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Parallel Lines


A Brief Memoir


My dad, of course, had a much nicer fishing rod and spinning reel than I had. After he made a cast, I liked to hear the bail on his reel make the nice, solid clack when it shut as he started to wind in his line. Especially in the evening when the lake was calm and the sounds of people talking somewhere on the lake carried in the night air as I slowly rowed our way back to our cabin as he made casts. The only other sounds besides the distant voices and the clack of his bail were the wooden oars in the metal oarlocks and the occasional rustle of water around the bow.

It was a large lake filled with a variety of fish. Some wooded areas, cabins, and a few nice homes were along its shore. It hadn’t been poisoned and stocked with hatchery trout as most of the lakes in the area had been. There were perch, largemouth bass, catfish, suckers, silvers and rainbows. Sometimes we would anchor and still fish for perch, catfish or suckers. In the evening we would cast a surface lure toward shore in a lagoon with lily pads looking for a strike from a largemouth bass, or we would slowly troll across the lake with a spinner or Flatfish for silvers or rainbow trout. My dad was certain these fish were wilder, tasted better, fought harder, and were healthier than the hatchery fish which he scorned.

My spinning reel had a half bail which seemed to be the cause of many tangles and frequent loops and knots in my line. My dad’s was a full bail, and he seldom had issues with snarls. Often he would continue with his casts while I impatiently wrestled to get things straightened out so I could get back to fishing.

On his belt, my dad had his fishing knife in a leather sheath. His father made the blade from a car spring, and he wrapped the hilt with a winding, hard strip of smooth, dark leather. He put the stiff sheath together with brass rivets. It was a good-looking piece of work. His father sent it to him when he was in the war in France and Germany. He made and sent him another knife that was double-bladed that my dad kept in his boot as he trudged across Europe. I have the sketches of that knife and the notes my father sent to his dad asking him to make it for him and describing what he wanted. It is a deadly looking knife. It is now in a drawer in my wooden chest.

My father and I also went pheasant, chukar, duck, and dove hunting in the fall in Eastern Washington. We were fortunate to have a connection with a couple of wiry old widowed farmers who allowed us to hunt on their property. One grew sugar beets and corn, the other had fields of grapes he sold to wineries. They were brothers and each had his own battered, lonely, unpainted two-story, faded gray farm house with chickens and a dog.

The one old farmer with the beets and corn had a cleared area a couple miles from his house where he had three dilapidated horse drawn Barnum and Bailey Circus wagons he used as storage sheds. The faded lettering on their sides could still be read, “Barnum and Bailey—The Greatest Show on Earth.” We slept underneath these wagons on some straw we gathered. The farmer’s three-legged, black dog would stay with us and go with us when we hunted. It was something to watch the three-legged dog stand on two legs and point when he spotted a bird. 

Sometimes when we were at our camp in the evening, if I persisted, my dad would tell me about things that happened in the war. It was rare that he continued talking without me prodding. He told me how he caught a German out at night after curfew in Stuttgart, frisked him, and that is how he got the 9mm German Luger he gave to me before he died.   

He told me about walking through the bombed-out University of Stuttgart and finding in the wreckage the beautifully made, finely engineered microscope that now sits on my bookshelf. He said he tried carrying it all in his pack as he marched on, but as many others had to do, he soon needed to lighten his load. So, he took off the base, tossed it aside and just kept the top part and a box of exceptional lenses. When he returned home, he made a new metal base that looks like the original from the factory.   

He told me about when he and the guy he was buddied with were walking across this open area where they were to dig their foxholes for the night. They remembered this sheet of corrugated iron they spotted earlier that was laying on the ground a ways back. They ran, grabbed it, and dragged it to the fox hole they dug and used it as a roof. He said that during the night mortars fell, and they heard pieces of shrapnel clang and zing off that sheet of metal. He said they were cozy and happy in their covered hole.

