. He had treated his first

patient, and though it was nothing compared to what lay ahead,

it was a start.
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Their shakedown cruise along the California coast was meant to

test both ship andmen. The sea was rough at times, rolling the

destroyer-minelayer so hard that trays clattered in the galley

andgreen recruits leanedmiserablyover the rail. Walter, blessed

with a sturdy stomach, clapped them on the back and handed

out saltines, trying not to laugh. “Better get used to it, boys,”

he teased. “The Pacific won’t rock you any softer.”

But the sea had sharper lessons in store. One gray morning,

while maneuvering near the heavy cruiser San Francisco, disas-

ter struck.

Walter was belowdecks when the impact came—a scream of

tearing steel, the whole ship shuddering as though a giant

fist had struck her. He was thrown against a bulkhead, the

breath knocked from his lungs. Shouts echoed through the

passageways: “Collision! Collision on the starboard bow!”

He scrambled topside, heart hammering. There, he saw the

cruiser looming too close, its massive hull having carved a

ragged gash into the Gwin’s side. Sparks rained as metal tore.

For a moment, Walter thought the ship might crumple under

the weight. But then the two vessels drifted apart, the cruiser

unscathed, the Gwin bleeding steel and pride.

“Hell of a way to start a war,” Stanton muttered beside him,

arms folded, eyes wide.

“Better to take our lumps here than out there,” Walter offered,

repeating it like a prayer.
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Repairs followed. Welders sealed the wound, paint crews

covered the scar, and the Gwin limped back into harbor looking

older than her months. But Walter carried the memory of that

metallic scream in his ears, a reminder that ships, like men,

could be broken in an instant.

December brought a reprieve. Four days’ leave meant he could

go home for Christmas. He wore his uniform proudly through

the streets, the white cap earning nods from strangers and

glances from girls. Downtown Los Angeles was strung with

wartime decorations—garlandswovenwith red, white, and blue

bunting, shop windows painted with “Buy War Bonds” slogans,

Santa Claus sharing space with posters of Uncle Sam. Trolley

bells clanged, children clutched candy canes, and sailors on

leave hurried past in clusters, uniforms crisp against the winter

air.

At home, hismother served a feast, his father poured hima glass

of beer, and for a moment the war seemed impossibly far away.

The tree glittered with tinsel, carols played on the radio, and

Alice pestered him for stories about the ship until he laughed

and promised to tell her everything when he came back. His

father asked blunt questions about the drills, about the ship’s

guns, about whether Walter felt ready. His mother hovered,

straightening his collar even as he sat at the table.

Dinner stretched long, heavy with both joy and the unspoken

awareness that it might be their last holiday together. Walter

tried to memorize everything—the smell of roast ham, the

warmth of the fireplace, the sound of his family’s laughter. He

wanted to carry it with him across the Pacific, something to hold
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onto when the sea turned black and the sky rained fire.

Yet he felt restless, like a tethered horse smelling the trail. Even

as he sat by the tree with his family, laughter and carols in the

air, he thought of the oceanwaiting. Hewanted to prove himself.

To see if he had the courage his uniform implied.

“You’re anxious to leave again,” Alice accused over dessert, her

eyes narrowing as if she could see the truth in him.

He smiled sheepishly. “I just want to get started. I want to see

what I’mmade of.”

He did not say that sometimes, lying awake in his bunk aboard

the Gwin, he had imagined bullets striking the deck, men crying

out, blood slick beneath his hands. He did not admit that he both

dreaded and craved the moment his skills would be tested.

On December 28th, 1944, with Christmas memories fading and

the Pacific horizon stretching wide, the Gwin finally slipped

from San Pedro Harbor. She sailed in company with the de-

stroyer Borie and the old battleship Nevada, their bows cutting

steadily through the gray-green swells. Sailors lined the rails,

waving toward shore until the land dwindled into haze.

That first night at sea, Walter found himself in the mess hall

with Stanton,Marcus, and Braafhart. The tables rattled with the

humof the engines, tin cups clinking asmenpassed coffee down

the line. Someone had strung a deck of cards with twine to keep

them from sliding, and a poker game was already underway.

The talk was loud, easy, but beneath the laughter ran a nervous
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current that no one wanted to name.

“Think we’ll see action quick?” Marcus asked, voice low, eyes

darting as though afraid the question itself might summon

danger.

“Quick enough,” Stanton said, chewing on a crust of bread.

“War’s out there waiting, same as a shark waits beneath the

waves.”

Walter stirred his coffee, staring into the dark liquid. He thought

of his parents standing on the pier, of Alice waving until her
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armmust have ached. He thought of the Christmas tree, of the

warmth of the house he had just left behind. Then he looked

up at the steel walls, heard the drone of engines pushing them

further from home, and he knew there was no turning back.

Later, on deck, the night spreadwide and endless. Stars crowded

the sky, their reflections dancing on blackwater. Walter gripped

the rail, the wind cold on his face. The coastline of California

was gone now, hidden behindmiles of darkness. Ahead lay Pearl

Harbor, then farther still the islands whose names had become

promises and threats.

He breathed deep, steadying himself. For the first time, the

enormity of what he had chosen settled onto his shoulders. But

beneath the fear there was resolve, a determination forged in

youth and duty. He would prove himself worthy of the uniform

he wore, of the ship beneath his feet, of the men who would one

day depend on his hands to keep them alive.

The sea stretched forever forward. Walter squared his shoulders

and whispered once more, this time to the night itself:

“I’ll be ready.”
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Liberty and Longing

The Pacific seemed endless, a rolling expanse of water that

swallowed the horizon day after day. Time aboard the USS Gwin

blurred into a rhythm of watches, drills, andmess calls. Walter

Patterson found himself adapting to it faster than he expected.

The soundof the ship’s bellmarking the changeofwatchbecame

as natural as his own heartbeat. The clanging of metal hatches,

the bark of orders, the constant hum of the engines beneath his

feet—these things folded into the background until they felt

almost like home.

Still, everyone spoke of the same thing in hushed tones: their

first destination. Pearl Harbor.

They arrived just after sunrise.

The sky was ablaze with color—bands of gold, pink, and violet

stretched across the ridges of Oahu. The sea shimmered in

the dawn light, a mirror broken only by the steady churn of

the Gwin’s bow wave. From a distance, the island looked like
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paradise itself, palm trees swaying in the trade winds, green

mountains rising steeply behind the coastline. For a moment,

themen crowded along the rails let themselves believe theywere

sailing into a dream.

But as the ship followed the channel deeper into the harbor, the

dream darkened.

The first wreck came into view—the Utah, capsized and left to

rust where she lay. Her hull jutted at an unnatural angle, a tomb

sealed by steel. A hush fell over the deck as the sailors stared.

Then the Arizona came into sight, her shattered hulk rising from

the water like bones picked clean. Rust streaked her sides. Oil

still seeped from her belly, bubbling up in rainbow sheens that

spread across the harbor, a wound that refused to close.
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USS Utah, December 7th

Walter’s chest tightened. He had seen pictures of Pearl Harbor

in newspapers back home, but those images hadn’t carried the

smell of oil, the sight of shattered iron, the heaviness of silence.

This was no photograph. This was a graveyard.
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All along the deck, men lowered their caps. Even Stanton, who

usually had a wisecrack for every occasion, stared in silence, his

jaw tight. Marcus crossed himself quickly, lipsmoving in prayer.

Braafhart, always sketching, closed his notebook and tucked the

pencil away as if drawing here would be disrespectful.

“Looks like the sea swallowed them,”Marcus whispered.

“Not swallowed,” Walter murmured back. “Remembered.”

A boatswain’s mate beside them cleared his throat and said, “I

was here. ’41. I was on the California. We pulled men out of

the water. The oil caught fire… burned men alive.” His voice

cracked, and he fell silent.

The Gwin passed on, her wake rippling across the oil-streaked

water. Walter felt as though every ghost in the harbor was

watching.

When the ship tied up to her berth, orders barked down the deck

and the crew sprang into motion. Fuel lines snaked across the

pier. Crates of ammunition were hoisted aboard, their stenciled

markings a grim reminder of what lay ahead. The smell of diesel

and hot steel mingled with the tropical air.

Walter’s station was sickbay. He inventoried supplies with a

precision born of nerves: rows of bandages, bottles of sulfa

powder, ampoules of morphine. He checked the count twice,

then again, knowing onemissing vial couldmean a life lost later.

The ship’s doctor, Lieutenant Harris, stopped by, his sharp eyes

scanning the shelves.
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“You’ve got a steady hand, Patterson?” Harris asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“You’ll need it. Paper cuts and blisters here. Out there…” Harris

let the words hang, then clapped Walter on the shoulder and

moved on.

Walter tried to imagine what “out there” would look like. He

pictured men bleeding on steel decks, the sting of smoke in his

eyes, the feel of a beating heart under his hands. His stomach

churned, but beneath the fear lay a stubborn determination: he

would be ready.

When liberty was granted, the men surged ashore in a tide of

white uniforms.

The humid air wrapped aroundWalter like awet blanket, thicker

and heavier than California’s. The streets of Honolulu bustled

with life. Jeeps rattled by, soldiers and sailors waving from

open backs. Street vendors sold pineapples sliced fresh, skewers

of meat sizzling over charcoal. Children darted through the

crowd, laughing, their bare feet slapping the pavement. Posters

plastered on poles shouted “BuyWar Bonds!” and “Loose Lips

Sink Ships!” in bold letters.

“Where first, Doc?” Stanton asked, his grin already searching

the street for adventure.

Walter tried to hide his own excitement. “You’re the guide.”
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“Beer,” Stanton said with absolute certainty.

“Girls,” Marcus added with unusual firmness.

“Beer and girls it is,” Braafhart concluded, already sketching

caricatures of the street vendors.

They followed themusic to Hotel Street, where bars glowedwith

neon signs and laughter spilled into the night. One doorway

beckonedwith apaintedhula girl on theglass. Inside, the airwas

thick with cigarette smoke and sweat. A jukebox blared Benny

Goodman, while ukuleles strummed faintly in the background.

Sailors crowded shoulder to shoulder, shouting orders for beer.

Walter nursed his first glass, savoring the cool bitterness.

Stanton and Marcus dove straight into the fray—Stanton

already arm-in-arm with a girl in a flower-print dress,

Marcus awkwardly attempting a dance that made his partner

giggle. Braafhart sat at a corner table, sketching sailors with

exaggerated chins and the girls with saucer eyes, sliding the

cartoons across the table to roars of laughter.
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Walter lingered at the edge, watching. That was when a girl

approached.

“You don’t drink much?” she asked.

She was petite, a hibiscus tucked behind one ear, her smile both

shy and curious.

“I’m pacing myself,” Walter said.

She laughed softly. “That’s wise. Most of the boys don’t.”

Her namewas Lani. Her fatherworked at the docks; her brothers

served in the Army. She asked about California, and Walter

found himself telling her about Los Angeles—about palm trees

on boulevards, about catching waves in Santa Monica, about

sunsets that turned the ocean red.

When she asked where he was headed, he hesitated. He didn’t
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want to say Iwo Jima. Didn’t want to say Okinawa.

“West,” he said finally. “Further west.”

Her smile faded, just a fraction. She reached out and touched

his hand lightly. “Come back safe,” she said.

The night stretched on. Beer flowed. A scuffle broke out when

a Marine jostled Stanton at the bar. Words were exchanged,

fists clenched, but bouncers shoved them apart before blows

were thrown. Stantonmuttered that he could have taken three

Marines at once, but his grin gave him away. Braafhart turned

the near-brawl into a cartoon, passing it down the bar to

laughter.

By the time they spilled into the street, the lamps burned low

and the crowd had thinned. Stanton sang off-key, Marcus tried

to hush him, and Braafhart lagged behind, sketching even as he

walked. Walter said little. He had laughed, drank, even flirted—

but guilt nagged at him. Men were dying even now, out west.

What right did he have to drink beer under palm trees?

Back aboard the Gwin, he climbed topside. The harbor shim-

mered with reflected light. The wrecks were hidden in the dark,

but he felt their presence. He leaned on the rail, the night air

cool against his face.

Stanton found him there… “Don’t brood, Doc. You’ll give

yourself wrinkles.”

