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SEMPER FIDELIS



Chapter One

Virginia surveyed herself critically in the long mirror while she anxiously waited for her sister to finish packing. Her snappy red, white, and blue Caldera suit was tightly fitted around her slim waist, the blue scarf complemented her soft, unblemished cream complexion. The Idaho farmhouse was old, but tidy and comfortable. 

“Come on, Nellie, we’re going to miss our train!” Virginia shouted from her bedroom.

“I’m hurrying, Virginia.” Nellie stuffed her night bag under her arm as she ran from room to room in her humorously unorganized fashion. “Oh! I almost forgot my purse. We’re not going too far without our train tickets.” Nellie chuckled.

The world was at war, and times were taxing on America. It had been almost a year since the bombing of Pearl Harbor, and now the involvement of the United States had hit almost every theater in the world. While most men were fighting for the country, women had become the country’s workforce. 

Virginia and Nellie felt that working at Douglas Aircraft was their way of helping America during war time. Virginia’s life was about to change. She hoped she was up for the challenge. California was going to be a different world for her and Nellie—far from their Idaho farm. 

The Idaho farm provided nourishment, so the girls didn’t feel the agony from the government’s food rations. The clothes rations, however, were a different story. They were raised as humble farm girls, but being stylish was still of utmost importance to both of them. Nylons were a crucial item in their fashionable wardrobe, but new ones were scarce during wartime. Leg makeup was popular, marking a black seam up the back of each calf. Nellie despised it. It had worked until they’d gotten caught in the rain one time. Nellie was being very particular about which pieces of her wardrobe she was taking on the trip. 

“Hitch up your gitty, girls, you have one hour before your train leaves!” Virginia’s mother called out from the bottom of the stairs. “Jake is in a hurry. He has to get back here to bail hay tonight.” 

The sun beamed through the doorway as Virginia’s mother waited to tell her girls goodbye. She watched as her son Jake pulled the truck closer to the house. Dust rose up under the crunching dry earth. The screen door was tattered, the paint chipped and peeling. 

Tears welled up in Virginia’s eyes as she walked through the kitchen. Her mother lovingly framed Virginia’s face with her calloused farm worked hands. They were warm with love. She wiped off a renegade tear that ran down Virginia’s face. “I know how you’re feeling, honey. It’s not easy leaving home. Leaving behind what you’re comfortable with changes everything. But you know what? I believe that if you keep that beautiful smile on your face and your chin to the wind, you’ll see things are going to be just fine.” Her mother smiled. 

The flower garden next to the house had a familiar and comfortable aroma that Virginia had taken for granted most every day of her life. She slowly inhaled to get one last breath of her childhood Idaho home. She exhaled as she took one last look around. The farm land stretched as far as she could see. The mountains were strong and majestic. Virginia knew every nook and cranny of that lower mountain range. Some of her childhood memories were still hidden in caverns and under rocks. 

Jake lay on the hood of the truck, resting against the windshield. He was dirty from working the fields all day. The brim of his hat shaded his face as he caught a few winks in the fall sun. “Jake,” Virginia softly spoke. She didn’t want to startle her brother. “We have to go now. Our train leaves soon.” 

Jake swiftly flipped up his hat and leaped from the hood of the truck. “Where’s Nellie?” he inquired. Virginia skeptically took another glance at the door. “I don’t know.” She amusingly crossed her eyes as she pondered the possibilities. Jake loaded her suitcases into the truck bed and yelled for Nellie. 

“What was that?” Jake asked. They cringed at the sound of falling items inside the house, hoping nothing valuable was lost. Silence fell for the moment. Their harmonious laughter broke the silence as they watched Nellie push her half-packed suitcase out the door, blowing hair away from her eyes in puffing spurts. 

“I had to make a few last minute changes. I’m ready now,” Nellie entertainingly announced as she danced toward the truck. Her shoes dropped along the way. Nellie looked at Virginia with her infamous puzzled glance. “Well, come on sis. Don’t just stand there. We’re gonna be late!” 

Virginia smiled and shook her head. “I have a feeling it’s going to be a long trip!” she proclaimed sarcastically. Jake looked bemused.

The suitcases were loaded on the weathered truck bed. Jake tied them down securely with a stretch of frazzled rope that looked like it had been on the farm for a hundred years. He climbed behind the wheel of the dusty worn 1941 Ford flatbed, ready for the trip. Farm work had a way of breaking down a truck, Jake thought as he scrutinized the windshield. He picked at a nick in the glass. It must have been a rock, he thought. 

