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Richard Moeller was sitting in his barracks listening to the rain falling outside.  The raindrops sounded like rocks hitting the metal roof as it had all day during the summer storm.  His cot covered with the standard green, wool blanket was hard compared to his bed at home where he grew up on Martha’s Vineyard.  Most of the newly enlisted were either sleeping in their bunks, off in the recreation area, listening to the radio, or writing letters home.  Life at Fort Lee wasn’t anything reminiscent of the life Richard was used to in college.  

Each morning started at 0500 when the sound of reveille broke the quiet of the night.  The troops filed into the mess hall for breakfast and then out for calisthenics.  Their march took them through the woods, wading through creeks, up and down the difficult terrain in the afternoon heat of Virginia, cooled by the rain.  They had very little time to appreciate the scenery.  Heavy packs weighed down on their backs; half the troop carried rifles on the first section of the hike while the others carried them back on the return trip.  Equipment was scarce, there were not enough rifles for each of them to carry their own yet, more would be issued later.  The obstacle courses were just as demanding as the cross-country excursions; running through the course, crawling under barbed wire rolls through the muddy pits, climbing down landing nets then thrusting and parrying with bayonets fixed to the end of a rifle.  The soldiers would collapse from exhaustion in the barrack with sweat soaking their uniforms.

It has been six months since the attack on Pearl Harbor.  Richard made the decision to join the service immediately after graduation, five months after the brutal assault on the American fleet.  The unimaginable day was emblazoned in his mind forever.  He was in the student lounge studying for exams that Sunday morning eager for Christmas break to arrive when someone turned up the radio and a crowd gathered around the desk.  He had been absently following the New York Giants and Brooklyn Dodgers football game in the background.  

He remembers the looks of disbelief and concern for friends and family stationed on the island.  Some spouted racial slurs vowing revenge, others sought out the closest phone.  

“My brother is over there.  He is on the Arizona,” the young man stood frozen listening to the reports.

Richard had stood staring at the wooden box which delivered the news thrusting them all into a war they now knew was inevitable.  

“From the newsroom in New York, President Roosevelt said in a statement today that the Japanese have attacked Pearl Harbor from the air.”  

The reports had been sporadic; the loss of life mounted with each report.  News eventually came of the USS Arizona’s demise and the insinuation of thousands of servicemen.  Another frenzy of activity had erupted in the room when rumors of additional attacks on the California coast were broadcast on the radio which fortunately turned out to be false.  A forgotten pencil was the only thing that moved in the room when it rolled off the table and onto the floor breaking the implacable silence.

Richard had gathered his books and ran across the courtyard to his dorm where there was already a line for the only phone in the hall when he walked through the door. He bent over to catch his breath.

“Are you going to enlist?”  Gerald Johnson had asked Richard as he burst through the door.  

They had been roommates for three years and both would be graduating in a few months.  He was the same height as Richard and the same dark hair.  Richard was heavier set with a muscular build from years of swimming in the surf.  But both men were very popular with the girls in town, going to various clubs or the frequent party on campus.  Gerald was waiting to call home, standing there in his grey trousers and round-necked sweater.

“Several of the other fellows were discussing going into town to the post office to enlist right away into the service,” Gerald continued and pushed his glasses back up on his nose.   There was a wide range of emotions among them. 

“Where is Pearl Harbor,” someone asked.  Thomas Harding stood off by himself, inside he was torn between wanting to join his friends to defend his country and his strong belief against war and killing for any reason.  He knew seeking a Conscientious Objector status would be frowned upon.

“I don’t know,” Richard answered Gerald’s question about enlisting.  “I need to talk to my dad.  I’m thinking about driving home, but I don’t want to miss classes tomorrow.”

Richard’s parents lived in the house he was born in on Martha’s Vineyard in Oak Bluffs.  It would only take him a few hours from campus.  Richard was studying business and finance; his dream was to eventually work on Wall Street.  Numbers intrigued him; he looked at numbers differently from others.  When looking at a problem, he could already see the answer in his mind.

“Jeeze, they sank our fleet!”  Someone else ran into the room, “did you hear?  Pearl Harbor was attacked by Japan!”

“My brother is a doctor and stationed out there,” another added.  “What a mess, I thought we could stay out of the damn war.”

“I can only imagine the scene on the Hawaiian Islands, there are thousands of sailors on the battleships and countless other vessels.  The radio announcer said there were fires erupting on the water due to the gas and oil streaming from the ships.  The California, Arizona, and West Virginia all sunk and the Oklahoma capsized.”  Richard was not even aware that so many ships were docked in Hawaii, but the Japanese were.

“This is awful,” Gerald added.

Richard looked at his watch while standing in line for the phone in his brown wool pants, white collar shirt and green sweater vest.  It was nearly 4 o’clock; he decided to wait to drive home and to call as soon as he could get a chance at the phone.

