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		Description

Mr. Arrow was a friend to her family. Now, Applejack joins him on his yearly visit to Arlington. 

Reading My Neighbor is not strictly necessary for this story, but it is very short and will give a lot of context. Other stories with Mr. Arrow are My Neighbor's War and My Neighbor's Neighbor.
As a Memorial Day Tribute, this  story is dedicated to all those who have served, especially those who  made the ultimate sacrifice.  For any veterans living with trauma, I've  placed a link  here for the veteran helpline. There is no shame in needing to talk to someone. You served us. Let us serve you.
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Mr. Arrow tugged his light brown jacket tighter against the unseasonably chill breeze that blew across the rolling green. He’d never been the sort to be much put out by inclement weather, but neither was he too proud to take sensible precautions. As he’d gotten on in his years, he’d learned the value of taking a sweater and coat whenever he ventured outdoors. After all, life was too precious a thing to be flippant with. Mr. Arrow knew that better than most. 
He glanced at his companion to see how she was faring in the unexpected cool weather. It came as no shock to him to see that, even in her simple sun dress, the young woman seemed unaffected by the breeze. After all, the Apples were of a hardy stock, and Applejack was hardier than most. 
Neither of them said much as they walked. For Mr. Arrow’s part, this was habit. He’d never been much for words, and had grown even more silent since his wife’s passing. While his friendship with the Apples, born out of the tragedy of their parents’ passing and a simple act of kindness, had restored him to some level of companionable conversation, he’d never been the talkative sort, and at this late stage of his life that was unlikely to change. 
Applejack was far more talkative than he; not so much as her friends, but certainly more than the stoic Mr. Arrow. Even she, however, was silent. Cemeteries, reasoned Mr. Arrow, tend to have that effect. Arlington was no exception.
Six-hundred and twenty-four acres of graves surrounded them, the caskets of hundreds of thousands filling the ground beneath their feet. It was enough to sober any rational being. 
For decades, Mr. Arrow had made the yearly visit to Arlington to see his old friends. In the past, he’d been accompanied by family – wife, children, and later grandchildren. Sometimes he’d meet other veterans from his unit. For a long time, he’d never made the visit alone. But, as he aged, the number of friends still living dwindled, and since Bess’s passing and the gradual migration of his children and grandchildren to other cities and states, it had become more sporadic whether or not he would have company. 
Mr. Arrow did not mind this. He had never demanded that any of the others accompany him; not even Bess. So long as they honored the fallen in their own way, that was enough. He knew his friends and children and grandchildren well enough to know that they honored the fallen each Memorial Day. That was enough. If distance or hardship or time kept them from joining him on a given year, he did not begrudge them that. He would go either way.
For years, the Apples had known of his tradition, and would always send along home-baked goods for him to take on the trip and to share with family and friends if he was meeting anyone. Again, he had not asked, but they had insisted. Meanwhile, they remained home, visiting the local cemeteries or travelling back to Texas to honor the fallen heroes of their own lineage. 
This was the first time that any of the Apples had asked to accompany him. The question had come as a surprise to Mr. Arrow, but not an unpleasant one. He certainly welcomed the company. Applejack seemed to have her own reasons for asking to come this year, but, though he was curious, Mr. Arrow was not one to pry into another’s business if she didn’t seem inclined to share.  
So it was that they found themselves taking the long walk out to where his men lay buried. Some of his men, at any rate. Many had been returned to their hometowns, but more than enough were in Arlington to make it convenient to visit a goodly number of his old comrades. 
Despite the cemetery’s size, Mr. Arrow needed no directions. Even that first year, he’d found them without difficulty. Since then, it had been like taking a walk through his own neighborhood.
When they reached the acreage where his men lay, he slowed to a halt, letting the wind be the only sound between them. This was his habit – to come to the edge of the ground where they lay and spend some time with them in stillness before walking the grounds. Whether old comrades or family accompanied him, this practice had remained unchanged for decades. Sometimes one of the others would say something, and, when appropriate, Mr. Arrow would respond. But it had been years since he’d said a word aloud in this place. He reasoned that the souls in heaven, where he prayed his men were, had little need of verbal greetings. He’d never known what to say anyway. 
It wasn’t until he saw Applejack fidget next to him that he realized that habit wouldn’t work this year. His friends hadn’t needed him to speak when they joined him; they all knew the fallen the same as he had. His family, for their part, had heard the stories decades ago. But Applejack had never come here, and had heard few of his stories; Mr. Arrow wasn’t the sort to bring them up, and the Apples weren’t the sort to pry.
Had he been alone, Mr. Arrow would have followed his habit. As he was not, he did the polite thing and introduced his old friends to his new one. 