“I’m not brooding,” Walter said, though his tone betrayed him.
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“You’re thinking too much.” Stanton blew smoke toward the

stars. “We’ll fight when it’s time. Till then? We grab joy where

we can. That’s not weakness. That’s fuel.”

Walter thought of Lani’s touch, of his family back home, of

the war waiting beyond the horizon. Maybe Stanton was right.

Maybe joy was what kept a man alive.

On their final evening at Pearl, Walter went ashore alone.

He wandered through Honolulu’s streets, past market stalls

glowing with lantern light. The smell of grilled fish and sweet

pineapple drifted in the air. A soldier sat on a stoop, scribbling

a letter home by the light of a streetlamp. Children played tag,

their laughter ringing above the sound of distant waves. An old

Hawaiian man strummed a ukulele, his voice low andmournful,
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singing words Walter didn’t understand but felt deeply.

Walter paused at the beach. Couples strolled hand in hand,

their laughter soft against the hush of the tide. The moonlight

turned the sand silver. He bent down and picked up a small shell,

smooth and white, rolling it between his fingers. He slipped it

into his pocket. He would carry it across the Pacific, a reminder

of this night, of the promise of life beyond war.

When the Gwin steamed out of Pearl Harbor, the men crowded

the rails once more. The wrecks slid past in silence, oil shim-

mering under the morning sun. Caps came off. Heads bowed.

The ship moved on.

Walter touched the shell in his pocket, his jaw set. Liberty had

been sweet, fleeting, but it was gone now. Ahead lay the war,

vast and merciless. He felt the fear rise in him, but beneath it

pulsed something stronger: resolve.

He whispered into the wind, words meant only for himself.

“I’ll be ready.”

The Gwin surged forward into the open Pacific. Walter went

with her, into history.
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Baptism by Fire

The sea west of Hawaii felt different—emptier, darker, as if the

ocean itself knew where they were headed. The Gwin plowed

forward in companywith other ships, her bow lifting and falling

over long Pacific swells. Days at sea blurred together in a haze of

drills and routines, yet the air aboard was taut with expectation.

No one said it outright, but every man knew: they were going to

war at last.

Walter worked longer hours in sickbay, restocking, sterilizing

instruments, rehearsing scenarios in his head. He imagined

men stumbling in with shrapnel wounds, with burns, with arms

or legs mangled by blast. He ran his hands over the neat rows of

bandages and bottles, whispering the names of medicines like

prayers.
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Oneevening, Stanton leanedagainst the sickbayhatch,watching

Walter polish scalpels. “You’ll wear those things down to

toothpicks, Doc.”

“I just want to be ready,” Walter said.

Stanton shrugged. “No one’s ever ready.”

The words stuck with him.

By mid-February, the horizon turned gray with smoke. Word
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passed quickly: Iwo Jima.

Walter went topside the morning they approached. The air

smelled wrong—thick, metallic, and bitter, as if the sea itself

had soured. Ahead, the island rose from the water, small but

fierce. Its beaches were black, the sand volcanic and unnatural.

Mount Suribachi loomed at one end, coughing smoke into the

sky like a slumbering beast.

And everywhere, fire.

Battleships pounded the island, their guns thunderingwith each

broadside. Columns of water and sand erupted as shells landed.

Thehorizonflickeredwithmuzzleflashes. Smokecoiledupward,

blotting out themorning sun. Walter gripped the rail, his throat

dry. This wasn’t a drill. This wasn’t training. This was war.

Around him, sailors muttered in low voices. Some tried to joke,

others simply stared. The Gwin’s guns trained toward shore,

her crew tense at battle stations. Walter felt the vibration of the

engines, the ship trembling like a living thing eager to strike.

“All hands, man your battle stations!” The call rang out, sharp

and urgent. The klaxon wailed.

Walter raced back to sickbay. His hands trembled as he checked

the kit once more, the plasma bottles, the bandages. He

swallowed hard and forced himself to breathe. This was what

he was here for.

The guns thundered all morning. The Gwin laidmines, screened
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larger ships, and fired on shore positions when ordered. The

deck quivered with each broadside. Walter braced himself

against the bulkhead, imagining the shells ripping into the

island, into bunkers, into men.

The first casualty came not from enemy fire but from their own.

A gunner’smate had caught his hand in the breech of a five-inch

gun during the recoil. Twomen half-dragged, half-carried him

into sickbay, his hand a crushedmess of blood and bone.

Walter’s training kicked in. He cleaned the wound, wrapped it

tight, injected morphine. The sailor groaned, teeth clenched,

sweat beading his brow. Walter kept his voice steady, murmur-

ing reassurances he barely believed. When itwas done, the sailor

gave him a weak nod. “Thanks, Doc.”

Walter exhaled slowly once themanwas carried off. His stomach

twisted, but he forced it down. That was one. He had done his

job.

But the day was far from over.

By afternoon, the air attack alarms shrieked. “Enemy planes

inbound!”
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Walter felt the ship lurch as the helm swung hard. The Gwin’s

guns roared to life, tracers stitching the sky. The sound was

deafening, a rolling thunder of flak andfire. Above, specks dived

out of the clouds—Japanese bombers, their engines screaming.

One peeled off, arrowing straight for the ships below.

Walter’s heart pounded. He gripped the stretcher handles,

waiting. The guns hammered, the sky lit with fire, and at

the last moment the bomber exploded in a bloom of smoke,

debris raining into the sea. Cheers erupted on deck, but it was

short-lived. Another bomber made it through the flak, its bomb

splashing into the water near the cruiser ahead. The concussion

rocked the Gwin, plates groaning.

Then the wounded came.

A fragment from an exploding anti-aircraft shell had torn into
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a sailor’s thigh. Two shipmates carried him in, blood soaking

their uniforms. Walter’s handsmoved quickly—cutting away

fabric, packing the wound with sulfa powder, wrapping it tight.

The sailor screamed, his fists pounding the stretcher, butWalter

kept working, sweat dripping into his eyes.

“Hold him steady!” he barked, surprised by the authority in his

own voice.

He jabbed a morphine syrette into the man’s arm, watching

the pain ease as the drug took hold. The bleeding slowed, the

bandage held. Walter met the sailor’s eyes and gave a firm nod.

“You’ll be all right.”

But the next man was worse.

Shrapnel had ripped through his chest. Walter tried—bandages,

pressure, plasma—but the sailor’s breath came in wet, choking

gasps. His eyes widened, then dimmed. Walter pressed harder,

willing him to stay, but the chest stilled beneath his hands.

Silence fell heavy in sickbay. Walter froze, his hands slick with

blood, the bandage useless under them. He had known this

moment would come, but training hadn’t prepared him for the

stillness, for the way the light left a man’s eyes.

Stanton stood in the hatch, face pale. He opened his mouth,

closed it again, thenfinally said, “Doc… you didwhat you could.”

Walter sank back, his shoulders trembling. He wiped his hands

on a rag that would never come clean. For the first time, he

30



BAPTISM BY FIRE

understood what “not everyone makes it” truly meant.

The air attacks ebbed as night fell. The sea glowed faintly with

the flash of distant guns, the horizon alive with fire. Exhaustion

blanketed the ship, but no one truly rested. Sailors dozed where

they sat, rifles still slung, helmets tipped forward.

Walter lay awake in sickbay, staring at the ceiling. The faces

of the wounded blurred in his mind, but one face would not

fade—the sailor whose chest wound he hadn’t been able to

close. He replayed everymotion, every bandage, every injection,

wondering if he hadmissed something.

WhenMarcus stopped by with coffee, Walter barely looked up.

“You saved two today,” Marcus said softly. “Don’t forget that.”
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Walter nodded, though his chest still felt hollow.

Later, he climbed topside. The air was cool, the stars fierce and

bright over the dark Pacific. The smell of cordite still lingered,

carried on thewind. Walter gripped the rail and let the salt spray

sting his face. He thought of the shell in his pocket, the one

he had picked up on the beach in Honolulu. He held it tight,

whispering words meant for no one but himself.

“I’ll keep going.”

The sea stretched forever, black andmerciless, but he felt a fire

kindling inside him. Fear had met him, death had brushed past

him, and still he stood. He was no longer just a boy in uniform.

He was a corpsman in war.

The baptism had come in fire and blood. And he had survived.
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The Longest Watch

The days after Iwo Jima blurred into restless seas and endless

drills. Yet even as Walter carried out his duties in sickbay—

restocking bandages, sterilizing instruments, checking plasma

bottles—he could feel a shadow lengthening over the horizon.

The fleet’s rumors alwaysmoved faster than official orders, and

soon every man aboard the Gwin knew the truth. They were

headed for Okinawa.

Whispers of it ran down themess line, across the decks, between

bunks late at night. “The Japs won’t give up that island easy.”

“They’ll throw everything at us.” “It’ll make Iwo look like a

picnic.” Walter listened, silent, letting the words sink into him

like stones. He thought of the chest wound at Iwo, of the sailor

who hadn’t survived beneath his hands. And he wondered how

manymore would follow.

By lateMarch 1945, the Gwin took her place on radar picket duty.
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Radar Picket Duty

The Okinawa operation had drawn the largest armada in history.

Battleships and carriers thundered offshore, Marines clawed

their way up the beaches, and the air filled with the ceaseless

buzz of aircraft. But it was the picket destroyers, stationedmiles

from the main fleet, that bore the brunt of Japan’s desperate

fury. Out there, far from support, they were the first to detect

enemy planes—and the first to be struck by kamikazes.
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The duty was called “the most dangerous job in the Navy.”

Walter felt the tension coil tighter each hour. The ship steamed

in lonely circles on the gray horizon, her radar sweeping the sky.

Men slept in snatches, boots on, life jackets within arm’s reach.

At chow, conversation always circled back to the same subject:

planes. Howmany would come. Howmany would get through.

Stanton tried to lighten themood. “Think of it as fishing,” he

said one evening, leaning over his coffee cup. “They’re the fish,

we’re the hook. They come to us first.”

“No,” Marcus said quietly. “We’re the bait.”

The silence that followed was thick enough to choke on.

The klaxon shattered the morning calm. “Enemy planes in-

bound! All hands to battle stations!”

Walter felt his pulse spike as he bolted for sickbay. The ship

swerved sharply, the deck vibrating beneath his feet. Then came

the thunder: the five-inch guns opening fire, the rapid stutter

of 40mms, themetallic clatter of 20mms. The air outside roared

with fury.

A moment later, the sickbay door banged open. Two sailors

half-carried a third, blood pouring down his leg where shrapnel

had torn through. Walter moved fast, cutting away fabric,

pressing sulfa powder into the wound. The man screamed,

fingers clawing the stretcher, butWalter wrapped tight, injected

morphine, kept his voice steady.
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Another came in, blood matting his scalp from a head wound.

Walter cleaned and bandaged quickly, shouting for a corpsman’s

mate to keep him awake, to keep talking.

Above, the ship shuddered with each broadside. The air smelled

of cordite and sweat. Walter’s heart hammered, but his hands

moved almost of their own accord, muscle memory from train-

ing now alive in battle.

Then the explosion hit.

The deck heaved as if struck by a giant’s fist. Lights flickered,

metal screamed, men shouted. Walter was thrown against the

bulkhead, his kit spilling across the floor. Smoke curled into

sickbay, acrid and choking. For a heartbeat, he thought they’d

been hit.

But theword came quickly: nearmiss. A kamikaze had slammed

into the water just yards off the bow, its bomb detonating with

a concussive blast. The ship was scarred but afloat.
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The wounded kept coming.

For days it went on—wave after wave of planes. Somewere shot

down in fiery blossoms before they could reach the fleet. Others

broke through. Walter lost track of howmanymen he treated:

burns, shrapnel wounds, concussions, broken bones.
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One sailor stumbled in with half his face blistered from a flash

fire when a 40mm gun mount jammed and exploded. Walter

smeared ointment gently over raw flesh, the smell of charred

skin making his stomach twist. “You’re going to make it,” he

whispered, not sure if the words were true but knowing theman

needed to hear them.

Another lay still on the stretcher, both legs mangled. Walter

worked with Harris to tie tourniquets, to pump plasma, to hold

onto life with every tool they had. The sailor lived—but Walter

knew he’d never walk again.