Another time when he shared another foxhole with that same buddy, this guy got out of the foxhole to urinate. My dad said he was a Mexican man. He was standing there doing his business when a shell landed nearby. It hit a pile of bricks and a piece of brick was blasted through the air. It hit that guy right in the kidneys. My dad said he went to the ground like a sack of rocks. He cried out loudly, wailed and he went into shock. He was sure he was mortally wounded. It took a while for my dad to calm him and convince him that it wasn’t a piece of shrapnel, just a piece of brick, and that he was just bruised and he was all right.

I finally asked him how he got some of his medals. He explained that one was from the time he and his squad were way out past the enemy lines. As they moved forward, as usual, they strung a radio wire back to the base. That’s how they kept in contact and reported what was going on and could call in artillery. My dad was the platoon sergeant. He was maybe twenty-five years old. All the others in his platoon were three to seven years younger than him. 

As it happened, they lost radio contact with their base. They were out there on their own. It was a thick, foggy morning. Couldn’t see a thing he said. He grabbed hold of the wire and started following it back to see what was wrong. He didn’t know it, but he was in a clearing when he found the break in the wire. He knelt and got his tools out of his pack and started repairing the break. This is when the fog lifted. He was out there in the open and the Germans started shooting at him. Instead of ducking and running, he stayed there and finished repairing the wire. 


When he was finished, he told me that he stood, ran, hit the ground every once in a while with the butt of his rifle and rolled. Just like they taught him in Basic Training: duck and run, use your rifle, hit the ground, roll and make your way accordingly. When he finally reached his platoon and was safe, he discovered the bullet hole through his back pack. My dad was a great fan of Basic Training. 

I wanted a clearer idea what things were like, so I tried to get him to describe things. Where were all the people, what was going on? What did it look like? 

It was mostly rural areas we walked through with fields, farm houses and barns. Most everyone had left he said. Houses were vacant. No one around. No dogs, horses or cows. It was quiet except for war sounds off in the distance.


We would go in a house. We didn’t bother anything. We’d use dishes. Sleep on the floor. Once when I got sick, I spent three days on the kitchen floor in a farm house. The medic said I had pleurisy. It’s an infection of the liquid around your lungs. They don’t call it that any more. I could hardly breathe. It hurt like hell to breathe or to move. I wasn’t scared of bombs or bullets then. I was scared of sneezing or having to cough.

I remember him telling me that he thought it would have been a beneficial thing if some city in the United States had been bombed during the war. I don’t mean I wish people were killed or hurt he said. It’s just that Americans didn’t understand what it was like in Europe. People in London, Paris, cities in Germany dealing with rubble, destroyed streets and buildings, everything in chaos. He died long before what happened in our country in 2001.

After the war, he told me that he wondered if it would have been any easier fighting in Asia than in Europe. I don’t mean this to be any kind of racial thing he said, but he just wondered if it would maybe have been psychologically any easier killing someone who didn’t look like yourself. In Germany and France, he said it was just like killing the people you knew and grew up with. The enemy looked just like me and my friends. After they finished in Europe and the war was over there, he found himself on a ship headed to Asia. He wasn’t done fighting yet. But then Hiroshima and Nagasaki happened.

When I attended my father’s funeral years later, some guy stood up and talked about my father for about a minute. Maybe he was from the funeral home. I’d never seen him before. He didn’t share any of my father’s war stories or even that he had been in the war or say much about him at all except that he worked for this company for so many years and raised a few children. The stranger could have added that my dad was a mechanic, welder, carpenter, plumber, electrician, juggler, calligrapher, an amazing ping pong player, and he was so quick he could catch a fly buzzing in the air between his thumb and forefinger.

When I looked in the coffin afterwards, there was my shrunken dad in a suit several sizes too large for him. What the guy said and the cadaver in the coffin; that wasn’t my dad. At the time my wife was dying in a hospital in a different part of town. So, I wasn’t involved with any of his arrangements. He was dying in one part of Seattle, she in another. I was a mad man then.