“This is Jimmy Coaler,” he said, pointing to the nearest tombstone and startling Applejack with his sudden speech. “From deep in North Dakota. Pleasant man. Got along well with everyone he met. We lost him June ’44 fighting in the hedgerows.” 
He pointed to the next man down. “Jake Porter. Big guy. Played quarterback in high school and probably would have done well in college if the war hadn’t broken out. He volunteered the day after Pearl Harbor and served as an infantryman in North Africa before requesting a transfer to the Airborne. Lost him to a mine January ’45.”
“Rosencrantz and Beemer, both with the first name ‘John.’ We called them the terrible twins. They did everything together. They died killing a German pillbox three days after we dropped into Normandy.”
He began walking down the line, trusting Applejack to follow.
“Tommy Baker. Came across as a real lady’s man, but there was a nurse he fell in love with who put him on the straight and narrow. Real shame he didn’t live long enough to marry her.”
“Jacob Hodges. Baseball player. Had an arm like a cannon. Once saw him put a grenade through a foot-by-foot hole in the wall from fifty yards away.  Died to a mortar in October ’44.”
The men they passed were from all states and peoples. Believers and atheists; Jews and Gentiles; Irish and Italians; Poles and Hispanics; Germans and Cherokee. 
“Teddy Barnes. We called him ‘Tex.’ Straight-shooter with a good heart. He carried the Browning in my squad. One day we got pinned down by some Germans in a trench, and he jumped in to clear ‘em out. He did, but they shot him up pretty bad. Infection got him a few days later.” 
“Joey Wilkins. A gambler from New York who would pick a fight with anyone in the unit over anything he could think of, and then fight twice as hard to save them. Killed by a Panzer’s machinegun when he ran out to distract it from the rest of us.”
All soldiers. All Americans. All brothers.
“Stephan Blaine. Cartoonist. Smoked like a chimney. Guys would pay him smokes to decorate their helmets; most of the old guys had one. He didn’t get a chance to do it for any of the replacements, though. Canopy failed on a jump not too long before training ended. Never saw combat.” Mr. Arrow paused for a moment. 
“H-have you still got the helmet?” asked Applejack.
Mr. Arrow nodded.
“I’d like to see it sometime, if’n that’s alright,” she said.
He gave a half smile. “Of course.” Resuming the walk, he pointed to the next man. “Karol Pilecki. Second generation Pole. Loyal to a fault. Natural leader. Had a personal ax to grind, after the Nazi atrocities in Poland.” He half glanced at Applejack. “Shot three separate times in France and twice more in Germany. Survived each time.” Shaking his head, he added with a sigh, “Chinese sniper took his head off in Korea.”
“Erwin Braun. Now this man,” Mr. Arrow halted to spend a little more time describing the fallen soldier, “was a first generation German-American. Lots of folks with German names changed them so they didn’t get accused of being spies. Erwin didn’t, though. He was an educated man, working on his Masters in Chemistry when the war broke out, but he put all that on hold to fight. When people called him a Kraut spy, he always said, ‘The Nazis invaded my country first. I’m going to take it back.’” Mr. Arrow smiled at the recollection. “He and Pilecki got along famously, actually. Karol was a Polish farmer who played dumb for laughs, Erwin was an articulate German who was more educated than the rest of the platoon together; yet they called each other ‘brother.’ I always admired that.”
He heard Applejack swallow next to him. “What… er…” she began, her voice husky. “What happened to him?”
Mr. Arrow took a moment to respond. “Truck turned over on our way to the airfield to take us home after V-E Day. A freak accident. Nothing anyone could do.”
The silence returned. Clearing his throat, Mr. Arrow kept moving.
“Bryce Braxton. Used to be a garmenteer for Sears. They joked that he was the ‘only Gentile in the garment industry.’ So many of his Jewish colleagues lost family to the Nazis that he left his work to join the Airborne. Those same colleagues took good care of his family after he took a bullet in Belgium.” 
“Bobby Linden,” he said with fond smile. “One of the bravest men I ever met. That quiet friend of yours would have liked him. He was a gentle soul; loved the forest and creatures and growing things. He hated violence, so he became a medic. No matter the danger, he’d be right there, patching guys up and telling them they were gonna make it.” He slowed to rest his hand for a moment on the tombstone. “They shelled us out on patrol one day. Three guys up in front got hit and the rest of us had to take cover in a ditch. Took us a moment to realize Bobby wasn’t with us. He dragged one guy in before we knew what was happening, got the second while we were tending to the first, and was getting the third when the shell came down.” Mr. Arrow’s voice cracked for a moment. “Wasn’t much left of either of ‘em to bury.” 
With a shuddering sigh he continued, “Juan Cortez, the first man to earn the Bronze Star in my unit; got it fighting off half a platoon of Waffen SS when his patrol got pinned down. He saved his squad, but bled out before Doc could get to him.”