Momma lovingly kissed her girls goodbye. “Remember who you are, girls. That’s the best advice I can give you. Please be cautious. There’s a war going on. Oh, and please watch out for those service men. Girls, you have to understand…”

“Oh, Momma, we’ll watch them alright, with our eyes wide open!” Nellie promiscuously interrupted her mother’s discourse. She tucked her skirt under and climbed up into the truck cab. She nudged Virginia to move over so she had more room to sit.

“Nellie, listen to me,” Mother directed, shaking her finger. I mean it, don’t you take this war too lightly…” 

Virginia softly interrupted her mother. “We know what you mean, Momma. We promise we’ll be careful.” Virginia looked at Nellie and reminded her to stop tormenting people so much.

Jake backed the truck out of the driveway. “Goodbye, Mother,” Nellie shouted from the passenger window. She was twenty-one and much sought after by the young men in her community. Her incredibly long-lashed blue eyes filled with tears as the reality of the moment hit her. “I love you!” she cried out.

As the dust rose from the dry country road, the girls could still see a faint glimpse of their childhood home from the back window of the truck. Virginia watched as her mother earnestly waved goodbye. Her yellow apron was tied loosely around her full-figured baby blue dress. “Kiss Daddy for me!” Virginia yelled, “Tell him I love him and not to worry.” The girls waved until they could no longer see their home. 

Familiar sights of their secret childhood hideaways and the old country store where Virginia kissed her first boyfriend passed by as they rushed toward the Boise train station. Virginia wondered what had ever happened to Lawrence. She thought he must have enlisted in the Army—he had always been interested in that branch of the military. She hoped he was okay.

Nellie whistled a happy tune as she searched through her purse for the train tickets. “I just put those darn things in here. How could they be so deep in my purse?” Nellie continued piling items on Virginia’s lap, limiting the things she needed to search through. “Oh, here they are! Long Beach, here we come!” Nellie hailed as she waved the tickets in the air. 

“You know, Virginia? Maybe we’ll meet our husbands while we’re in California. That would be swell wouldn’t it?” Nellie’s brows arched. “I can see him now—tall, dark, handsome, smart, and flirty.” Nellie dramatically stated. A mischievous grin appeared on Nellie’s face. “Very flirty, I might add.” She cackled as she bumped against Virginia’s shoulder. Virginia entertained her sister’s antics with a slight smile. She brushed the windblown hair from her eyes.

“You have a one-track mind, Nellie,” Virginia replied. “There are far more important things that you need to be thinking of right now.” Virginia was the most composed of the five children and always definitive in making the right decision. 

“Like what?” Nellie inquisitively asked in a raised pitch.

“Like where we are going to live for one thing, and you know you’ve never held a job before! You might want to think about that, Nellie,” Virginia proclaimed.

Nellie sat back in her seat, surprised at the seriousness in her sister’s voice. “Oh, you know me, Virginia. I always talk more than I act. But I still wonder about my future husband. That’s important, too, right?” Nellie tucked the train tickets in the side pocket of her purse so she wouldn’t lose them again. She tossed her purse to the side. She could tell she was getting under Virginia’s skin. Maybe I do torment people too much, she thought. Her mischievous smile never left her face.

The trip between Caldwell and Boise was short, but hot and dusty. Jake’s face reflected a distinct expression of sadness as he watched the flat dirt road ahead. Dust devils danced in the wind behind them. Jake was close to Virginia and Nellie. The two little sisters he had protected every day while walking them to their one-room schoolhouse had grown up. He was certain he would miss them.

They stopped at the four-way intersection. A wagon of hay passed by and reminded Jake of the chores that needed tending to. He took his pocket watch out and shook his head in disbelief of how fast the day had gone. “We’re almost there, sisters. I’m sure gonna miss you.” Jake rested his arm on the back of the seat. “Are you sure you wanna go so far from home, I mean with the war and all? It’s going to be completely different than what you’ve ever done before.” 

Virginia’s brows stiffened. “We have to go Jake. Long Beach has jobs, and Douglas Aircraft needs workers.” Virginia kept talking, babbling for the most part. She hoped she could convince herself. “We’ll be just fine.” Virginia embraced Jake’s hand. “We’re strong, brother, don’t worry.” Virginia smiled. “You just take care of everyone left at home.” 

Jake had never talked about his enlistment in the service with Virginia or Nellie. They would find out soon enough. He was afraid his news might stifle his sisters’ dreams of becoming modern women. Jake chuckled at the idea of his sisters being modern working women. What a hoot, he thought.