Each night, Walter staggered to his bunk too exhausted to think.

His hands ached, his ears rang with phantom gunfire. Yet he

slept fitfully, haunted by faces that flickered in and out of his

dreams—the living, the dying, the dead.

The worst came on an April afternoon.

The air-raid klaxon screamed. The guns thundered. Walter

braced himself. Then the sickbay doors slammed open, and two

men dragged in a sailor with his chest torn wide by shrapnel.

Blood poured with every ragged breath.

Walter worked furiously—bandages, plasma, morphine. Harris

pressed beside him, shouting orders. They packed the wound,

tried to clamp the bleeding, tried to keep the sailor breathing.

Walter pressed his hands hard, willing the chest to rise again.

It didn’t.
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The sailor’s eyes rolled back. The chest went still. Silence

crashed into the room heavier than the guns outside.

Walter froze, his gloves dripping red. He had seen death before

at Iwo, but this time it broke something inside. The sailor had

been talkingminutes earlier, whispering for his mother. Now

there was nothing.

Harris put a hand onWalter’s shoulder. “We did all we could.”

Walter nodded numbly, but the words rang hollow. He stepped

back, chest heaving, and turned away before the others could

see the tears stinging his eyes.

By May, the toll was staggering. Ship after ship on picket duty

had been struck. Walter heard stories whispered across the

fleet—destroyers torn apart, crews lost in minutes. Each day

the Gwin steamed her lonely circles, radar sweeping, waiting.

Each day the men lived with the knowledge that any moment

could be their last.

In themess, conversationgrew thinner. Jokes faltered. Laughter

was rare. Even Stanton grew quieter, though he still forced a

grin when he caught Walter’s eye. “We’ll get through it, Doc,”

he’d say. “We have to.”

Walter found strength in small things. Braafhart’s sketches

passed around sickbay, giving wounded men reason to smile.

A letter from home, his mother’s handwriting shaky but de-

termined. The shell in his pocket, smooth under his fingers, a

reminder of beaches and peace.
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Yet the scars grew. He felt them in the way his hands trembled

when he finally stopped working, in the weight that pressed on

his chest each night, in the hollow space left by those he hadn’t

been able to save. He was gaining confidence, yes—but at a cost.

One night, after a long day of raids, Walter climbed to the deck.

The sea stretched black under the stars, the horizon glowing

faintly where Okinawa burned. The air was cool, but it carried

the smell of smoke and oil.
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He leaned on the rail, letting the wind sting his face. His body

ached, but his mind refused to rest. He thought of the men in

sickbay, the ones sleeping with bandaged limbs, the ones who

would never wake again. He thought of his own family back

home, safe under quiet skies. He thought of how thin the line

was between life and death, between survival and the sea.

Stanton joined him, silent for once. They stood together, two

shadows against the starlight, listening to the thrum of engines

and the distant mutter of guns.

“It’s the longest watch,” Stanton finally said. “But we’ll see it

through.”

Walter nodded slowly. He touched the shell in his pocket, feeling

its smoothness, its promise. He whispered the words again, to

himself, to the sea, to the night.

“I’ll keep going.”

The Gwin circled on the picket line, her decks scarred, her crew

hardened, her corpsmanmarked by scars that didn’t show. The

watch stretched on, the longest of his life, but Walter knew

now—he would endure.
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Kamikaze Skies

The days on the picket line stretched into weeks, each one

heavier than the last. The Gwin circled her lonely station north

of Okinawa, radar sweeping the skies, crew braced for alarms

that could shriek at any hour. Sleep came in fragments, food

lost its taste, and even jokes faded from the mess deck.

Walter noticed the toll in sickbay long before the wounds

returned. Men stumbled in with ulcers gnawing their stomachs,

their nerves frayed raw by tension. Others came with headaches

that no aspirin eased, their eyes bloodshot from sleepless nights.

He treated men who trembled at sudden noises, men who

confessed in whispers that they couldn’t stop seeing flames

when they closed their eyes.

“You can’t patch nerves with bandages,” Harris muttered one

night, watching a sailor drift into restless sleep under a mild

sedative. “Sometimes I think the strain’s killing us faster than

the Japs.”
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Walter nodded, though he didn’t say it aloud: he felt the strain

himself. His hands shook when he finally stopped moving, and

his dreamswere filledwith fire. He kept the shell fromHonolulu

in his pocket, a reminder of something gentler, but each day it

felt lighter in his palm, as if the war itself was wearing it down.

The call came on an April morning.

Word spread fast: a destroyer on the next picket station had

been hit. Men clustered at the rails, squinting toward the thin

plume of smoke rising on the horizon. Rumors passed in quick

whispers: a kamikaze had broken through, slammed into the

ship’s midsection, and left her burning.
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Walter felt his stomach knot. He had treated burns before,

shrapnel, broken bones—but the thought of an entire ship torn

open by fire made his chest ache.

That afternoon, the klaxon shrieked again. “Enemy planes

inbound! All hands to battle stations!”

Walter dove into sickbay, his heart hammering. The guns roared

overhead, their thunder shaking the bulkheads. Outside, the sky

filled with tracers, with black blossoms of flak.
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Then he heard it—the rising whine of engines diving. The deck

shuddered, plates groaning. A flash of orange lit the porthole,

andWalter braced himself. For a heartbeat, he thought the Gwin

had been struck. But the ship held.

The word came down quickly: the kamikazes had gone for the

other destroyer again—the sameonealreadyburning. This time,

the plane struck home, carving the ship with fire.

Minutes later, Harris appeared in sickbay, his face pale but firm.

“They’re sending us over. Medical detail. Get your kit.”

Walter swallowed hard. “Yes, sir.”

He packed quickly—bandages, plasma, morphine, sulfa

powder—everything his hands could grab. Then he followed

Harris and two other corpsmen topside, where a boat bobbed

against the Gwin’s hull. The sea smelled of smoke, sharp and

acrid.

They climbed down the cargo net into the boat, engines roaring

as it sped across the waves. Walter clutched his kit, knuckles

white. Ahead, the stricken destroyer loomed, her hull scarred

black, flames licking from a shattered gun mount. Smoke

billowed skyward, staining the blue with gray. The sound of

screaming carried over the water.

As they drew closer,Walter sawmenfighting the firewith hoses,

their white uniforms smeared black. Others carried wounded

across the deck, their faces twisted with pain. The ship listed

slightly, hermidsection torn open like awound thatwould never
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heal.

Walter felt his throat tighten. He had seen death at Iwo, had seen

wounds at Okinawa—but thiswas something different. Thiswas

destruction on a scale that no sickbay could hold back.

They clambered aboard through a torn section of railing, boots

slipping on blood-slick steel. Harris led them toward what

remained of sickbay.

The compartment was chaos. Men lay sprawled on stretchers,

on deck plates, wherever there was room. Some groaned softly,

some screamed, somewere silent. The air was thick with smoke,

the overhead blackened, lights flickering.

“Set up here!” Harris barked.

Walter dropped his kit, his hands already moving. A sailor

with burns down his arms and chest lay closest. Walter knelt,

smearing ointment gently across blistered flesh, wrapping in

gauze as carefully as he could. Themanwhimpered, eyes rolling,

but he lived.
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Another sailor stumbled in with blood soaking his trousers.

Walter cut away the fabric and found a jagged piece of shrapnel

embedded deep. He pressed sulfa powder into the wound,

wrapped it tight, then reached for the morphine. The man’s

grip clamped on his wrist, knuckles white.

“Don’t… don’t let me die,” the sailor rasped.

“You’re not dying,” Walter said firmly, though inside he wasn’t

sure. “You’re staying with me. Understand? You’re staying.”
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The sailor’s grip eased slightly, andWalter worked faster.

Nearby, Harris and the others fought their own battles. Plasma

bottles hung frommakeshift hooks. Bandages piled high. The

floor was slick with blood. Walter lost track of time, lost himself

in motion. He moved from one man to the next, his world

narrowing to wounds, bandages, breaths.

At one point, a young sailor barely older thanWalter clutched

his hand, eyes wild. “It hurts—it hurts so bad—”

Walter squeezed back, forcing his voice steady. “I know. I’ve

got you. You’ll see morning, I swear it.”

The sailor gasped, tears streaking his smoke-stained face. “Tell

myma—tell her I tried.”

Walter held onuntil themorphinedulled thepain, until the boy’s

breathing slowed. He didn’t know if the words were promise or

lie.

Not everyone made it.

One man came in with half his chest caved by blast. Walter

worked desperately—bandages, plasma, pressure—but the

breaths rattled, then stopped. Walter froze, hand still pressed

to the wound, feeling the life slip away. He wanted to scream,

to pound the deck, but there was no time. Another man was

bleeding out two feet away. He forced himself to move, to keep

going.
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Hoursblurred into eachother. Thefire abovewasfinally brought

under control, but the sickbay still roared with pain. Walter’s

hands shook, blood caked under his nails, but he didn’t stop. He

couldn’t.

When at last Harris called for withdrawal, Walter staggered to

his feet, everymuscle screaming. The compartment was quieter

now—somemen sedated, others mercifully unconscious. A few

still groaned softly. Toomany were silent.

The small boat ferried them back across the waves. Walter sat

hunched over his kit, staring at his bloodied gloves. The sea

breeze hit his face, but it carried no freshness—only the smell

of smoke, of charred flesh, of salt and sorrow.

Back aboard theGwin, Stanton andMarcuswerewaiting on deck.

They helped him over the rail, their faces tight.

“You look like hell, Doc,” Stanton said quietly.

Walter tried to answer, but the words caught in his throat. He

shook his head instead, clutching the railing until his knuckles

turned white.

That night, in his bunk, Walter lay awake staring at the steel

overhead. He heard the screams again, smelled the smoke, felt

the grip of the boy who had begged him not to let go. He pressed

the shell from Honolulu against his palm until it dug into his

skin.

Braafhart slid into the bunk below, his sketchbook rustling.
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“I drew them,” he said softly. “The ones who lived. Smiling.

Bandages and all. I figure… someone should remember them

that way.”

Walter closed his eyes. He was grateful. But he knew the scars

would linger—on the men he treated, on the ship he boarded,

and on himself.

The next day, the picket line went on. Radar swept the sky. Men

leaned on rails, staring at clouds as if they hid death itself. The

threat of another attack never faded.

Walter carried on in sickbay, his hands steadier now, his voice

firmer when he told aman he’d live. Confidence had come—but

at a price. He bore it in the hollowbehindhis ribs, in the shadows

under his eyes, in the memory of screams carried on smoke.

He leaned against the rail that evening, Stanton beside him. The

sky glowed with the last red of sunset, the sea deceptively calm.
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“Thiswar,” Stanton said, shakinghis head. “Feels like it’ll never

end.”

Walter touched the shell in his pocket, smooth and constant. He

thought of home, of his family, of the boywho had begged not to

die. He lifted his chin to the horizon, where smoke still lingered.

“It will,” he said quietly. “But not before it takes everything it

can.”

Thekamikaze skies darkened above them, and theGwin steamed

on into the longest days of the war.
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Shore Shadows

The sea was deceptively calm as dawn spread its pale light over

the anchorage. For the first time in weeks, the Gwin lay closer

to shore, her engines humming low as she rocked gently in the

swell. From the deck, Walter gazed at the smudged outline of

Okinawa rising from the mist. He had seen islands before—

Hawaii’s lushhills, Iwo’s grim silhouette—but something about

Okinawa felt different. Even at a distance, the air above the

ridges trembled with smoke.

Orders had come down the night before: a party of men from

the Gwin would go ashore to deliver medical supplies and assist

at a beachside casualty station. Walter had been chosen.

He should have felt relief—days away from the ceaseless gun

drills, away fromthe shriekof klaxons that shattered sleep, away

from the constant fear of kamikazes. But instead, dread pressed

inheavier than ever. Ashoremeant entering thewar in its rawest

form. No steel hull, no naval guns—just ruined villages, soldiers

bleeding in mud, and civilians caught between armies.
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“Lucky you, Doc,” Stanton had said the night before, lying back

on his bunk. “A stroll on the beach.”

“Beach?” Walter snorted. “More like walking into hell.”