“Louis Labelle. Our demolitions man. Broke his neck when a bridge collapsed beneath him.”
“Mike Castiglione. Only Italian I ever met who couldn’t cook, but he was a darn fine shot. Had a daughter back home he never got to meet.” 
“Father Patrick O’Malley,” here Mr. Arrow couldn’t keep a fond smile off his face as he once again slowed to a stop. “This man was a character. Saintly little man with an impish sense of humor. Whenever he’d play a prank, he’d always give this cherubic smile and say ‘gotcha!’” Applejack had to smile at that, even with the tears that were running down her cheeks. “The sort of man who was pious in an approachable way. Even the atheists liked him. His best friend in the unit was a godless man named Pete Brunner who used to say he was the ‘biggest sinner in the Airborne.’”
“Quite a claim,” quipped Applejack.
Mr. Arrow decided not to mention that she didn’t know the half of it. “Pete always gave the padre a hard time for trying to convert him, and the padre never stopped politely trying. Joey Wilkins even started a betting pool on who would give up first; the pool lasted after Joey died.” He trailed off into silence.
After a moment, Applejack asked, “Who won?”
Blinking rapidly against the moisture in his eyes, Mr. Arrow continued, “We were dug in at Bastogne. Father O’Malley was always out in the foxholes with us in case someone needed medical attention or Last Rites. Pete had gotten shot in the leg, so the padre was keeping him stable while he waited for the medic when a grenade landed between them. The padre…” he cleared his throat, “threw himself on the grenade.”
Applejack took a sharp breath.
“Pete survived, but his leg was too damaged to heal. The last time I saw him before he went home, he told me the first thing he was doing when he got back was finding a priest.”
“Heheh,” chuckled Applejack sadly, “I guess the padre won.” 
Smiling as he looked down at the grave, Mr. Arrow had no difficulty picturing Father Patrick O’Malley, wearing his cherubic smirk and saying ‘gotcha!’ 
“I guess he did.” 
They continued down the line in the manner they had, Mr. Arrow telling the stories and Applejack listening. He had mixed feelings about the experience. At first, it was cathartic, pleasant, even; he realized it had been too long since he’d told these stories to anyone, and that perhaps they needed airing out more often. Mr. Arrow was not the sort to talk about his own accomplishments, oh no, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t tell his friends’ stories. They deserved that much.
At the same time, it was plain that Applejack found the experience distressing. She’d had tears in her eyes from when they started, and seemed to be holding back sobbing only by an iron will and long practice dealing with grief. Yet, even so, she kept engaging him, listening with utmost respect and asking questions when appropriate. 
Mr. Arrow was grateful for the honor she was showing his men, but he didn’t want to leave her crying all afternoon. He was no stranger to the necessity of grief, but at the same time he was a father, a grandfather, and his instinct was to comfort daughters and granddaughters in their sorrow, not add to it. As they drew to the end of the line, he made to ask if she wanted to stop when she pointed to the last two graves. 
“And who’re they?” she asked, wiping at her eyes with a kerchief.
Mr. Arrow turned to look, and his heart sank. He’d known the graves were here, of course. They always fell in the same place on his walk and never came upon him suddenly. But he’d been just distracted enough by his concern for Applejack that he hadn’t realized how close they were.
It took him a moment to reply. “This is Derrick Walters,” he said, pointing to first grave. “My best friend.” Applejack put a hand to her mouth, her eyes widening with horror. “We were like brothers from when we were little. He was kind, resourceful, creative, and never gave up on people. He’d had a hard life, made some mistakes, nearly wound up in prison, but he found forgiveness, and in the end he was a better man than most all of us. He survived everything the Germans threw at us without a scratch – baiting a sniper, clearing out a bunker solo, rescuing one of our boys who got captured – Derrick was superhuman.” Mr. Arrow blinked, feeling moisture in his eyes. “He got one Bronze Star for that last one. He got a second Star in Korea for rescuing a downed pilot while under enemy fire. That was two days before a stray bullet clipped his artery.” It was a moment before he could speak again. “I’m the one who encouraged him to reenlist.” He was not ashamed of the catch in his voice as he spoke.
Gesturing to the other grave, he said, “This is Toby Quill. Barely eighteen. One of the replacements we got after Bastogne. The same day he joined my platoon, we got ambushed. Toby was the first one hit. I didn’t learn the boy’s first name until I was collecting his dog tags.”
Mr. Arrow was silent for a moment as he regarded the two graves. He’d always found it fitting that Toby and Derrick lay side-by-side. 
Applejack’s sobbing cut off his train of thought. Sighing remorsefully, Mr. Arrow laid a hand on her shoulder. “Applejack—”
“I’m fine!” she cried. “I’m fine, I just… sniff… I just need a minute.” 