Jake had traveled that road almost daily, taking corn and milk to the market. He knew that chipped concrete mile marker was the last one before the train station. His thinking was clouded from the events of the day. Suddenly, Jake brought the truck to a screeching stop. “Whoa, I almost missed the turn,” he announced humorously. Virginia’s eyes widened. Jake laughed. 

Cars and trucks were parked bumper to bumper down the station way as far as they could see. Jake slowly drove through the entrance to the station’s parking lot. They found in their view a busy and congested departure. Virginia and Nellie’s eyes opened wide as they apprehensively looked upon the hustle and bustle of the train station. People were everywhere. Mothers and wives of military men were crying and kissing their loved ones for the last time before they left for war. 

Virginia noticed children that were abandoned on benches, crying, watching their mothers walk alongside the train as it slowly pulled away from the station. Women were blowing kisses and shouting loving words of encouragement to their husbands and sons. They stumbled over the landscape as they kept focused on their soldiers. Nellie watched military guys hanging from train windows as they tried to get one last kiss from their best girl.

They stared without a blink out the dusty windshield of the truck as if frozen to their seats. “What in the world is going on?” Nellie queried. She tried to keep her watery eyes from ruining her makeup. “I had no idea so many people would be leaving for war. Where have I been?” 

“I…” Virginia hesitated. “I don’t know Nellie. Daddy has been talking a lot about the war lately.” Her voice became soft and skeptical. “Ever since Pearl Harbor, he’s been upset…you know Sherman didn’t make it home…I’ve never seen so many people…” Virginia continued rambling in disbelief. Her stunning blue eyes were curiously fixated on the surroundings, barely blinking. “Is it really that bad, Nellie?” It seemed like Virginia could not stop talking. 

Nellie took a deep breath. Someone had to take charge, she thought. “Oh please stop babbling, Virginia.” She adjusted her bobby pins to freshen her hair from the hot windy trip. “It can’t be that bad. We just hit this departure at the peak time.” Nellie mumbled through the bobby pins held between her teeth as she pushed her hair back.

“Well, what did you expect?” Jake asked the girls in astonishment. “The whole world is at war. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you both ever since you came up with this cockamamie idea.” Jake opened the door and slowly walked around the front of the truck, watching the calamity of people as he passed. He politely opened the side door for the girls to get out and continued his casual pace to the back of the truck to unload the luggage.

Jake was right. The world was deeply in war. He was sincerely concerned about his sisters leaving home. It was only a few weeks prior to the girls leaving that the US Navy suffered one of its most serious defeats in the Battle of Savo Island. That same week, Winston Churchill met Joseph Stalin for the first time in talks that focused on a decision to delay a second front in Europe. The Western Front, the Eastern Front, Brazil, the Pacific, Egypt, Poland, Germany, Italy, Canada, and others were losing men and women in vast numbers, and the United States’ casualties were tremendous. It caused the draft to encompass thousands of young men. Jake’s lips tightened with the thought.

Nellie slid her slender, shapely leg partially out the truck door, pulling and tugging at her skirt. She adjusted her double-breasted suit jacket as she slid the rest of the way out of the truck. 

In the distance, she noticed a man in uniform hastily walking toward the truck. Nellie couldn’t discern what branch of the military he was supporting. “Virginia!” she demanded. “Here comes a soldier our way. This could be him.” Nellie smiled, charmed and ready to make her move.

“Could be who?” Virginia asked in skepticism as she watched her sister spiritedly prepare herself for whatever may come her way. Nellie would be the first girl to run the other way if a guy truly had immodest intentions, but she loved to play the game. Virginia shook her head.

“It could be my future husband, silly. Can’t you remember anything from one conversation to another?” Nellie’s brow raised in anticipation as the gentleman approached. She stepped to the side of the truck and dispassionately smiled, pretending she really wasn’t interested in the approaching soldier.

Virginia, frustrated at her sister’s expectations slid across the front seat. She grabbed her purse and stepped out to get her suitcase. On the corner, a penny vendor was shouting for people to trade their pennies for silver. Copper was in great demand for the making of bombs. Virginia watched the crowd as she walked to the back of the truck to help Jake with the luggage.

“Excuse me,” the officer exclaimed, “are you broads here to see your soldier off?” Nellie was not impressed with the guy’s choice of words. “We. Are. Not. Broads!” Nellie retaliated, pausing between every word. 

Virginia heard the tone of Nellie’s voice. She hurried toward the front of the truck. “I’m sorry, sir,” Virginia replied respectfully. “We are not here to say goodbye to anyone. We have tickets for California.” Virginia recognized the band around the gentleman’s arm. He was military police. 