Stanton’s grin had faded, replaced by the quiet understanding

that lingered between shipmates too long at sea. “Just keep your

head down. Bring that shell back with you. Remind yourself

there’s more than war out there.”

Themotor launch bucked across the gray chop, spray stinging

Walter’s face. Harris sat beside him, steady as ever, while two

sailors clutched crates of medical supplies. Ahead, the beach

spread wide under a haze of smoke. The closer they came, the

sharper the details became: burned-out landing craft rusting

in the surf, tanks half-buried in sand, tents flapping under the

weight of salt and soot.
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Okinawa, 1944

Marinesmoved across the shoreline, their faces gaunt, uniforms

stiff with grime. Jeeps roared past, their tires spitting mud. In

the distance, artillery thumped steadily, the sound rolling like

distant thunder.

As they grounded on the sand, the smell hit Walter first: smoke,

cordite, the sour tang of human waste, and underneath it all the

sweet-sick odor of rot. He swallowed hard, clutching his kit,

and followed Harris up the beach.

The casualty station was a cluster of canvas tents staked against

the wind. Inside, chaos reigned. Stretchers lined the dirt floor,

men groaning and coughing. Corpsmen darted from cot to cot,
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their arms laden with plasma bottles and rolls of bandage. The

air buzzed with flies.

AnArmy doctor in a stained smockmet themat the flap. “You’re

from the destroyer?”

“That’s right,” Harris said. “Brought supplies.”

“Good. We’re drowning here.” The doctor’s voice was rough

with exhaustion. “Set up in that corner. Treat whoever they

bring you. Don’t wait for orders.”

Walter barely had time to drop his kit before the first casualty

arrived—aMarine with shrapnel embedded in his thigh, blood

soaking through a hastily tied rag. Walter cut the fabric away,

cleaned the wound, sprinkled sulfa powder, and bound it tight.

The Marine gritted his teeth, eyes locked on the canvas above

him.

“You’re good, Doc,” he muttered whenWalter finished. “Better

than the last guy who jabbedme.”

Walter forced a smile. “You’ll be walking again in no time.”

TheMarine barked a laugh that turned into a groan. “Yeah, right.

Just get me home.”

The next patient was worse. A soldier carried in a boy—he

couldn’t have beenmore than sixteen—his armmangled by a

grenade. Walter’s handsmovedquickly, tightening a tourniquet,

preparing morphine. The boy’s lips trembled. “Is it gone?”
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Walter met his eyes. “We’re saving you, not losing you.”

The boy nodded weakly, though his gaze told Walter he knew

the truth.

By midday, the flow of wounded soldiers slowed, replaced by a

trickle of Okinawan civilians. Women in ragged kimonos, their

faces hollow with hunger. Children clutching sticks for toys,

their bare feet cut by coral andwire. Elders bentunder theweight

of loss.

One grandmother brought in a boy with burns down his back.

Walter guided her to a cot, motioning gently with his hands. He

knelt beside the child, who whimpered softly, his skin blistered

raw. Supplies were scarce—he had little more than ointment,

gauze, and a thin bottle of morphine. He worked carefully,

56



SHORE SHADOWS

speaking softly even though the boy didn’t understand his

words.

The grandmother bowed low, her eyes wet with tears. She

whispered something in Okinawan dialect, her voice trembling.

Walter didn’t need translation. Gratitude was universal.

As he moved to the next patient, her bowed figure stayed in his

vision, etched into his memory. For the first time since he’d left

home, Walter felt the war spill beyond uniforms and flags. This

wasn’t just Marines and sailors. It was mothers and children,

families shattered by forces larger than they could comprehend.

Late in the afternoon,Walter steppedoutside to breathe. The sky

hung heavy with smoke, the horizon shuddering with artillery

flashes. He sawMarines stumbling back from the ridges—mud-

caked, eyes glazed with exhaustion. One dropped his rifle in the

sand, staring blankly as if he no longer knew what it was for.

Another laughed wildly at nothing, his helmet askew.

Walter thought of his shipmates aboard the Gwin, safe for now

behind their steelwalls. This—thismud, this ruin, these hollow-

eyedmen—was another kind of hell.

“Doc!” Harris’s voice cut through the haze. “We need you!”

Walter turned back to the tent. Another wave of casualties had

arrived. He pushed aside the flap, diving once more into blood

and screams.

Toward evening, a Marine barely older thanWalter was carried
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in, his chest punctured by shrapnel. Walter pressed bandages

down, hishands slipperywithblood. TheMarine’s eyesfluttered

open.

“Doc…” His voice was barely a whisper. “Letter… in my pocket.”

Walter reached carefully, drawing out a crumpled envelope. A

girl’s handwriting curled across the paper.

“Give it… to her,” the Marine rasped. His breath rattled once,

then stilled.

Walter froze, the letter trembling in his hand. Around him, the

tent roared with life and death, but in that moment, all he saw

was the boy’s still face. He tucked the letter into his kit, his chest

tight with a promise he wasn’t sure he could keep.

By the time the sun dipped low, the casualty station was quiet

again. Many of thewounded slept, others had been taken further

inland, and some… some had been carried out under sheets.

Walter sank onto a crate outside, his body aching, his uniform

stiff with blood not his own. The surf pounded softly against

the beach, a sound almost peaceful if he could forget what lay

behind it.

He looked out at the ruins of a nearby village—timbers charred,

walls collapsed, the silhouettes of homes erased. Shadows

stretched long across the sand, swallowing what little color

remained.
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This was Okinawa. Not the maps and briefings, not the strategy

whispered in wardrooms. This was the cost, etched into earth

and flesh.

That night, Walter and Harris boarded the launch back to the

Gwin. The sea rocked gently, but Walter felt heavier than ever.

He clutched the shell in his pocket, but now its smooth surface

carried another weight—the boy’s letter folded in his kit, the

grandmother’s bowed head, the civilians’ hollow eyes.

Stanton and Braafhart met him at the rail, their faces searching

his.

“How bad was it?” Stanton asked.

Walter swallowed. “Worse than you can imagine.”
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Braafhart lifted his sketchbook. “Tell me what you saw. Maybe

I can…make sense of it.”

Walter hesitated, then shook his head. “No drawing can capture

it.”

That night, in his bunk, Walter lay awake long after the ship

settled into its steady rhythm. He stared at the overhead,

hearing again the cries of wounded men and children, the

rumble of artillery, the silence of the dead.

For the first time, he understood that the war wasn’t just fought

with ships and planes. It was fought in villages, in homes, in the

faces of people who had nothing to do with armies.

The shadows of Okinawa lingered behind his eyes. And he knew

they always would.
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Fire in the Water

The sea had a way of pretending at peace, even whenmen knew

better. For three days theGwinpatrolledher stretch of the picket

linewithout incident, her guns silent, her deckswashed in a lazy

rhythm of waves. The men called it “a breather,” though every

one of themknew thatmines and planes still haunted thewaters

around Okinawa. Still, the lull was welcome.

Walter used the quiet to catch up on the small cases that never

seemed to stop: scraped knuckles fromhandling lines, sunburns

that blistered under the Pacific glare, and the dull exhaustion

that settled into men’s bones after too many sleepless nights.

“Half this ship just needs a hammock and eight hours,” Walter

muttered one afternoon as he dabbed ointment on a sailor’s

peeling shoulders.

“Eight hours,” the man said with a wry grin. “You offering to

cover my watch, Doc?”
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“Not a chance,” Walter said, and the laughter that followed was

real, if only for a moment.

In themess that night, Stanton leaned across the table, his voice

low. “Feels almost normal again, doesn’t it? Like the war’s

taking a smoke break.”

“Don’t jinx it,” Marcus warned. “The ocean’s full of teeth.

Mines, subs, you name it. We’re still in the lion’s mouth.”

Harris, spooning beans into his mouth without looking up, gave

a grunt of agreement. “Don’t get too comfortable, boys. A mine

doesn’t give you warning. Just one second of quiet, then bang—

and you’re in the water, or you’re not at all.”

His words sank into Walter’s chest, heavy and sharp. He knew

Harris wasn’t exaggerating. Mines were patient killers, waiting

just below the surface, invisible until they bloomed into fire.

The followingmorningdawnedclear, thehorizon stretchedwide

in pale blues and grays. The Gwin steamed slowly, sweeping an

area where mines had been reported. Her hull shivered gently

with the pulse of the engines, a sound so steady that it lulled the

crew into rhythm.
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Walter stood at the rail for a moment between sickbay duties,

inhaling the salt air. The wind whipped at his hair, cool against

his face, and for a moment he could almost forget the war.

Braafhart joined him, sketchbook under his arm.

“Looks calm, doesn’t it?” Braafhart said.

“Too calm,”Walter replied.

Braafhart nodded, flipping his sketchbook open. He drew

quickly, pencil scratching against paper, capturing the sea’s

deceptive stillness. “I want to remember this part, too. Not just

the fire and smoke. The quiet. The way it tries to trick you.”

Walter said nothing. He stared at the water, trying not to think

of what lay hidden beneath.
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The explosion came without warning.

A sound like the earth itself splitting tore through the air,

followed instantly by a shockwave that hurled Walter against

the rail. The deck jumped under his boots, a roar of fire and

water rising together. For a moment, he was weightless, then

slammed back hard, his ears ringing.

“Mine!” someone shouted, though the word was swallowed by

alarms and the shriek of steel.

Smoke belched upward, black and choking. Water surged across

the deck, drenching sailors who scrambled for footing. A gun

mount forward had been blown apart, twisted metal jutting like

broken ribs.

Walter’s instincts pulled him toward sickbay, but the wounded

were already coming—men staggering down the passageways,

their faces gray with shock, blood streaming down arms and

legs.

He grabbed his kit and threw himself into motion.

The compartment filled within minutes. A sailor lay on the first

cot, his armshredded by shrapnel, bone gleamingwhite beneath

torn flesh. Walter pressed bandages down, his fingers slick with

blood. “Hold on—hold on,” he said, more to himself than the

sailor.
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Another man collapsed nearby, his chest heaving shallowly.

Harris leaned over him, barking orders. “Plasma, now!” Walter

fumbled for the bottle, hung it fromapipe, and jabbed theneedle

into the man’s vein.

The air was thick with groans and the sharp smell of burned

flesh. Walter moved from one body to the next, not pausing,

not thinking. His hands worked on instinct—clean, bind, inject,

splint. He tore strips from a uniform for bandages when the

rolls ran low, used a broken table leg for a splint when the last

was gone.

“Doc!” Marcus shouted from the door. “They need you topside!”

Walter looked at Harris, who nodded tightly. “Go. I’ve got this

here. You help them out there.”
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Walter swallowed hard, grabbed what supplies he could carry,

and ran.

Thedeckwasanightmare. Smokecoiledacross theplanks,water

hissingwhere hoses fought flames. The gunmount forwardwas

mangled, its crew scattered. Oneman lay crumpled, his uniform

smoldering. Walter dropped beside him, smothering the flames

with his own jacket before wrapping the burns in gauze. The

man whimpered, his skin blistered, but he breathed.

“Hang on,” Walter whispered, though his own throat was raw.

Another shout drew him to the rail. A sailor had been blown

overboard and was hauled back in, coughing seawater. Walter

dropped tohis knees, rolling themanontohis side, poundinghis

back until water gushed free. Theman’s lips were blue. Walter

tilted his head back, pinched his nose, and pressed his mouth

over his, breathing air into his lungs. Once, twice, again. The

man sputtered, choked, then gasped alive.

Walter nearly wept with relief.

Not all could be saved.

Near the shattered gun, a young sailor’s body was pulled clear.

His chest had been torn open, the wound too deep, too final.

Walter knelt besidehim, pressinghishandsdown indesperation,

but the blood kept flowing, unstoppable. The boy’s eyes stared

past him, already glassy.

Walter sat back, his hands trembling. Around him, the ship still
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roared with fire and noise, but all he saw was the boy’s still face.

He forced himself to stand, forced his legs to carry him back to

the living, because there were still men breathing who needed

him.

By late afternoon, the fires were out and the wounded stabilized.

Sickbay was crowded, cots full, men sedated into uneasy sleep.

Walter slumped against a bulkhead, his hands raw and shaking,

his uniform stiff with dried blood and salt.

Harris sank down beside him, rubbing at his temples. “You did

good work today,” he said quietly.