In May of 1942, Richard Moeller graduated from Harvard.  His parents sat in the crowd bursting with pride for their son and everything he had already accomplished in his short 23 years. Richard found his parents waiting for him outside the hall after the ceremony.  Timothy Moeller knew what his son had planned for the afternoon.  The two men had several conversations in the past few months following the uncertain times the United States was feeling.  

The U.S. entered the war immediately in December; by January the first American forces had already reached Great Britain.  The draft had been extended in 1941.  As far as Richard was concerned, a career could wait until after his service.  He was allowed to finish school which many of his friends chose not to do when they enlisted immediately.  Richard and his parents drove together to the enlistment office where Timothy and Annette Moeller watched their son sign his commitment to his country.  Richard was trading his graduation gown for an Army uniform, his pencils for a gun.  He would go through a physical and leave for training the following day.

Richard’s mom dabbed at her eyes with her cotton handkerchief as she watched her son pass through the doors with the other enlistees prepared to defend their country.  Just hours before Annette had watched him walk through the auditorium and receive his diploma, so much was changing so quickly.  Mrs. Moeller clung to the small white service flag with a blue star, she would be hanging the in the front window designating that there was a family member in the service.  

“If your son is sent overseas which was very likely, the star would be changed to silver.”   Annette listened to their instructions as the waited, but she didn’t want to think about the gold stars she had already seen since war was declared.  

They had so many memories of their son, and the two parents looked forward to many more with him when he returned from the war, if they were so fortunate.  Richard’s decision to finish school and get his degree assisted him in getting into Officer’s school, but first he had several months of training ahead of him.

By late July, Richard had already completed his eight weeks of basic training reduced from 14 weeks after the United States’ entry into WWII.  He endured four weeks of drills and was at the tail end of his Special Quartermaster training at Camp Lee.  Next, he would enter Officer training before shipping out to where ever he was assigned.  He was writing to his parents after another tough day and had a class to attend after dinner.  His typical schedule had consisted of training, lectures, and trying to catch some sleep.  Richard told his father about the lecture of War and It’s Causes, and how this one started.  He watched a film about the Article of War and Safeguarding Military Information.  There was another lecture on chemical warfare all while attending more classes Monday, Tuesday and Thursday nights.  He estimated 1200 men in the Battalion.  There were four platoons in the company, four companies in the battalion and two battalions in the regiment.  Camp Lee encompassed four regiments of men coming in for training and shipping out just as quickly as a new platoon arrived at the camp.

“You had better speed it up. We have to scram in a few minutes,” Matthew Benton rubbed his hair with a towel having just come from the showers.  

He was Richard’s closest friend since they both arrived in Virginia.  They shared letters from home with each other and went into a local joint in town whenever they were given leave.  Most nights, lights out came at 11 p.m. with the exception of Saturday unless the Drill Sergeant made other plans for the platoon.  They were both attending classes for officer classification.  Matthew was from West Tisbury; the two never met before arriving in Virginia even though they lived so close to each other for so long.  They felt a common bond as soon as they started talking in the barracks about life on the island, school, girls; nothing was left untouched.  Richard quickly understood the expression of brotherhood; these are the men that his life could depend on one day.

Army life wasn’t what he expected; however, most wouldn’t have known what to expect.  The men found that they had little time to do anything other than the training, preparing the soldiers for the duty they would carry out when the time came.

“I’m almost finished.  I needed to catch up on a couple of letters.  I think the mailroom holds onto our letters until there is a pile, and then they deliver them.  I’ve got three letters I have to answer.”

“That’s swell, I haven’t had a single letter in weeks.  Dad is so busy on the farm since I left, he doesn’t write much.”   Matthew tossed his towel on the top bunk, pulled his (GI) Government Issue slacks and shirt out his locker; he didn’t want to be late for chow.

“Let’s scoot.”  Richard folded the paper he was writing on, and put the letter in an envelope.  He would drop it off to be mailed on their way to the mess hall.  “At least your pop doesn’t have to worry about the rationing; your family has all the beef you can handle.”

“He is trying to get a government contract.  He would really be the Big Cheese if he could work that out.  We were selling off the sheep so we could buy more cattle and plant more corn and potatoes.”  Matthew and Richard left the barracks and walked up the short wood plank ramp to the dirt road.  Each company had its own street leading to the mess hall and administrative buildings.

“He could send some of that here to us.  Some of these meals have been unrecognizable.  You have to be hard boiled to stomach some of this food.”  Richard thought of his mother’s cooking as they walked down the dirt path kicking up the dust with each step.

“Just wait until we are in the trenches, you’ll wish you had some of this grub.”  Matthew teased Richard as they walked through the screened door, each of them picked up a tray and started moving through the line.  