She knew Nellie wasn’t going to keep quiet too long. Virginia stepped in front of her in an attempt to restrain her. “Oh, are you a police officer?” Virginia asked softly. She hoped Nellie would take a hint and they could get through the ordeal. 

The officer smiled. “Yes, sweetheart, I am. Can I see your boarding pass, please?” Nellie, although still irritated, was thankful her sister had stepped forward to handle the situation. Her eyes remained cynically focused on the officer as she opened her purse. Nellie handed the tickets over Virginia’s shoulder into the hands of the officer. The train whistle was blowing in the background, warning passengers that time was drawing close.

The officer’s face was long and tired. His beard was way beyond the five o’clock shadow. It was apparent he had been working his beat for hours, if not days. He wiped sweat from his eyes as he verified the boarding passes. “These look good girls, but you better get hopping. Your train is boarding now.” The officer handed a piece of paper to Virginia. “You need to read this notice before you try to board the train.” He glanced at Nellie with a wink. “I’m sorry for any inconvenience, sweetheart.” He tipped his cap and briskly walked toward the parked car behind them. The second whistle of the boarding train was loud and demanding.

“We have to run, Jake!” Virginia cried out. 

Jake placed the suitcases on the ground and dolefully stood in front of Virginia. His tall, prudent stature overwhelmed her—he had been her protector all her life. Virginia threw her arms around her brother’s neck and quickly pecked his cheek with a kiss. “I love you.” 

“I love you, too, Virginia.” Jake tried to calm the quiver in his voice. “Please keep in touch.” He could feel the tears building behind his eyes. The girls grabbed their bags and headed into the crowd. “Nellie!” Jake shouted as he watched his sister run toward boarding sign. “I love you!” Nellie was nervously excited about boarding the train. She felt guilty for thoughtlessly forgetting to kiss her brother goodbye. “I love you, too, Jake!” Nellie turned in reply. “I’ll write home as soon as I can.”

The girls felt like abandoned children themselves. They pushed and tiptoed through the crowd, finally making their way to the boarding officer. “Ticket, please,” the officer soberly demanded. Nellie showed him their tickets. “Did you read your notice ma’am?”

“Notice?” Nellie sighed. “What notice?” She looked at Virginia. “Oh, that must be the piece of paper that rude officer handed us,” Nellie suggested. Virginia still had the notice in her hand. She pulled the paper into view. 

The officer appeared a little disgruntled. “You’ll have to step aside girls until you read that notice. We’re not responsible.” The boarding officer pressed for the girls to back up. “All aboard!” he bellowed loudly to the crowd. The pressure was building. 

“Just read the darn thing, Virginia,” Nellie demanded.

Virginia read the notice out loud. “We regret that it is necessary this coach ticket be sold to you with no guarantee that a seat will be available on the train you desire to use. Transportation must be provided for the men of our armed forces, and it is accordingly necessary we limit our civilian patrons to such space as may remain. All available equipment is in use in regular and military trains, and we hope that if you are inconvenienced, you will accept it understandingly. Sincerely, C. J. Collins, General Passenger Traffic Manager for the Union Pacific Railroad Company.” 

Virginia nervously whimpered. “I don’t want to be separated from you!”

Nellie silently decided they were not going to be separated. “Come on, sis.” Nellie had an idea, and she guided Virginia by the arm. Nellie smiled as she approached the officer again. “Sir, I read this notice, but you see my sister doesn’t read, and I have to stay with her no matter what.” Nellie playfully smiled. She hoped it would persuade the officer to let them through. Virginia resentfully yanked Nellie’s skirt tail. She couldn’t believe what Nellie was concocting now. She was smarter than Nellie could ever think of being, Virginia thought. 

The officer looked at both of the girls in disbelief, but with a compassionate heart he smiled. “Here you go, girls.” He tore their tickets apart from their receipt. “You better run. The third whistle just sounded. Remember this slip is a receipt for your railroad transportation. It should stay with you until the completion of your journey. You better get going now.”

“Yes, sir!” Nellie smiled. “Have a good day, sir.” Virginia was flabbergasted. “I can’t believe you told him I couldn’t read!” she muttered as she picked up her luggage. Nellie’s face frowned. “No time now, Virginia. We have to run.”

The heat from the engine was harsh. It was loudly chugging and rapidly winding up. The girls hastily tried to board on the first five cars, but each one was marked for military boarding. As they ran from car to car, they were examined and called upon with snide remarks from the soldiers hanging out the windows. “Whoowee, you’re sweet!” one soldier shouted. “Come on board with me, honey!” Another soldier shouted as he motioned to help Virginia climb through the window. The cat whistles and slander offended Virginia. But she knew there was no time for retaliation. She swallowed rigidly to prevent herself from making an unladylike comment. In one quick second, the words of her mother crossed her mind—she remembered who she was, and she put her chin to the wind. 