Walter shook his head. “Not enough. Not for all of them.”

“It’s never enough,” Harris replied. “But the ones breathing

tonight—that’s on you.”

That night, the sea was calm again, as if nothing had happened.

Walter stood at the rail with Stanton and Braafhart, the three of

them silent for a long time.

Stanton finally spoke. “When that blast hit… I thought it was

over. Thought we were fish food.”

“So did I,” Walter admitted. He reached into his pocket, pulling

out the shell from Honolulu. He rolled it in his palm, its smooth

surface steady against his roughened skin. “But we’re still

here.”
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Braafhart flipped open his sketchbook, revealing a rough draw-

ing of the explosion—a plume of water and fire, men flung like

rag dolls. He stared at it, then closed the book softly. “The

ocean’s got its own kind of bombs. No planes, no warning. Just

silence, then fire in the water.”

Walter looked out at the black waves stretching endless under

the stars. “And we have to keep steaming through it,” he said.

“Because that’s what we do.”
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The Gwin’s engines throbbed beneath their feet, steady and

relentless, as the destroyer resumed her slow sweep. The war

was far from over, but for tonight, the crew was alive. And that

was enough.
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Letters Never Sent

The Gwin steamed on, her bow cutting steadily through the gray

swells of late spring. Smoke no longer rose from her decks, but

the memory of the mine’s blast lingered in the bruised plates of

her hull and in the men who carried fresh scars beneath their

uniforms. Days had passed since the explosion, and the ship’s

rhythm had settled into something resembling calm.

Repairs continued around the clock. Welders sparked in the

forward sections, hammering plates into place where steel had

buckled. The smell of burned paint still clung to the bulkheads,

though sailors had scrubbed at it until their knuckles were

raw. The wounded rested in cots, bandages replaced regularly,

morphine given sparingly. Sickbay was quieter now, though

Walter knew better than to mistake quiet for peace.

Every lull was temporary.
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For the first time in weeks, Walter found himself with idle

moments. He spent them sitting at the mess table after meals,

scribbling with a dull pencil on the thin sheets of Navy-issue

stationery. He had started his first letter to his parents three

times already.

Dear Mom and Dad,

He paused after the salutation each time. What was there to

say? That the ship had nearly been blown apart? That he had

pulled burned men off the deck, listened to them gasp their last

breaths? That he himself had thought the sea would claim him?

He tapped the pencil against the paper, then forced himself to

write about the small things instead.
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Theweather’swarmbutwindy. We’re keeping busy. I’mhealthy

and eating fine—though you wouldn’t call beans three nights

in a row fine dining. Tell little Alice I can still tie better knots

than she can. Tell Pop I haven’t forgotten how to fix the fuse

box when it shorts. You’d laugh to see me playing doctor every

day.

He stopped there, staring at the words. It was all true, but it

wasn’t the truth. He folded the sheet carefully and slid it under

his kit without sealing it. Another letter never sent.

He wasn’t the only one writing. Stanton sprawled on his bunk

with a stub of pencil, chewing the eraser.

“Who you writing?” Walter asked.

“My brother,” Stanton said after a long pause. His voice carried

the weight of something unfinished. “He was Army. Didn’t

make it back from Italy. Sometimes I still write him, like he’s

gonna read it somewhere. Dumb, huh?”

Walter shook his head. “Not dumb. Maybe he does read it.”

Stanton gave a sad grin. “Then he’s laughing at how bad my

handwriting is.”

Marcus, perched on the edge of the bunk across, chimed in. “I

write Ma every week. Figure the Navy’ll only deliver it if I buy

the farm. She’ll get a whole stack someday and think I was the

most thoughtful son alive.”

72



LETTERS NEVER SENT

“Dark way of looking at it,” Walter said.

Marcus shrugged. “Dark’s about all we got out here.”

Braafhart sat at the foot of the table, sketchbook open on his

knees. He wasn’t writing but drawing—the outline of a sailor

patching torn netting, the curve of the sea under a bruised sky.

“These are my letters,” Braafhart said without looking up. “Not

to anyone now. To whoever’s left later. Proof we were here.

Proof wemattered.”

Walter studied the pencil lines, soft and certain. He realized

Braafhart was right. Every stroke was a memory pinned against

time’s current.

That night, Walter found Harris on deck, standing at the rail,

a cigarette glowing between his fingers. The older corpsman

rarely talked unless duty demanded it, but tonight the silence

stretched long enough that Walter spoke first.

“Do you ever write home?”

Harris exhaled smoke, eyes on the dark horizon. “Not any-

more.”

“Why not?”

He flicked ash into the sea. “My wife’s name is Ruth. Used

to send her pages after every port. Stories about the men, the

sunsets, even the lousy chow. Then the battles came. First time
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I lost a man under my hands, I tried to put it on paper. How his

blood wouldn’t stop, how he looked at me like I could save him

and I couldn’t. I stared at the page for an hour. Then I tore it up.

Haven’t written since.”

Walter didn’t answer at once. He heard the weight in Harris’s

words—the burden of shielding someone far away from horrors

they could never understand.

“She deserves more than my ghosts,” Harris finished quietly.

“So I keep them.”

Walter nodded slowly. He felt the unsent letters in his own kit

like stones.

Two days later, the rarest of events came—a mail drop. A

launch delivered a sack of letters, andword spread like fire. Men

crowded the deck, grinning like children, shouting when their

names were called.

Stanton tore his letter open with shaking hands, laughing aloud

as he read. Marcus whooped and waved a photograph of his

mother, passing it around proudly. Even Braafhart received a

slim envelope, which he tucked into his sketchbook without a

word but with a small, private smile.

Walter waited, heart lifting with each name. But his never came.

When the sackwas empty, he forced a smile and clapped Stanton

on the shoulder. “What’s the news from home?”
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“Masays sheplanted roses,” Stanton said, his grinwide. “Roses!

I can almost smell ’em from here.”

Walter nodded, swallowing the lump in his throat. That night,

he returned to his bunk and opened his own stack of unsent

letters. He read them in silence, the pencil marks fading with

each fold and crease.

His earliest drafts felt like they belonged to another boy—a

youngman writing about adventure and sunsets, about missing

home but brimming with excitement. The more recent ones

were different: brief, guarded, shadows pressed between the

lines. He wondered if his parents would even recognize the son

in these words.

He set the letters aside, hands trembling slightly. They weren’t

meant for mailing anymore. They were a record—of change, of

loss, of survival.
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That night, Walter stood at the rail. The sea shimmered faintly,

threads of phosphorescence glimmering in the wake. He

thought of the men who had died, of the families who would

never get one more letter. He thought of Stanton’s brother,

Marcus’s mother, Harris’s Ruth.

The ocean swallowed somuch—ships, voices, words. ButWalter

promised himself he would remember. If no one else, he would

carry their stories. His memory would be their letter, written

across time.
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He touched the shell in his pocket, smooth against his rough

hand, and whispered into the wind:

“For all the letters never sent.”
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Edge of Endurance

The Okinawa campaign had dragged into its third month, and

with it came the truth every sailor dreaded but none dared speak

aloud: there was no end in sight. The Gwin steamed back and

forth on her radar picket station like a watchdog chained to a

fence, her radar spinning, her guns manned every hour. The

kamikazes came with the sun, with the moon, with the endless

gray hours in between. They came alone or in swarms, high

from the clouds or low from the sea. Always they came.

Walter learned to live inside alarms. The shriek of the klaxon

was no longer a jolt but a drumbeat, steady as his own pulse. He

slept in fragments, a boot under his head, ready to run when

the horn split the air. He ate beans cold from the tin when there

was no time for a tray. He washed his hands not because they

were dirty, but because blood had dried on them and stiffened

the skin.

There was no normal anymore, only waiting for the next attack.
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By the secondweek ofMay, the raids grewheavier. Sickbayfilled

withmen carried down from the deck after every alarm. Some

came coughing, ears ringing from near-misses. Others came

with burns streaking their arms, shrapnel buried deep in flesh.

Walter moved among them, gloves red, voice hoarse, his hands

never still.
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A sailor slumped on a cot, half his face blackened by fire. Walter

pressedgauzegently against theburns, speaking ina steady tone

though his heart hammered. “You’re here, you’re breathing.

That’s what matters.”

Theman’s one good eye blinked slowly. “Can’t see… can’t…”

“You’ll see again,” Walter said, though doubt coiled in his chest.

“You hold on.”

Another man convulsed on the floor, blood pouring from a torn

artery in his leg. Walter clamped down with his palm, shouting

for Harris. His own knees slipped in the spreading pool as he

tied a tourniquet with a strip torn from his undershirt.

Again andagain they came,waves of brokenbodies thatmatched

the waves of planes above. Walter worked until his arms shook,

until his fingers felt carved from stone. He didn’t know how

many he saved. He only knew that each one who still breathed

was worth the next desperate push of his strength.

It was during one of those raids that Walter faced a wound

beyond bandages. A sailor had been blinded by shrapnel, both

eyes clouded with blood. Walter cleaned the sockets carefully,

whispering reassurance, but theman thrashed against his touch.

“Don’t bother,” the sailor rasped. “Don’t want to live blind. Let

me go.”

Walter froze, the scalpel trembling in his hand. “Youdon’tmean

that.”
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“I do,” the sailor cried, tears mixing with blood. “Better dead

than useless.”

Walter grabbed his shoulders. “You’re not useless. You’re alive.

You’ll get home. You’ll find a way to live. I swear to you.”

Theman’s sobs quieted, andWalter bound his eyes gently. He

worked in silence after that, his own vision blurred with tears.

He would not let despair win, not here, not now.

Later that same night, another sailor clutched Walter’s hand

as morphine dulled his pain. His lips trembled, words slurred.

“Ma? Ma, don’t leave me.”

Walter squeezed back, his throat tight. “I’m here. I’m not

leaving.”

The man drifted into sleep, still gripping Walter’s fingers.

Walter sat with him longer than he needed to, unable to pull

away.

The worst came two days later. Alarms shrieked before dawn,

and the ship’s guns roared into the morning sky. Walter felt the

deck tremble as he braced in sickbay, waiting. Then the world

exploded.
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A kamikaze dove straight for the Gwin, its engine screaming. At

the last instant, it missed, slamming into the sea so close that

spray drenched the deck. The bomb detonated underwater, the

concussion blasting through the hull like a giant’s fist.

Menwere hurled against bulkheads, tables smashed to splinters.

In sickbay, Walter was thrown to the deck, his kit spilling across

the floor. Lights flickered, then steadied in a haze of dust and

smoke.

The wounded poured in, groaning, ears bleeding from the

pressure. One man’s arm hung uselessly, bone snapped from

the force of the blast. Another stumbled in with blood gushing

from his scalp, his eyes wild.
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Walter pulled himself up, forcing his legs steady. He worked

through the chaos, splinting bones, stitching gashes, pressing

compresses to bleeding wounds. His own ribs ached where he’d

struck the deck, but he pushed the pain aside. There was no

room for weakness here.

After forty-eight hours of raids without pause, Walter finally

faltered. He leaned against the bulkhead, vision swimming,

hands trembling uncontrollably. The smell of blood and smoke

pressed down like a weight.

Harris found him slumped on a stool, head bowed.

“Lie down, son,” Harris said firmly.

“I can’t,” Walter croaked. “There’s too many—”

“You’ll kill yourself, and thenwho’s left?” Harris snapped. “You

want these men to die because their medic collapsed?”

Walter shook his head weakly, but his body gave him no choice.

Harris pulled him onto a cot, shoving a blanket under his head.

“Sleep,”Harris ordered. “Evenanhour. I’ll keep thembreathing.

That’s my job.”

Walter closed his eyes reluctantly, the screams and gunfire

echoing in his dreams. He saw faces—those he had saved, those

he had lost, those who still hovered between. He whispered

apologies to each before sleep finally claimed him.
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The strain showed in everyone. Stanton and Marcus, usually

inseparable, exploded one evening over nothing more than a

spilled cup of coffee. Stanton’s fist slammed the table, Marcus

shoved back, and for a moment it seemed they would tear each

other apart.

Braafhart stepped between them, hands raised. “Enough! Save

your fight for the Japs!”