The simple framed, wood building was able to hold hundreds of hungry men at the same time.  They walked along the wood floor carrying their trays of food, and sat at a table on the far side of the room.  They only had a little time before their class would start.

“Maybe they could bring our mothers down here to cook.”  Richard poked at the pork chop on his tray then scooped his peas over into his mashed potatoes.  Richard’s mother told their friends countless times that he was a born leader.  They were thrilled when he announced his acceptance into Office Training in his last letter.  He had been President of his class in High School; he was often the person his friends turned to for advice.  He played the piano in school for the choir and in church as well when they needed someone to sit in.  

During their down time at Camp Lee, Richard could be found in the recreation room pounding out a tune of the old upright piano sitting in the corner.  Several of the soldiers would make requests while the group would stand singing to the tune Richard offered.

“I’m done here.  We’re going to be late?”  Richard deposited his tray with the stack sitting on the cart as they headed out the door.  

“Tonight’s class is about teambuilding,” the instructor began, typical of the subjects they would study.  “The purpose of the training you are receiving is to instill standards of conduct, leadership, and military knowledge to perform the skills that will be expected of you.”

Richard jotted some notes as the trainer lectured to the officer candidates.  He hoped that the training he received would help him in the future after the war.  He knew he would return to the East Coast; hopefully, getting a position dealing with stocks.

“I’m beat,” he told Matthew on their way back to the barracks.   “I didn’t get much sleep and expected that it will only get worse once we ship out.”

Only days later, their Commanding officer gathered the company and announced they would in fact be shipping out.  There had been rumors for weeks that their fate was getting closer.  

“Gather your duffle bags and packs and report to the transportation area.  Move out!” 

“Good bye rain, good bye mosquitoes.” Richard stood with Matthew and the other men of their platoon waiting to board one of the many canvas covered trucks.

The group arrived at the train station by early afternoon; there were crowds of civilians wishing them a safe trip, flags waving and salutes from veterans and a small boy who stood out off the curb.  The movement of troops was a site not unfamiliar to the residents of the area.  

“I have not been on a train since traveling with my parents to upstate New York to visit relatives.”  He was used to the velvet covered seats in the cars they would travel in.  He stood on the platform as another train rumbled out of the station; he could smell oil, and feel the vibration of the powerful engines under his feet.  

Steam rose from under the train rising from the rails as he stepped up the metal stairs into the train.  The seats were wooden slats and worn from years of use.  

“We are going to New Jersey where we will board another train for the west coast.”  He told Matthew after overhearing the news.  Richard had been able to get a quick cable out to his parents hoping they could drive north so he could see them.  Gas rationing made long trips difficult, but he hoped his father would figure out a way to get up there.

The train finally slowed as it rolled into the station after hours of swaying on the tracks and the rhythmic clacking from metal riding over metal.  Heat rolled down the aisle of the car where most of the soldiers were asleep huddled against the window or hunched over with their bag on their lap for something to lay their head on.  

It was nearly midnight when several officers walked down the aisle of the cars. “Grab your gear, let’s go. Move it, move it, move it!”

Richard shook the stiffness from his body as he stood up and grabbed his bags and shuffled to the rear of the car they had been riding in and stepped down to the dark station.  

“Fall in,” Captain Franks yelled.  The men lined up by platoon as commanded and began the march down the streets.

“We are in Atlantic City,” Matthew recognized the scenery as they marched in unison. “I’ve been down these streets before during better times.”  He flipped the strap on his duffle back up on his shoulder and stepped on the moon reflecting off the puddles of water.

Now the streets were quiet and damp serving as a path for the young men headed to war.

“I saw the sign when we pulled in.  I wish I could get word to my dad exactly where we are going.”  Richard whispered as he adjusted his backpack keeping stride with the others.  Little did he know, Timothy Moeller was waiting at the station when they arrived and had inquired as to how long they would be there and where the troops were going to stay for the night.

“This is the Ritz.  It used to be a pretty swanky place.”  Matthew was excited for no reason in particular; most likely he was looking forward to a decent place to sleep.  As they assembled in front of the building and counted off, they were assigned six to a room for the night.

“Get some sleep gentlemen, this isn’t a party.  No dames, no hooch, bed down and get ready for 0600 reveille.”  The captain looked tired, but wasn’t about to show it or disclose to the men their destination.

Richard spotted his father standing just inside the door as he entered the building.  “Applesauce!  I’ll be up in a few minutes,” expressing his excitement he told Matthew who would be sharing a room with him.  “Hello, sir.”

“You look well son; the army has been good to you.”  Timothy shook his son’s hand and pulled him in to a hug.  His son’s shoulders were a little broader and more muscular.  He missed his son and did not tell Annette how worried he was for Richard.  “I know you have to report to your room, but when we got your telegram, I wanted to get up here to see you off.  I had to call in a few favors to find your whereabouts.”

