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Gabe and Eddie 
By Susan Nickerson 
 
I arranged the black and white photographs in no particular order, other than to spread them 
out across the highly-polished desk. I took extra care handling the tattered-yellow newspaper 
clippings when I slid them out of the manila envelope that's been their home for nearly seventy 
years. A letter from Admiral Halsey to the Third Fleet, announcing the end of the war. A copy of 
Salt Spray, the newsletter of the Naval ship, the U.S.S. Colahan, dated April 29, 1945. Letters 
from home, depicting the doldrums of civilian life as they awaited the return of their loved ones. 
 
I'd seen these bits and pieces of my father's life before, a part of him I never knew. He died when 
I was a little girl, just ten-years-old. Rare, they whispered back then. People never spoke that 
fateful word cancer. He was only forty-two when he died. The void he left in my life was 
immense. But as time passed, that emptiness became just another part of me. My heart, my liver, 
my void. 
 
Over the years I struggled to hold on to the few memories I did have of him, letting them surface 
every now and then in small doses, for even now they are difficult. The broken heart of your 
inner child is difficult to fix in adulthood. But even the memories are just shadows really; a blurry 
figure standing next to me at the amusement park, a hand holding mine as we crossed a busy 
street. The colors in these memories are vivid, the surrounding landscapes clear, yet I cannot see 
my father's face. I cannot bring myself to look. Instead, I gaze at images of him as a young man I 
did not know, dressed in his Navy uniform. That helped to keep my childhood grief at a safe 
distance. That's my daddy. He was a sailor. I didn't know him then. But as I grew older, I grew 
more curious about this young man who served during WWII, on a destroyer ship in the South 
Pacific. 
 
One after the other, the fading pictures offered small glimpses into the moments and people that 
were important to my father. He'd written the names of his shipmates in pencil on the backs of 
these photos, some had as many as ten. Mostly nicknames, or last names like Gabe, Doc, and 
Petty. Gabe, of course, being my dad. 
 
At first I paid more attention to my father's handwriting, as if staring at the way he crossed his t's 
would somehow reunite us. I had no sentimental attachment to the men who smiled and posed 
with my dad back then, and who smiled at me now. They meant something to me only because 
they meant something to him. It was then I realized that the black and white still shots of the 
past, should be reunited with the colors of the living. I wondered if I could track these sailors 
down. 
 
I sat down at the computer and Googled, Colahan-DD658. From there I found a web site called 
Destroyersonline.com, which led me to a page that listed some of the names, dates, and e-mail 
addresses of those who served on the Colahan. I typed up a generic letter, explaining who I was, 



 

 

and offered to scan the pictures if anyone was interested. I figured even if they were not in the 
picture, they might know the others. I went down the list and sent an e-mail to those who 
served from 1943 to 1945. 
 
One by one, they came back. Undeliverable. The e-mail addresses no longer existed. I had to face 
the fact that they too, may no longer be here. I was saddened by that thought, feeling bad that I 
had waited so long. I was too late. 
 
I was ready to sign off when I saw a name that seemed familiar. Off I went, looking through the 
manila envelope, flipping pictures over to read the names. And there, on the back of a fading 
photo, in my dad's scratchy handwriting, was the name Eddie Healy. I looked up at the computer 
screen, and there before me, was an e-mail address. Healy, Edward (Eddie).  
 
I took a deep breath, then took a chance. I scanned the photo of Ed Healey, changed a few words 
in the original generic letter and sent it off. I offered to send the original copy, if he (whoever 
that might be) was interested. I had no real expectation that it would be answered, other than 
for it to bounce back, just as the others had. The next morning, it did just that. Except this time, 
it was an actual reply! 
 
It wasn't the Eddie Healy in the picture that answered me, as I soon learned. Sadly, he'd also 
passed away a few years back. The response I got was from his son, Eddie Healy Jr. who 
answered, Yes, he wrote, I'd love to have the original. 
 
We typed back and forth at least one more time, and I scanned another picture I'd found of 
Eddie Sr. posing with a "hot little number" named Flo. Ed was sure his mother would get a kick 
out of that next time he saw her! He also told me that his daughter was serving in the Navy, and 
traveled the world with a large photo album/scrapbook filled with her adventures, as well as 
some of her grandfather's destinations. Inside was Eddie's certificate that the sailors received 
when their ship, the USS Colahan, crossed the equator. Now, along side her grandfather Eddie's 
document from an earlier time, rests her own after recently receiving a similar certificate when 
her ship, the USS Inchon, crossed the Arctic Circle. 
 
This morning I received word from Ed that his mother did, in fact, get a kick out of good-old Flo. 
But she had a bit more to say. Mrs. Healy had actually met my father and remembered him! She 
said Eddie and Gabe were inseparable during the war, and had stayed in touch and met up a few 
times afterwards. She also conveyed how heartbroken her husband was when he learned of my 
father's death. 
 
I was deeply touched by this and grateful that she shared this information. I was reminded that 
sometimes things really do happen for a reason, and that the reunion between these two sailor's 
"kids" was not by accident. 
 
Along with the message from his mother, Ed sent along some pictures she was kind enough to 
share. I couldn't help but smile when I saw the two young men, their arms draped around the 
other's shoulders, looking mighty handsome in their Navy whites. The sentimental value of these 
photographs, had now become my own. 
 
Written on the back of them? 



 

 

  
Me and friend, Gabe. 

  
 
  
  