They glared, fists clenched, until the exhaustion drained their

anger. Hours later, Walter found them on deck, sitting shoulder

to shoulder, passing a cigarette in silence. Neither spoke of the

argument. The bond between themwas too deep to break, even

at the edge of endurance.

Braafhart sketched them there, heads bowed, smoke curling

into the night sky. The drawing captured their fatigue, the dark

shadows under their eyes, and the unspoken brotherhood that

held them together when nothing else could.

Not every moment was despair. One evening, Walter delivered

news to a wounded sailor who had begged to know if his best

friend had survived the last raid. Walter knelt beside him,

resting a hand on his shoulder.

“Hemade it,” Walter said simply.

The sailor broke into sobs, clutchingWalter’s handwith surpris-

ing strength. “Thank God. Thank God.”

Walter sat with him as relief poured out in tears. It was a small
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victory, but in this endless grind of death, it felt like salvation.

By late May, the kamikaze raids eased slightly, though no one

trusted the quiet. Walter leaned on the rail one night, eyes

hollow, the shell fromHonolulu rolling between his fingers.

The sea stretched dark and endless, dotted with the faint glow

of other ships. Somewhere beyond the horizon, Okinawa still

burned.

He thought of the letters he had written but never sent, the men

he had saved, the ones he had lost. The war wasn’t measured

only in battles and blasts. It was measured in hours endured, in

souls held together by will alone.
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“The war isn’t just fought in fire,” Walter murmured to himself.

“It’s fought in the waiting, in the not breaking, nomatter how

close we come.”

Behind him, the Gwin steamed on, her hull scarred, her crew

frayed, but still alive. They were at the edge of endurance—and

somehow, they were still holding.
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Time Ashore

The morning dawned with a haze that blurred the jagged out-

lines of the Kerama islands. The sea inside the anchorage lay

calmer than Walter Patterson had seen in weeks, its surface

rippling with the slow wakes of tank lighters and supply boats.

Sunlight fell across the clustered gray hulls of destroyers, trans-

ports, and repair ships, gleaming off gun barrels that seemed

perpetually aimed at the sky.

When word spread through the Gwin that liberty was being

granted ashore, a cheer rolled through the decks. Walter felt it

catch in his chest like a sudden breath of fresh air. Liberty. He

mouthed the word as if it might vanish before he could taste it.

Not liberty in Honolulu or some exotic port, but it would be dirt

beneath his boots. After a hundred days at sea, that was enough.

The tank lighter was already half full when Walter and his

shipmates clambered down the netting. The coxswain, aMarine

with his cap tilted back, grinned as if this were his personal gift

to them. “Hold on, boys. We’ll make it feel like Normandy.”
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The lighter churned across the water, spray leaping over the

bow. Sailors clung to their helmets, laughing and shouting

as the boat slammed down against the chop. Walter sat near

the ramp, knuckles white on the bench, heart hammering with

anticipation.

“Think there’ll be a canteen?” one of the fellows asked.

“Hell,” another replied, “I’d settle for a tree that don’t have an

antenna strapped to it.”

88



TIME ASHORE

Walter smiled faintly, but his eyes stayed fixed on the shoreline

drawing closer. White sand curved between rocky bluffs, and

above the beach rose hills mottled with scrub and patches of

darker green. He breathed deep. Even from here he caught the

scent—loamy, wet, alive.

When the lighter grounded itself on the sand, the coxswain

dropped the ramp with a metallic bang. “Kerama Retto, gentle-

men. Try not to step on anymines.”

Walter was one of the first off. His boots sank into the sand, the

grains hot from the sun and rougher than he remembered from

the beaches of California. He crouched instinctively, scooping

a handful. The texture shocked him—gritty, earthy, solid. Not

steel deck plating, not painted nonskid. Real ground. He let it

sift through his fingers slowly, savoring the weight.

Behind him, the men spilled out, some whooping, some silent

with awe. A few dashed for the water, stripping shirts and

plunging in like boys at summer camp. Walter only smiled and

turned inland.

“Where you headed, Patterson?” someone called.

“Up there,” Walter said, pointing toward the ridge. “Just want

to see what’s beyond.”

“Hell with that,” another shouted. “They said mines!”

Walter shrugged. After a hundred days penned on steel, the

warning felt like a dare. A few shipmates fell in behind him—
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Stanton, lanky and restless; Marcus, quiet but steady; and two

others he barely knew. They hiked past the Army camp, past

rows of wooden crosses where Graves Registration worked in

silence. Walter kept his eyes forward, though he felt the weight

of the crosses pressing on his back.

They found the shrine tucked in the fold of a hill, its torii gate

cracked and toppled in the dirt. The stone stepswere half hidden

beneath weeds.

“Looks like something out of a postcard,” Stanton said, stepping

lightly.

“Or a ghost story,” Marcus muttered.

Walter climbed the steps slowly. Inside the small chamber the air

was cool, damp. Dustmotes swirled in the shafts of light. On the

floor lay clay charms, a broken bell, strips of paper curling with

faded ink. He crouched, lifting one of the charms, its surface

rough beneath his fingers.

Someone laughed behind him. “Imagine praying here, and then

having the whole damn island bombed out from under you.”

Walter turned, the charm still in his hand. He wanted to snap

at the man, but he only placed the charm back where it lay.

His throat felt tight. Whoever had prayed here—man, woman,

child—they were long gone, and their prayers had dissolved

into the dust.

He stepped outside, blinking in the brightness. “Come on,” he
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said softly. “There’s more up the hill.”

The climb steepened. Rusted barbed wire snagged their dunga-

rees as theyhauled themselvesupward. Breathless, they reached

the first cave—a dark gash in the hillside.

Stanton flicked his lighter, the flame casting shadows across

the stone. Bones gleamed in the light, a tangle of ribs and skulls.

Cartridge belts lay scattered, rifles rusting in heaps. The air was

foul, heavy with rot that never truly left.
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“Jesus,” one sailor whispered.

Walter stepped carefully, eyes catching on a small object half

buried in the dust. He knelt, brushing it free. A sandal—tiny,

made for a child. The leather strap crumbled under his touch.

He felt his chest tighten. For a moment he saw his kid sister’s

shoes lined by the back door at home, scuffed from schoolyard

play.

Heset the sandal backgently, as if it belonged to the cave. Behind

him, someone kicked at a skull, sending it clattering across the

stone. Walter spun, anger flashing in his eyes.

“Knock it off,” he said sharply.

The man shrugged. “Souvenirs.”

Walter shook his head. He wanted to say more, but words felt

useless in the dank silence. He turned and walked out, the light

stabbing his eyes.

From the ridge top the view startled them—fields green and

neatly tilled, stretching across the valley floor. And in the fields,

figures bent low in the sun.

“Civvies,” Stanton breathed.

Walter squinted. Not soldiers. Not men. Girls. Dozens of them,

their dark hair shining, their hands working the soil. They

looked scarcely older than fifteen.
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As the sailors descended, the girls noticed and scattered, darting

to another patch of field. Fear flickered in their movements.

At the edge of the trees an American soldier sat under the shade,

rifle across his lap. He looked up lazily as the sailors approached.

“They work the fields,” he said. “Keeps ‘em fed.”

Walter stared at the girls. Their clothes were plain, blouses and

skirts, some trousers. Nonewore shoes. Theirhandswerebrown

with dirt, nails chipped, but their faces—round, youthful, alive.

They should have been in classrooms, pencils in hand. They

should have been gossiping about boys, not cowering in fields

under the eyes of guards.

Curiosity tugged stronger than caution. Walter and the others

walked closer. The girls huddled, wide-eyed. Words failed—the

sailors knew no Japanese beyond curses, the girls no English.

But laughter bridged the silence. One sailor crossed his eyes

and stuck out his tongue. The girls burst into giggles. Another

pretended to trip over his own boots, staggering dramatically.

Their laughter rose like bells, high and bright, filling the valley.

Walter stood back, smiling despite the ache in his chest. The

sound was too pure, too incongruous against the backdrop of

war. For a heartbeat he forgot the kamikazes, the blood on

his hands, the wreckage that still haunted his dreams. For a

heartbeat, he was simply nineteen, watching girls laugh in the

sun.
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One girl met his gaze briefly before darting her eyes away. He

wished he could speak, to tell her it would end soon, that she

deserved more than this. But the words jammed in his throat.

Not far away another cave beckoned. Walter ducked inside with

Marcus. The airwas cool, litteredwith tools—pulleys, pots, torn

clothing. In a corner lay a trunk half rotted by moisture. Inside:

a comb, a child’s toy, and a photograph.

Walter lifted it gently. A family posed stiffly, faces blurred by

mildew. Yet the eyes stared clear. A father, a mother, children.

He traced the outline with his thumb. He imagined them here,

huddled in fear, listening to bombs fall, clutching each other in

the dark.

Marcus peered over his shoulder. “Keep it?”

Walter shook his head. “No. It belongs here.”

He set the photograph back, a quiet respect in the gesture. He

stepped into the sunlight again, blinking, andheard the laughter

of the girls carried on the breeze. Survival, he thought. That’s

what laughter was. A small victory against all odds.
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The hike down was subdued. Even Stanton, usually irreverent,

kept quiet. Walter paused once more at the shrine, placing a

seashell he had picked up on the beach onto the stone ledge. A

token. A promise, perhaps, that someone had remembered.

At the beach the launch waited, ramp down, engine sputtering.

The sailors trudged aboard, some boasting of souvenirs, others

silent. Walter sat near the stern, staring back at the ridge until

it blurred in the distance.

That night, in the cramped sick bay, Walter opened his journal.
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His hand shook slightly as he wrote:

“Here they were, mere children, out in the field, slaving! And all

girls, too. Then and there I felt a lump in my throat, and realized

who it was that really paid for war. Those gals should be in a tidy

schoolroom, learning our language, and the democratic way of

life, and their hands should be soft and clean.”

He set the pencil down, staring at the page until the words

blurred. He thought of his sister back home, her hands soft from

notebooks and chores, not soil. He thought of the photograph in

the cave, of the sandal, of the laughter that somehow persisted.

The ship hummed around him, steel vibrating with engines, the

endless march of war. Yet in his mind he saw only the valley,

the green fields, and the girls’ laughter rising like birds into the

sky.

For the first time in a hundred days, he had touched earth. And

in touching it, he had glimpsed the true cost—and the fragile

hope—of the war.

96



11

Thunder and Silence

The news came not with fanfare or ceremony, but in the crackle

of the radio.

Walter was in sickbay, checking bandages, when the voice

filtered through the ship’s loudspeakers. At first, it was faint,

nearly drowned by static. Then the words cut clear enough:

Germany had surrendered. The war in Europe was over.
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The announcement spread likefire. From the engine room to the

bridge, from the mess deck to the gunmounts, sailors cheered.

Stanton threw his cap into the air and shouted so loud it startled

a woundedman dozing on a cot. Marcus danced a sloppy jig in

the passageway, his laughter echoing off the steel. Even Harris

cracked a rare smile, though it was thin and tired.

Walter felt it too, a flicker of relief, a distant spark of victory.

But it came with an aftertaste he couldn’t shake. Because even

as the cheers died down, the ship’s guns still pointed outward.

The kamikazes still prowled the skies. The sea around Okinawa
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still stank of smoke and oil and blood.

Europe might have found peace, but for the men on the Gwin,

the war had not loosened its grip.

The days that followed were a blur of violence and waiting.

Kamikazes came in twos and threes, their engines wailing as the

ship’s guns thundered in answer. Some were shot down before

they neared; others crashed into distant ships, fire blossoming

on the horizon.

Walter grew used to the rhythm: the shriek of the klaxon, the

jolt of his heart, the wounded pouring into sickbay, the smell of

burned flesh and cordite. Then silence, brief and fragile, before

it began again.

By late May, the skies seemed determined to finish what the

pilots could not. A typhoon swept across the fleet, hammering

theGwinwithwalls ofwater and lightning that split the heavens.

Thunder rolled like artillery.

On deck, men fought to lash down equipment, their slick hands

slipping on ropes as waves crashed over the bow. Walter

braced himself in sickbay, catching men thrown into bulkheads,

tending to cuts and sprains as the ship bucked like a wild horse.
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“Feels like the whole damn ocean’s trying to kill us,” Marcus

shouted as Walter wrapped a bandage around his bruised arm.