“Thanks pop.  How’s mom?”  Richard wanted to hold onto the moment forever.  He didn’t know if he would ever see the man who raised him ever again.

“She sends her love.  She has been helping with the Red Cross rolling bandages, and putting together care packages for the men overseas.”  Timothy noticed that Richard was studying his face and imagined what he was thinking and how scared those boys must be.

“Give her a hug for me.”  Richard glanced over at his CO who eyeballed him for disobeying orders.  Deep inside he was envious that the soldier’s father had made the trip to see his son and wished his own father had been able to be there.  These were stressful times for everyone with loved ones scattered all over the world in horrendous situations.

“Mother has your star hanging in the window, we are very proud of you son.”  Timothy handed his son a bag with some baked goods from his mother and a few cartons of cigarettes he managed to save with his rations and others donated by their friends.  “You take care of yourself and write as often as you can.”

“I will dad.”  Richard felt like he was going off to college again, leaving his home and the family he loved.  He was embarking on a journey that would forever change his life.  Father and son exchanged another hug before Richard picked up his gear and followed the line up the stairs to his room.

Timothy watched his son disappear as Richard rounded the corner, and climbed several flights of stairs.  He gave a quick look over to Richard’s CO who nodded in his direction.  Mr. Moeller gave a quick salute and excused himself as he exited past the soldiers who continued to file into the building.  He himself had served in the Great War.  He was fortunate to escape any serious wounds and made it home able to start a family with the woman who waited for him.  Timothy was well aware of the dangers Richard faced.

Richard walked to the far end of the hall which was covered with red carpet and found his room number.  The walls were bare; all of the artwork had been removed.  He opened the door to the once extravagant room to two bunks and two cots assembled in the room with a large dresser and a small bathroom.  All of the other furnishings had been removed from the rooms to house as many soldiers as possible.  Richard thought they could have left a few things to make them more comfortable, but in retrospect, it was a stepping stone to the fields and trenches they would be living in soon.

“So where do you think we are headed?”  Anderson asked from the top of his bunk.  The feet of the 6’2” soldier were hanging over the end; he said it was more comfortable than the bottom bunk.

“I have heard England, Italy, even Greenland.  I guess we will know when we get there.”  Matthew thought of the reels they had watched at the theater showing the German air attacks on Stalingrad and Rommel’s advances.  There were films of American soldiers enjoying the European countryside; an obvious tactic to get more men to enlist.  They had heard plenty of horrific stories while training at Camp Lee.

“You know,” Gibson tossed his boots on the floor with a loud ‘thump’.  “I should have signed up to be a pilot.  Up there in the sky, home every night to a warm bed and food.  Those high hats have it made.”

“Except when they get shot, they fall a couple thousand feet instead of a few feet.  That’s the flattest theory I’ve ever heard.”  Richard threw his shirt at Gibson and laid back on the cot that Matthew had saved for him.

“Moeller, I heard that was your old man in the lobby... you some bluenose?  How did you set that up?”

“I sent him a cable when I heard we were shipping out of Lee.  He’s a smart man, figured out where we were headed.”

“I’d like to see my old man,” Anderson answered from above them.  “He was upset when I decided to sign up.  My little sis thinks I look pretty keen in my uniform.”

“How old is your sister?”

“Don’t even think about it, she’s seventeen and not some dame for you lamebrains.”

“Too bad we can’t stay for a few nights.  I’d like to find me some gams to do what I’m thinking about.”  Reynolds said while dreaming of a pair of long, bare legs.  

He was the fifth in the room, lying on the other bunk.  They had all been in Officer’s Training together, ironically, they were assigned to room together.  He was the rowdiest of the group, but he was smart and probably the savviest when they studied combat tactics.  Everyone could see the rough exterior he showed, it was the fear inside that he kept bottled up.  Reynolds’ girl dumped him right after he signed up for the army.  She opted for some college stiff that was not eligible for enlistment for a supposed medical condition.  He drank a lot for a week after receiving the letter until his buddies helped him pull out of his depression, they were afraid that he may get kicked out of officer training.

Sherrott was already snoring, lying on top of the blanket stretched on the bed.  He never even took his boots off.

“Turn out the lights, we only have a few hours before we’re back on our feet.”  Richard pulled the pillow from behind his head and covered his ears so he could at least get a couple hours of sleep.

The troops boarded another train the next morning.  The old Pullman cars were filled with soldiers before pulling out.  They went up to New York, added more cars to the line loaded with more soldiers and headed west.  They still did not know where their final destination, everyone was still speculating on the rumors each of them had heard.  One of the cars had
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