Finally, they were able to board. The car seats were upholstered in red velvet, and the floor was painted royal blue. Under the white ceiling, the atmosphere was very patriotic. It reflected a strong sign of the times. 

“Here are two seats, Nellie,” Virginia declared. 

Nellie turned around. “Thank goodness.” She was exhausted. The girls placed their suitcases in the compartment below their seats. Almost in unison, they shut the cabinet door, and fell into their seats. Virginia exhaled a long, streaming breath. She looked through the disarrayed hair in her eyes and tried to release the tension from the past hour. 

The final departing whistle blew. Virginia watched as women held their children high in the air, over the crowd, so they could wave goodbye to their fathers. One young girl fell to her knees. She held her face as if she couldn’t bear to watch the train leave her sight. The power of the train jerked and clanked as the cars began to move more steadily. Tears fell from Virginia’s face. She silently prayed for peace and comfort to those left behind. 

“Virginia?” Nellie’s eyes reflected an uneasiness that Virginia had never noticed. “We’re gonna make it, right?” Nellie asked. Virginia was touched by the humbleness of her big sister. She knew Nellie better than anybody did. Virginia could tell that Nellie was worried. 

“You bet we are, sis,” Virginia lovingly replied. She placed her hand on her sister’s knee to console her. Her pouting, rose-colored lips separated in a smile. “Long Beach, here we come!” Virginia reassured Nellie by repeating her own words. 

The train was at full pace. The scenery began to fade from the crowded train station into purple mountain majesties. Signs of an early winter had started to show in Idaho that year. The mountain’s higher elevations were snow-capped, rising above the green luster of farmland. The girls were content for the moment as they rested their bodies and their minds in anticipation of the next chapter in their lives.



Chapter Two

The day seemed a little grimmer than most. Perhaps it was only the ominous clouds overshadowing the sun that reminded each weary soul that yet another summer had come to an end. In the lush state of Kentucky, a young boy tried to remember how the world was before the war had made an impact. It wasn’t easy. Joe walked down the broken sidewalk, headed for home. Maybe he just needed a change in his life, he thought.

Joe was a handsome boy, raised in the back streets of west downtown Louisville. His hair was thick and black, and his eyes were a sharp, piercing blue. The white T-shirt tucked into his baggy dungarees reflected a rowdy yet amiable personality. He was a private guy, confident. He was loyal to his family and to his friends and didn’t need notoriety in anything to complete him. He was a solid guy.

“Hey Joe, wait up!” Joe’s brother called from across the street. Carroll was tall and thin. When you looked at the two of them, side by side, they were not recognizable as brothers. Carroll’s bold way of living reflected in his worry-free attitude. They had many friends in the city, and those in the community knew and respected both boys.

“Oh, hey there, Carroll,” Joe acknowledged his brother with a smile. Resentful but polite, Joe asked, “Did you have a hard day at work?” 

More or less, Carroll was thinking. He really didn’t know how to answer. Carroll was dirty from working in the factory all day. He attempted to wipe the sweat from his face with his shirt, only to smear the dirt over again. “You know, man, every day is hard in that stinking old factory.” He replied. Carroll’s walk was springy and bounding. Joe walked faster to keep up with his brother’s pace.

Joe was tired from walking the streets most of the day, looking for work himself. He had no intentions of letting his brother’s menial complaints of working hard undermine his own austere situation. “Be gracious, brother. Even working hard these days is better than no work at all,” Joe crossly, almost rudely, replied.

Joe’s gloomy disposition was not normal. Carroll could tell Joe was upset, and he didn’t want to add to his troubles. “Yeah, you said that right,” Carroll replied. He swung his arm around his little brother’s shoulder. “No luck finding a job, huh?” 

Joe disappointedly kicked a stack of fall leaves out of his way. “No, and I hate going home without any money. Dad’s working the Chicago beat this month, and Mom really needs the help.” Carroll shrugged his shoulders in partial agreement.

Wartime was tough on Joe. The economy was weak. The threats of war hitting American soil as far in-state as Kentucky worried Joe. Every American had cause to rethink their security. Living as an American wasn’t all apple pie anymore.

Joe was hungry. The local ration books only allowed them to get butter, flour, sugar, and canned goods. Without the book, everything was off limits. Sometimes he didn’t get a ration book because of short supply. He hadn’t tasted meat for a while, and he was sick of eating pinto beans and corn bread. 