“Maybe it is,” Walter muttered.

For hours, the storm raged. Then, as quickly as it had come, it

passed.

The next morning, the sea was a glassy calm. Sunlight glittered

across the waves, and the only sound was the steady hum of the

engines. No planes appeared. No bombs fell.
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The silence unsettled the crewmore than the thunder had. Men

walked softly, as though afraid to disturb it. Every shadow on

the horizon looked like a phantom threat. Walter felt the tension

in his chest grow tighter with each quiet hour.

In his spare moments, he returned to his letters.

Dear Mom and Dad, he wrote,

“The world says half the war is done. Out here, it feels like it’s

only getting louder. We fought thunder last night, and now there’s

nothing but silence. I can’t decide which is worse.”

He folded the letter and tucked it into the growing stack in his

kit. Another unsent confession to the ocean.

That night, the crew gathered on the deck, the air cool and clear

for once. Stanton leaned against the rail, his gaze fixed on the

horizon.

“You think we’ll ever go back to normal?” he asked quietly.

Walter shook his head. “What’s normal anymore?”

“Back home, folks are celebrating. Streets full of confetti,

parades, music. Can you imagine standing in a crowd without

ducking at every noise?” Stanton’s laugh was hollow. “I don’t

know if I’ll ever stop hearing the planes.”

Marcus lit a cigarette, the glow briefly illuminating the hollows

under his eyes. “I’ll open a bar when I’m out. Keep the lights on

101



KAMIKAZE STORM

all night, keep the noise up so I don’t hear the quiet. Maybe if

I’m drunk enough, I’ll sleep.”

Braafhart sketched them as they spoke, his pencil moving

quickly. He showed Walter later: the ship under a serene sky,

but the faces of the crew drawn gaunt, shadows deep beneath

their eyes.

“They look like ghosts,” Walter said.

“They are,” Braafhart replied softly. “We all are.”

Harris joined themthen, his voice steady. “Don’t fool yourselves.

The Japs aren’t done. Desperation makes men dangerous. Until

the last shot is fired, we stay ready.”

No one argued.

The next week, another mail call came. Walter braced himself

for disappointment, but this time, his name was called.

The envelope was worn, the ink smudged from its long journey.

Inside was a letter from his parents.

“We planted the tomatoes this week. The dog dug up half of them

already. Alice is nearly as tall as your mother now. Everyone asks

after you at church. We pray for you every night. Stay strong,

Walter. The garden will be waiting when you come home.”

Walter read it once, then again, then a third time, the words

blurring as tears filled his eyes. He pressed the paper flat against
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his chest, feeling its warmth. For the first time in months, he

let himself imagine stepping through the door of his family’s

house, smelling the earth of the garden, hearing Alice’s laugh.

It nearly undid him.

He folded the letter carefully andslipped it intohispocket,where

it would stay until it wore thin.

Rumors spread across the fleet like wind. Some said the next
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step was the invasion of Japan itself—a campaign that could

make Okinawa look like a skirmish. The thought chilled every

man on board.

“If Okinawa’s the appetizer,” Marcus muttered one night, “I

don’t want to see the main course.”

Walter lay awake in his bunk, staring at the steel overhead,

wondering howmuch strength he had left to give. He had seen

men broken, bodies burned, eyes blinded, souls crushed. Could

he endure more? Could any of them?

But eachmorning, when the klaxon wailed and the guns thun-

dered, he rose and worked. Because that was what they did.

On the final night of May, Walter stood alone on deck. The

sea stretched endless and dark, calm as glass. Somewhere

beyond the horizon, Okinawa still burned, and beyond that,

Japan waited.

Thunder rumbled faintly, though the sky above was clear. It

might have been distant artillery, or simply the echo of storms

across the ocean.

Walter gripped the rail, the shell from Honolulu warm in his

palm. They had lived through thunder, but it was the silence

that frightened himmost—the silence before whatever came

next.

And still, the Gwin steamed on.
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The Final Attack

The days leading into June carried an uneasy stillness. The

kamikaze raids had thinned, not stopped, and that silence

unnervedWalter more than the gunfire ever had. The sea was

too calm, the skies too clear, the ship too steady. Men walked

softly, as if wary of breaking the spell.

Walter felt the tension in every step. In themess, Stanton tried to

lighten the mood by brewing coffee so strong it nearly stripped

paint from the mugs. Marcus pretended to choke on it, earning

the first genuine laugh in days. Braafhart sat sketching near

the ladderwell, capturing the moment with pencil lines soft as

whispers. Harris kept to himself, sharpening scalpels, his eyes

clouded by storms only he seemed to see.

Walter tried to write another letter home, but the words

wouldn’t come. His pencil hovered over the paper until he

set it down and rubbed his eyes. Something pressed in on

him—like the sea holding its breath.
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The attack came at dawn.

The klaxon shrieked, louder than thunder, rattling every bolt

in the bulkhead. Walter shot upright from his bunk, heart

pounding, boots half-laced as he stumbled into sickbay. The

ship tilted hard as men scrambled to their stations. Above, the

five-inchguns roared, eachblast shaking thedeck likeahammer

on an anvil.

“Raid incoming—multiple bogeys!” The voice over the intercom
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was ragged, urgent.

Walter braced against the bulkhead, clutching his kit. He could

feel the vibrations of the ship’s heartbeat—the recoil of guns,

the shudder of steel under strain.

Then came the scream.

Engines howled overhead, a soundmore animal thanmachine.

The skywas full of them—dozens of planes, diving andweaving,

streaking low through the flak. Walter glimpsed shadows

through the porthole: black crosses against the rising sun.

The Gwin fought like a cornered wolf. Her guns spat fire, tracers

carving red lines through the air. One plane burst into flames

and spiraled into the sea. Another erupted midair, showering

the waves with debris. But for each that fell, another pressed on,

engines snarling.

Walter’s throat went dry. He knew, even before the impact, that

one would get through.

The kamikaze came low, hugging the waves. The gunners fired

desperately, shells splashing wide, tracers streaking inches too

late. The plane skimmed past the bow, then banked hard and

roared straight for midships.

“Brace!” someone shouted, though the word was lost in the

shriek of engines.

The plane slammed into the deck in a roar of fire and steel. The
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explosion ripped the air apart, flinging men like rag dolls. A

wave of flame surged across the planks, swallowing paint, rope,

flesh.

Walter was thrown against the bulkhead, his kit spilling open,

his ears ringing with the concussion. Smoke filled his lungs,

hot and acrid. He staggered upright, the world tilting, the ship

groaning beneath him.

Screams cut through the haze.

He stumbled into the corridor, past sailors dragging hoses

toward the blaze. Flames licked upward, devouring canvas and

timber. The air shimmered with heat, the deck plates scalding

through his boots.

Walter dropped beside the first man he saw—a sailor writhing

with his uniform aflame. He tore off his own jacket, smothering

the fire, then wrapped the burns with trembling hands.

“Stay with me!” Walter shouted, though his own voice sounded

distant.

Another man stumbled past, blood gushing from a shrapnel

wound in his neck. Walter pressed bandages down, his fingers

slipping in the crimson flood. He tied the cloth as tight as he

dared, shouting for help that never came.

Then he saw Stanton.

Stanton lay half-buried under twisted plating, blood seeping
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across his uniform. His eyes locked onWalter’s, wide with pain.

“Doc—” he coughed, crimson flecking his lips. “Don’t… don’t

let it end here.”

Walter dropped to his knees, shoving bandages against the

wound. “You’re not done, Stanton. You hear me? You’re going

home. You’ll see those roses your ma planted.”

Marcus appeared, face smearedwith soot. Together they heaved

at the steel, muscles straining, veins bulging. The plate groaned

but barely shifted. The fire roared closer, the deck trembling

beneath them.

Walter bent low, forcing his voice steady. “You still owe me a

drink. When this is over.”

Stanton’s lips curved in the ghost of a smile. “Better make it

strong.”
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Walter pressed harder, hands slick with blood. He felt Stanton’s

grip on his wrist—surprisingly strong, almost desperate.

“Keep themalive, Doc,” Stantonwhispered. “That’swhat you’re

here for.”

Then the grip slackened. His eyes clouded, staring past Walter

into a horizon only he could see.

“No,”Walter gasped. He pressed down harder, willing the blood

to stop, willing life back into his friend’s eyes. “Don’t you leave
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me, Stanton!”

But Stanton was gone.

The ship still burned. Men still screamed. Walter bowedhis head

just for a moment, the smoke stinging his eyes, before forcing

himself upright. There were others still breathing. Stanton had

been right. That was his duty now.

Walter worked until his arms shook, until his knees buckled

beneath him. He draggedmen from the flames, smothered fires

with his own hands, splinted limbs, stitched gashes, poured

plasma into collapsed veins.

Harris shouted over the roar of flames. “Get him below! Doc,

over here!”

Walter obeyed, running on instinct. He crawled into compart-

ments thick with smoke, pulled men free of rubble, pressed

bandages into wounds that gushed between his fingers. He lost

count of howmany he treated, howmany he lost.

Marcus appeared again, his face streaked with tears that cut

through the soot. “He’s gone, Doc. Stanton’s gone.”

Walter’s hands never stoppedmoving. “Then we save the rest.

For him.”

Hours passed like minutes. Fire crews smothered the last of the

flames, hoses hissing against scorched steel. Thewoundedwere

carried below, the dead laid gently on stretchers, their bodies
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covered with canvas.

The sky cleared, the last kamikaze shot down by ships nearby.

The sea was eerily calm again, the only sound the hiss of steam

and the groan of steel.

The Gwin was still afloat—scarred, battered, but alive. So were

most of her crew.

Walter slumped against the bulkhead, his uniform blackened,

his hands trembling. Blood crusted under his nails, smoke

seared his lungs, and Stanton’s voice echoed in his ears.

That evening, the crew gathered for burial at sea. The bodies

were laid on the deck, each wrapped in canvas, weighted, flags

draped across their forms. Stanton’s body was among them.

The chaplain spoke in a voice that trembled with exhaustion.

“They served with honor. They gave their lives so that others

might live. We commit them to the deep.”
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Walter stood at the rail, his throat raw, as the bodies slipped into

the sea one by one. The waves swallowed them silently, no trace

left but ripples spreading wide.

When Stanton’s turn came, Walter pressed his hand against

the rail, eyes burning. He whispered, “I’ll keep them alive. I

promise.”

Then the canvas slid into the water, and Stanton was gone.

That night, Walter sat alone on deck, the shell fromHonolulu
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warm in his palm. The sea stretched endless, the stars sharp

above. The Gwin steamed slowly, her decks scarred by fire, her

crew hollow with grief.

“The kamikazes had thrown everything they had at us,” Walter

whispered. “The sky was emptied, but our ship was emptier

still.”

He clenched the shell tighter, listening to the silence. They had

survived—but survival felt like loss carved into their bones.

And still, the Gwin pressed on into the dark.

114



13

Harbor of Ghosts

The news broke on a morning thick with haze, the sea flat as

hammered steel.

Walter was in sickbay, reorganizing supplies that had dwindled

to scraps, when the loudspeaker crackled to life. A voice,

strained with disbelief, carried through the passageways.

“Attention, crew. Japan has surrendered. Repeat—Japan has

surrendered. Hostilities have ceased.”
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For a moment there was silence, stunned and absolute. Then

the ship erupted.

Cheers rang down the steel corridors, echoing from the engine

room to the bridge. Men shouted, laughed, some cried openly,

gripping each other with the desperation of survivors who had

run too far and suddenly found the ground firm again. Marcus

threw his cap into the air, then snatched it back with a sheepish

grin. Harris sat on a stool in sickbay, his hands motionless for

the first time in months, eyes closed as if he couldn’t bear to

open them and find it untrue.
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Walter felt something twist in his chest. Relief, yes, but tangled

with disbelief, with sorrow, with the kind of exhaustion that no

cheer could mend. His hands trembled as he braced against the

counter. The war was over. The words had a weight he couldn’t

lift.

Within hours, new orders came. The Gwin was to steam into

Tokyo Bay, joining the mass of ships gathering in the wake of

surrender.