His stoic face softened. “You don’t have to do this, Applejack.”
“Yes I do, yes I do!” she insisted. “I just… oh, God!” she sobbed, looking out over the sea of graves. “Oh, God, there are so many!”
It was a simple prayer she’d spoken, equal parts lamentation and a human request to the Almighty for answers. Mr. Arrow knew that prayer well. He wanted to say something to comfort her, but all that came to mind was, “I know.” So instead he wordlessly put his arm around her and let her sob against his shoulder.
When her tears had slowed, she began apologizing. “I’m sorry, Mr. Arrow! These are your friends, this is your time, and here I am blubbering and carrying on like they’re mine! This was selfish of me to—”
“Stop, Applejack,” his command patient, but firm. She looked up at him in shock. “It’s not selfish to care for the grief of others.” He looked out over the graves. “God knows these men deserve all the tears in the world.”
She sniffled. “I… I guess.” The two stared at the mass of stones. “So many of ’em…” she said at length, her voice reverent, “… how the hay are we supposed to thank ’em all? After all they gave up, all the people they left behind… how do we square that debt?” 
Mr. Arrow had asked that question for many years himself. Fortunately for her, he’d found an answer. “We don’t,” he said simply. 
The answer so surprised Applejack that she jerked her head away from him to gape in total incomprehension. 
Looking down to meet her eyes, explained, “A few years back, my pastor told me a truth that has stuck with me ever since. It was Good Friday and he was preaching on the Passion. He said that lots of people try to ‘square the debt’ with God.” The old man shook his head. “But we can’t. It’s too big a debt to square. Only thing to do is be grateful and make the most of the gift we’ve been given. That’s the best we can do.” He nodded towards the graves. “The life of a soldier is a lot like that. It’s a debt we can’t square. It’s too big. So,” he squeezed her shoulder, “instead of worrying about something that can’t be done, we just do the best we can. That’s all any of us little humans can do.”
Applejack wiped her eyes and nodded. They stood in silence as Mr. Arrow waited. He could tell she had something else to say, but he wasn’t going to push her to go any faster than she wanted to. Her crying subsided and she adopted a stoicism approaching his own. 
“Big MacIntosh is thinking about joining the Army,” she said abruptly.
Mr. Arrow kept his face neutral. “How do you know?” 
“Recruiters’ pamphlet that dropped outta his backpack. Browser history from when he borrowed my laptop. And I heard him on the phone with a sergeant a few days ago.” 
Mr. Arrow nodded. Big Mac had confided in him that he was considering joining Army Special Forces when they were out hunting some time ago, but the young man wasn’t sure how to tell his family. Mr. Arrow hadn’t said anything; it wasn’t his place. “Are you going to ask him about it?”
“No,” replied Applejack calmly after a moment. “No, I’ll let him tell me when he’s ready.” 
“I think that’s wise,” he said.
“Yeah,” agreed Applejack, her voice flat. When she spoke again, her voice cracked. “I don’t wanna bury my brother here, Mr. Arrow!” Tears formed in her eyes, but they didn’t fall. 
Mr. Arrow pulled her tight once more. “I know. I know.” He expected her to break down sobbing again, but she just stood and trembled, gripping her own arms so hard her fingers turned white. 
To pry into another’s business was something Mr. Arrow avoided on principle. But some things needed to be said. Better that Applejack say those things here when she had him to listen than keep them bottled up inside. So, reluctantly, he asked, “Would you try to stop him?”
Applejack bit her lip and shut her eyes, taking a deep breath in through her nose. She held it for ten seconds before letting it out through her mouth and opening her eyes. “No,” she said, oddly calm. “No, if that big oaf’s meant to be a soldier,” she indicated the graves with her chin, “then I got no more right to hold him back than any o’ their families did.” 
Mr. Arrow’s smile was both proud and sad. “You’re a strong woman, Applejack. Your parents would be proud of you.”
She gave a tear-stained smile. “Thanks, Mr. Arrow. That means a lot.” Sniffing and wiping her eyes, she said, “Now, we got a whole lot o’ ground to cover, so why don’t you start introducing me to the next row.”
He opened his mouth to tell her that she didn’t have to, but a look at her eyes made it plain that he’d be wasting his breath. Never one to use unnecessary words, Mr. Arrow led her to the next row. “This is Rich Carson, our sniper. Grew up in the back woods of North Carolina. Had a drawl so thick he was hard to understand, but those that bothered to listen realized he was wiser than most…”

			Author's Notes: 
“Greater love hath no one than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friend.” 
John 15:13
“Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?”  He said, “The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.” 
Luke 10:36-37
“Give justice to the weak and the orphan; maintain the right of the lowly and the destitute. Rescue the weak and the needy; deliver them from the hand of the wicked.” 
Psalm 82:3-4
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