He was about to reach draft age and was torn between serving his country and taking care of his family. With his father working a police beat one month in Chicago and one month in Louisville, much of the financial responsibility fell on the boys. Somebody had to put food on the table for the family. 

Carroll could tell Joe was down in the dumps about not working, but it seemed something heavier was on his mind. Carroll hated to see a good man down. He wanted to lighten his brother’s load. He knew one thing that had always helped Joe escape reality. Carroll smiled. 

“Oh yeah,” he shouted and began to sashay around Joe. He was light on his feet as he punched into the wind. “In this corner, we have…” Carroll announced in a humorously amplified tone. He boxed a couple punches into Joe’s stomach in a light, fun-loving way. “Come on, brother, let’s stop by the YMCA before going home.” Carroll smiled provokingly. His brows twitched. “I heard there’s a guy down there tonight that is this close to hitting the main boxing circuit.” Carroll pulled his forefinger and thumb apart about an inch to show how close this guy was. He pushed his hand in front of Joe’s face to prove his point. 

It would be good to let his worries go for a while, Joe thought. He knew boxing would never be his fame or fortune, but it was a great pastime, and he was pretty darn good at it. “Say, I heard about that guy!” Joe replied excitedly. “I don’t see any reason why not. The YMCA is only a few blocks away. Let’s go!” 

As they turned the corner, Joe pulled some remaining leaves from a low-hanging limb. He shook his head in disbelief. “You know they took the iron fence down around the Phillip-Morris plant today. I heard they’re gonna to be taking more down around town to use the iron for the war.” 

“Yeah, I heard about that,” Carroll mumbled. “The factory has asked us to save our tobacco tins and cigarette wrappers, too. They’re collecting them on the loading dock every week. It’s crazy brother! Cigarette wrappers, imagine that!” Carroll shook his head.

The boys jaywalked across the street and straight-lined for the club. Business was normal in the city, although the bustle was winding down for the evening. The early fall wind was beginning to pick up. It always seemed colder downtown on the river. 

Louisville was a river city with many well-established factories. It had a vast transportation system on the Ohio River, which made it a center for war production during World War II. Air raid alarms were a common occurrence in the city. The government had assigned the Curtiss-Wright Aircraft Company as a plant for wartime production. Joe had tried several times to get a job there, with no luck. Several aircraft were manufactured there. The factory produced the C-46 Commando cargo plane. Its progress made it a potential target during wartime. 

Carroll opened the door to the YMCA just as another air raid alarm began to sound, as it had for several days in a row. The war had never physically hit Louisville, but the precautionary procedures sure kept the citizens alert.

The sirens began to howl in all directions from the top of the buildings. Everyone knew the protocol. They immediately reacted. “Joe! Do you have your arm badge with you?” Carroll shouted as he watched his brother sprint back down the stairs. 

“Yes!” Joe anxiously replied. “I’ll be back to pick you up when the all clear sounds.” Joe cleared the chatter from his brain, ready for action. He pulled his armband out of his right pants pocket and placed it on his arm. As a certified block air-raid warden for the city of Louisville, Joe knew what he had to do. He knew he was obligated to serve when duty called, and he was proud to do so.

Joe was empowered with adrenaline as he ran to help. The cars on the street were abandoned. People ran into the businesses along Broadway. Storefronts gated their windows with metal shields so that no light would shine through. All the streetlights were darkened. There was enough daylight left for Joe to make his way through the streets. He had to make sure everyone was safe. Joe ran down to the east corner and started combing the block for crises as he was trained to do. He looked between buildings and inside cars.

He noticed a young boy stranded alone on the corner crying. The front of his jacket was spotted with tears. Joe grabbed the boy’s shoulders as if to jolt some composure into him. “Where’s your mother?” Joe asked. The sirens screamed.

“I don’t know,” the boy cried. “She was shopping in the dime store when the siren started, but they wouldn’t let her out. The shields locked her in there.” Joe quickly took control of the situation and took the boy by the hand. 

“Don’t panic, son. I think it’s only a drill.” Joe took another look around to see if anyone else needed help. The block was practically cleared. The screaming sound of the emergency siren was still demanding that everyone take cover. The deadened view of a normally vigorous city block was daunting. “You can stay with me until the all-clear sounds, and then we’ll find your mother. It’ll be okay. Don’t worry. Come on. Come with me.” 