The engines rumbled to life, a sound as familiar as breath, and

the ship slid across the placid sea. Walter climbed topside with

the others, drawn by a need to see this moment with his own

eyes.

Tokyo Bay unfolded ahead: a vast expanse dotted with ships

of every kind—destroyers, cruisers, battleships, carriers—

floating like survivors of some great storm. Many bore scars

of battle: twisted rails, blackened scars on their hulls, masts

bent or broken. Wreckage drifted among them, timbers and oil

drums and the occasional lifeboat adrift without purpose.

The air was still. No gunfire, no alarms, no screaming engines

overhead. Only the slap of waves against steel and the murmur

of voices carried across the water.

Walter gripped the rail, his knuckles white. The harbor should

have felt like victory. Instead, it felt like a graveyard.

They anchored among the fleet, the ship’s chain rattling as it

plunged into the depths. The sound echoed like the toll of a bell.
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Men gathered along the rails, staring at the sight.

“Never thought I’d see the harbor quiet,” Marcus muttered. His

voice was hushed, as if afraid to disturb the silence.

“It’s too quiet,” another sailor said. “Feels wrong.”

Walter couldn’t disagree. The calm pressed against his ears like

cotton, muting even his own thoughts. After months of klaxons

and gunfire, the absence of sound was deafening.
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He looked at the ships around them, each one a survivor, each

one carrying its own ghosts. He imagined the stories locked

inside their steel walls—men saved, men lost, the weight of

sacrifice carried in silence. The harbor was not just full of ships.

It was full of absence.

That night, Walter walked the deck alone. He passed the scar

where the kamikaze had torn through, the plating twisted and

scorched. He could still see Stanton there, could hear his last

words, feel his grip fading in his hand.

The memory rose like smoke, choking him. He stopped and

leaned against the rail, forcing his breath steady.

Marcus joined him, a cigarette glowing between his fingers. He

didn’t look at Walter, just stared into the black water. “Funny

thing,” he said quietly. “I keep waiting for the klaxon. Every

time the wind shifts, I half expect it to sound.”

Walter nodded. “Me too.”

Harris approached then, his steps heavy. “Don’t think this

silence is peace,” he said. His voice was rough, weary. “It’s

just another kind of battle. You’ll see.”

Walter studied him, realizing the truth of it. Harris had lived

through one war already, carried scars no one could see. Now he

was telling them the hardest part wasn’t surviving the fight—it

was surviving the silence afterward.

The next morning, the crew gathered for one last burial at
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sea. Men who had succumbed to wounds in the final weeks

lay wrapped in canvas, flags draped across them. Stanton had

already been given to the waves, but the ritual reopened the

wound.

The chaplain’s voice cracked as he read the prayers, his words

scattering across the water. “We commit these men to the deep,

in sure and certain hope of the resurrection to eternal life…”

Walter stood at the rail, his throat burning. Each body slid into

the sea with a splash too small for the weight it carried. Ripples

spread, then vanished, as though the ocean swallowedmemory

as easily as flesh.

He whispered Stanton’s name, quiet enough that only the sea

heard it. He promised again, silently, that he would remember.

Because survival meant carrying the memory of those who

hadn’t.

That evening, Walter sat in his bunk with the stack of letters

he had carried all these months. The paper was creased and

yellowed, the ink smudged from sweat and seawater.

He opened the first, written in a hand that trembled with

inexperience. Dear Mom and Dad… The words were hopeful,

naive, written before he had seen Okinawa, before Stanton’s

blood stained his hands. He almost didn’t recognize the boy

who had written it.

He read others, each one a snapshot of his own unraveling—

hope giving way to exhaustion, fear bleeding into despair. Some
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he tore in half, unable to bear the thought of them ever reaching

home. Others he folded neatly, setting them aside. Maybe he

would send them, maybe not.

Finally, he pulled out a blank sheet and began to write. For the

first time in years, he wrote without censoring himself, without

weighing each word.

“DearMomandDad, thewar is over. I amalive. Stanton

is not. Neither are toomany others. I don’t know how to

carry all of it, but I will try. I don’t know who I am now,

but I hope to find out when I see you again.”

He paused, then added: “Save me a place in the garden. I’ll help

with the tomatoes.”

He signed it, folded it carefully, and set it atop the others. It was

the first letter he meant to send.

Life aboard ship settled into strange rhythms. Men lounged on

deck, trading cigarettes and stories, their laughter carrying in

uneven bursts. It felt forced, brittle, as if too much joy might

break them.

Marcus leaned back one afternoon, grinning faintly. “When I

get out, I’m opening that bar I keep talking about. Name it ‘The

Lucky Break.’ Drinks onme first night.”

“You’ll drink half your profit,” someone quipped.

“That’s the point,” Marcus shot back, earning real laughter this
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time.

Braafhart showed Walter his final sketch—a wide view of the

Gwin resting calm in Tokyo Bay, the sun setting behind her. The

faces of the men were still thin, eyes shadowed, but there was a

glimmer there, a faint light.

“I wanted to draw us living,” Braafhart said. “Not just surviv-

ing.”

Harris smoked in silence nearby. At last, he exhaled and said,

“Now comes the hard part. Don’t let anyone tell you different.”

No one argued.

Night fell soft over Tokyo Bay. Ships glowed with scattered

lights, reflections wavering across the dark water. For the first

time in months, the horizon was free of fire.
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Walter stood at the rail, the shell from Honolulu warm in his

palm. He turned it over slowly, tracing its curveswith his thumb.

He thought of Stanton, of the men committed to the sea, of

letters never sent. He thought of silence that felt heavier than

thunder.

The war was over. But the ghosts would sail with them forever.
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Epilogue

WhenWalter stepped off the train at Union Station, Los Angeles

greeted him not with bands or banners, but with the simple

sweetness of earth after a rare summer rain. The air carried

the scent of lilacs from the street vendors, of dust rising off

sidewalks, of life that had gone on without him. His mother

pushed through the crowd, her apron still dusted with flour,

tears streaking her cheeks. She wrapped him tight in her arms,

clutching him as if her strength alone had pulled him home.

His father’s handshake was firm but shaking, eyes shining with

unshed tears. Alice, taller now, rushed forward and clung to his

waist, her laughter choked with sobs.

For a long moment, Walter couldn’t speak. His throat closed

against the words he’d thought he would say: I made it. I’m

here. I’m alive. Instead, he only breathed, filling his lungs with

silence—no sirens, no klaxons, no acrid smoke. Just home.

That night, in his childhood bed, the walls seemed too close, the

mattress too soft. Sleep came late and fitful, broken by echoes
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of fire and Stanton’s voice, by the imagined shriek of engines

overhead. He woke at dawn, heart hammering, and stepped

into the garden. His father’s tomatoes were already staked high,

and Alice had planted flowers in rows. Walter crouched down,

pressed his fingers into the damp soil, and let the earth ground

him. It was the first time since Okinawa that he felt steady.

The GI Bill was more than a piece of legislation to Walter—it

was a lifeline. It carried him out of the war’s shadow and into

classrooms at the University of Southern California, where he

enrolled to study civil engineering. The ironywasn’t lost on him:

he had spent years patching broken bodies aboard the Gwin, and

now he would learn how to build structures meant to last.

At first, the silence of the lecture halls unnerved him. He would

sit, pencil poised, waiting for a siren or a gunshot that never

came. When a professor dropped a book, he flinched hard

enough to draw stares. But numbers steadied him. Lines on

paper becamebeams, bridges, harbors. Math became a language

of certainty, unshaken by chaos.

He found community among fellow veterans who filled the

classrooms. They carried their own ghosts, their own scars. In

late-night study sessions, they shared stories in half-sentences,

enough to recognize the weight each bore. They didn’t speak of

Okinawa or Normandy or Iwo Jima often, but they didn’t have

to. A look, a silence, was enough.

Walter’s discipline aboard ship translated into diligence. He

worked tirelessly, earning the respect of his professors, though

inside he doubted himself constantly. Each equation solved felt
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like a small victory, each exampassed a step toward a life rebuilt.

It was in the university library that he first met her. She sat at a

long oak table with books spread before her, hair falling loose as

she scribblednotes. Walter hadgone there seekingquiet, though

quiet often betrayed him. Yet when she looked up, her eyes held

warmth that steadied himmore than silence ever could.

Her name was Gwendolyn, though friends called her Gwen. She

was not impressed by his uniform folded neatly in the back of

his closet or by his halting stories of war. Instead, she asked

about his studies, his family, his hopes. She laughed easily, a

sound that reminded Walter of home, of Alice’s voice before the

war.

They courted in simple ways—walks along the Arroyo Seco,

shared ice cream cones, evenings listening tomusic on the radio.

He confessed his nightmares to her once, ashamed of the nights

when he woke gasping. She took his hand and told him that

shadows only proved there had once been light.

They married in a small church not far from campus, the pews

filled with family and fellow veterans. Walter wore a simple suit,

Gwen a dress sewn by her mother. When they exchanged vows,

he felt something shift inside—a tether pulling him firmly into

the future.

Their first child, a daughter, was born two years later. Walter

held her in trembling arms, overwhelmed by her fragility, by the

miracle of her tiny fingers gripping his. They named her Gloria,

and from the moment she cried out, Walter felt a piece of his
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heart he hadn’t known was missing settle into place.

Two sons followed in the years after—Carl and Russell. The

house grew noisy with laughter, with scraped knees and spilled

milk, with lullabies sung softly in the dark.

Walter found himself in small, ordinary moments that felt

extraordinary. Teaching Gloria to ride her bike down the sunlit

street. Holding Carl steady as he hammered his first nail.

Watching Russell chase fireflies in the backyard.

Eachmoment carried a shadow. Walter thoughtoftenof Stanton,

of the men who never came home. He imagined them watching,

shaking their heads with laughter, teasing him for his clumsy

attempts at fatherhood. Each milestone was a gift he carried for

them as well.

Walter’s career in civil engineering spanned decades. He

designed bridges that arched over rivers, roads that wound

through hills, harbors that welcomed ships home. Each project

was a testament to endurance, to building rather than breaking.

He took pride not in the structures themselves, but in the lives

they connected, in the way they endured storms without falling.

His colleagues admired his precision, his calm under pressure.

Few knew that his patience had been forged in fire, that com-

pared to Okinawa, no deadline or setback could shake him.

When he drove his children across a bridge he had helped design,

he pointed at its lines with quiet pride. “That’s mine,” he said

simply. They groaned and rolled their eyes at hearing it for the
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hundredth time, but deep down, they were proud too.

Yet through all the years of family and work, the war never

left Walter completely. At night, when the house was quiet,

he sometimes opened the drawer by his bed and held the small

shell he had carried fromHonolulu. Its surface hadworn smooth

with time, but its weight never lessened.

He told his children pieces of thewar, the kind they could carry—

stories of friendswho played poker on quiet nights, of the time a

cook accidentally set the galley ablaze, of laughter in themiddle

of chaos. He spared them the worst. But he told them enough to

know that peace was fragile, and precious.

EveryMemorial Day, he stood at the local ceremony, hat in hand,

whispering names that no one else remembered. Stanton’s

name always first. Marcus. Braafhart. Harris. He carried them

all.

The years softened him, but they did not break him. His hair

turned silver, his steps slower, but his spirit remained steady.

He watched his children grow, watched Gloria walk down the

aisle, Carl hold his own newborn son, Russell take his first job.

He held his grandchildren in his lap, their laughter bubbling like

the waves of the Pacific he once sailed.

On quiet evenings, he sat outside, the shell warm in his palm,

watching the horizon glowwith the last light of day. Sometimes

he heard the echo of guns, the shriek of planes, the cries of the

wounded. Butwhen he opened his eyes, he saw only the laughter

of his family, the peace he had built.
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Walter lived a long, full life. Awonderful life. But he never forgot.

One evening, in the autumn of his years, Walter sat on the porch

as the sun dipped low, painting the sky in colors of fire and ash.

The Honolulu shell rested in his hand, cool now, worn smooth

by decades of touch. He whispered Stanton’s name, then the

names of the others, letting the breeze carry them.

The war had taken much, but it had given him one truth: life,

once spared, was a duty to live fully.

And so he had. Carrying the ghosts with him into every sunrise,

every bridge, every heartbeat.
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