My dad was very coordinated. His nickname when young was Squirrel because he was so fast and agile. Of course his positions at baseball for the VFW were short stop and pitcher. He was a tap dancer when a pre-teen then he became a roller-skating marvel. He tap danced to music on roller skates. When he was held by his feet and swung in a large circle by another skater, he would swoop down and “kiss the floor”. Once too much of a kiss occurred and all his front teeth were knocked out. That’s where he met my mom; at a roller-skating rink after the war. They were roller skating lovers, arm in arm.

 My father had been with my mother for almost a quarter of a century when a peculiar thing happened. I was just two decades old when it happened. At that time, I was struggling to make money and pay for my rent, food, car and gas, and university tuition. I lived in a squalid room, slept on the floor, and attended the university. I had the flu most of the time, and I bought chicken livers labeled pet food from the grocery store for about thirty-seven cents a container. I’d put them on the stove with some salt to boil for dinner. I walked to the nearby bar and drank a dollar’s worth of ten cent schooners of beer while they boiled. It was a bit of a tough time for me without what happened happening.

It happened over a two-week time period. My father worked as a transmission engineer for this company before the war. He went to Europe and did what he did and when it was over, he returned to work for the same company. He had been with them for a total of thirty years. Well, without any warning, they went bankrupt and simultaneously, without any warning, his wife decided to leave him for his best friend. So, my father, in less than fourteen days, lost his job of thirty years, his retirement, his insurance, his company car, his wife of twenty-five years, his best friend, and as a little kick to rub things in, without any warning, his dog died.

Prior to this my father certainly loved his beer. But now he loved bourbon from morning to night. He started in the morning and lasted as long as he could. I figured that if anyone ever had a reason to abuse alcohol, he certainly did.  I’d go check on him as often as I was able. I still had a key to the house. Once I found him passed out on the bedroom floor with the German Luger in his hand. Another time he had fallen down the stairs and he lay in a heap, passed out in the stairwell with a broken wrist. Another time I visited, and I thought he was just sleeping on the couch. When I went to awaken him, he turned and I saw a white, bloody towel wrapped around his hand. He was drunk and pushed an ice cube down into the blender and severed the tip of his finger. He just wrapped his hand in the towel, finished the bottle of bourbon, and passed out on the couch.


I was used to carrying him to the doctor or the ER. But one day when I went to see him, it was early in the day and he was quite drunk. I figured enough was enough. I picked him up in my arms, and bodily carried him to my car and drove him to the veteran’s hospital and admitted him into alcohol treatment. He stopped drinking until he got out.

There was a lot of shooting going on when dove hunting. They flew fast, there were lots of them, and the limit, at that time was fifteen a day, thirty in possession if I recall. They were delicious to eat, and they were hard to hit. It was like skeet shooting; they came fast and from different directions.


Once I was walking on the farmer’s dusty, narrow farm road with my twelve gauge, Ithaca Featherlight. It was cold in the mornings, but this was a hot day and my dad was a ways away next to me walking along a drainage ditch with his Remington. It had a ventilated rib which I was envious of.


He was a bit behind to my left when he called. He called my name, and I turned to see him looking at me then point his shotgun in the air, shoot, smile and put his hand out where he stood and easily catch the dove as it fell from the sky, seemingly all planned and executed on my behalf.

The three-legged black dog was standing next to my dad and the little critter wagged his tail heartily as he looked up at the bird my father held triumphantly in his hand over his head.  It was the Greatest Show on Earth.

Before he died, I went to see him. He was in a stark hospital room. I couldn’t tell if he was dead, unconscious, or sleeping. I sat in a chair and looked at him. I detected light breathing. I just sat there thinking about him, about my wife. After a while, I realized he had opened his eyes. I said hello to him. He stared off. I asked, what are you thinking about dad? I am not sure what he meant by it, but he answered with his last two words.

“Parallel lines.”


He died at 1:20 on a Sunday afternoon. A few months later my wife died at 1:20 on a Sunday afternoon. It doesn’t matter now. Nothing Matters; that’s the title of the next and last book I plan to write.
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