Joe and the boy walked the block until they came to rest on a concrete barrier at the intersection. There was no other place to go. They were somewhat sheltered between solid buildings. The public emergency siren was located above them on the local newspaper building. The sound was a little subdued as the siren was warning in the opposite direction. 

Joe wanted to comfort the boy. He put his arm around him for warmth—he was shaking. “How old are you?” he asked, trying to make conversation to ease the boy’s mind. 

“I’m seven, sir.” The boy rubbed tears from his eyes and nervously looked down the street for his mother. His little body was quivering from the unexpected situation. “Are you a serviceman?” the boy asked Joe.

Joe looked down in swift surprise. “No, no.” Joe smiled. “But say, do you think I’d make a good soldier?” Joe asked with raised brows. He waited for the boy’s answer. Joe’s enlistment decision was closer than the little boy knew. 

“Yes, sir, I do.” The boy studied Joe’s appearance affectionately. Joe was touched by the child’s sincerity. “Well, I guess I’ll have to do something about that,” Joe stated.

The boy calmed down, finding full trust in his hero. The siren was still blaring, and it was too loud for a lengthy conversation. The time passed slowly as they waited out the drill, huddled together. Finally, the siren stopped screeching, and the silence gave them much awaited comfort. It was all clear. “That’s our cue, son. Let’s go find your mother.” The boy stayed close to Joe as they hurried toward the dime store, hand in hand. 

People were beginning to appear on the streets again. The rumbling sound of storefront shields echoed through the city, raising and pounding almost rhythmically. People were looking toward the sky, shielding their eyes from the remaining sun setting over the hills. They regained confidence that everything was okay and began to go back to what they were doing, grateful it had been a false alarm.

“There she is!” the boy hailed. The young mother ran for her son and grabbed him up in her arms. She was an attractive young lady. Her appearance was affluent and neat. She didn’t look like she was feeling the effects of the war like most people were. “Oh, thank you, young man!” She gratefully pulled Joe close to her heart and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you so much. The store closed the shields before I was able to get out. I was so worried about Tommy. I guess these days you can’t let children out of sight.” She hugged and kissed her son. She was thankful everything was okay.

Joe was still shaking from the actions of the moment but felt warm inside knowing he could help. “It’s okay, ma’am. It was just another routine alarm.” He timidly wiped the lipstick from his cheek. “If there was any immediate danger, ma’am, we would have been out here a lot longer.” Joe smiled. “But it seems everything is okay for now.” 

Joe grinned at the little boy snuggled in his mother’s arms. He winked at Tommy. “Well, I’ll see ya around, kid.” He looked around to make sure the rest of the block was clear. Joe chivalrously waved goodbye and started walking back toward the YMCA. 

As he walked down the hallway of the club, it was still lined with people who had taken shelter inside the building. They were talking about their concerns of the war and the burdens it placed on their families. He pushed open the gray swinging doors to the gym and noticed someone had attempted to paint over the graffiti that had been on the doors for years. The boxing ring was already occupied with fans cheering at the ropes as if nothing had ever happened. Joe’s eyes searched the crowd for Carroll. 

“Over here!” Carroll yelled when he noticed Joe from the other side of the ring. 

As Joe meandered through the smoky crowd, his eyes focused on the strikingly beautiful redhead standing on the chair in front of him. He knew Claire very well. They had gone to school together since first grade. There was a time he thought he wanted to get serious with her, but something just didn’t feel right about it. She was more like a sister to him. People had their opinions, and it was assumed by the mainstream that they were a couple. Joe stood in front of Claire to watch the fight. The first match was down, and the bells reverberated through the gym. 

“Well, hello, good looking.” Claire leaped from the chair and wrapped her legs around Joe’s waist, riding piggyback through the crowd. Her curly red hair swung to her left side as she bent over and good-humoredly kissed Joe’s ear. “Are you getting in the ring tonight?” she shouted over the cheering fans. 

Carroll was talking with some friends. Joe backed up to the boxing platform and perched Claire on the outside of the ropes. He smiled as he placed his arms around her waist. “And what’s in it for me if I did get in the ring tonight?” Joe asked playfully. 

Claire loved flirting with Joe although she knew nothing would ever come of it. He was the best guy in her eyes. “Well, big boy…” she replied suavely in her best Mae West voice, “why don’t you get in the ring, and you’ll see?”  

Joe was content for the moment. People were free-spirited and happy—that’s what life was supposed to be all about. He took his arms from Claire’s waist and glanced over at his brother. Joe wanted Carroll to know he was there. He was about to make the announcement of his life.

“No, Claire. Tonight it’s just a spectator’s sport. I’m tired. I’m not hanging around too long. Seven in the morning comes real quick when you’re tired.” Joe smiled awkwardly. Claire assumed he was still upset from the air raid. Joe lifted her small-framed body down from the boxing ring. 

“Where do you have to be at seven in the morning?” Claire grinned. She was afraid of Joe’s answer. She had no idea what could be wrong, but she was certain something was. It was extremely odd that Joe would be getting up for anything at seven in the morning—she knew him too well.

Joe had made up his mind. It was time. He stood boldly in his decision. “I’m enlisting in the Marines in the morning,” he announced stridently.

Carroll, still mingling with the guys, couldn’t help but overhear their conversation. In lieu of the scare from past few minutes, a word like ‘enlisting’ didn’t fall on deaf ears. The gang’s conversation slowly dwindled.

Claire looked directly into Joe’s face, studying every aspect of his expression. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” She choked up, the silence in the immediate area butted against the background noise of the gym. 

Joe then turned slowly to his brother. “Yes, I’m serious,” he replied with confidence. “I’m going into the Marines.”

Carroll dropped his cigarette on the floor, and put it out with his shoe. Not a word was uttered by anyone. The silence felt odd. His friends waited for more information. Questions ran through their mind, but nothing came out of their mouths. Their expressions said enough. 

Suddenly Claire’s voice broke the silence. “Joe, you better think about this.” She nudged him away and joined the gang on Carroll’s side. Joe was left in the limelight.

“I have thought about it, y’all,” Joe responded. He stood alone, facing his first battle. “I’ve wrestled day and night for weeks. Times are just too hard as a civilian right now. My country needs me. Your country needs me.” Joe couldn’t look any of them straight in the eye. The sound of his discourse sounded outlandish, even to him. “And…” he continued preaching in heroic fashion—he didn’t want a hint of doubt showing, “…and well, my mind is just made up, that’s all. Don’t worry about me. It means a paycheck and a chance to see the world!” Joe flung his hands toward all of them as if he tossed in the towel. He had nothing more to say.

Claire ran from the gym. She couldn’t stand it anymore. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. There was nothing she could say that was going to change his mind, Claire knew that. 

Joe’s decision came as a shock to everyone. He was frustrated. His world was back in turmoil again. He shrugged his shoulders in distress and motioned for his brother to follow him. Joe took off after Claire, and Carroll ran right behind. They scampered through the crowd and down the hall toward the front doors. The commotion triggered new conversation among the cliques of people in the hallway. 

The heavy door slammed. Claire hastily turned to Joe. The sun had completely fallen, and the street lamps were still out from the air raid alarm. Only the blue lights of the YMCA lit the streets. “I just don’t know what to say to you, Joe!” Tears fell down her face. “I don’t want to make you feel guilty for serving our country, but honestly Joe, have you thought about your mom and dad, your family…your friends?” Claire’s voice was highly exhilarated. Her body language matched her thoughts. 

“I haven’t thought everything through, exactly!” Joe’s defense was questionable. “I really don’t feel I have much choice in this matter.” Joe drew Claire close to him. The tone of his voice softened as he tried to stifle her fears. “Look, it’s just a matter of time before they make me go. I just want to make an honorable decision. I don’t want to be forced to serve my country.”

Carroll stood quietly, leaning against the building. He was still stunned by his brother’s decision. It seemed so sudden. He knew in his heart that he, too, would have to make that decision soon, but even so, he wasn’t ready to hear that his little brother was going to war. He gloomily exhaled, watching Joe and Claire embrace.

“Claire,” Carroll interrupted. “We all knew this was going to happen someday. Even my dad has talked about going back into the Navy. I have to admit I’ve given it some thought myself. Hell, Claire, Joe is right. If we don’t enlist, we’ll be drafted anyway.” He made a face.

So far, the war hadn’t really hit home to Claire. She didn’t have anyone close to her who was involved yet, and it was easy to push her thoughts aside. She was an only child, and her parents were too far up in years to serve in military capacity. But there it was, World War II had just dropped a bomb on her life. It left a tall cloud of pain. 

Claire backed away in dismay. She wiped the tears from her eyes. She huffed a few times and tried to gain control over her crying. “I just didn’t see this coming.” She inhaled sharply and shook her head in disbelief. “What will I do without you?” She covered her teary eyes with the palms of her hands.

Joe had an infamous sense of humor. It was sometimes dry. He searched for the right thing to say to lighten the mood. His mind raced for ideas. Puckering his lips, his voice animated, he said, “Well, you could become a WAC. I mean, you’re pretty close to being whacked right now!” Claire’s disposition lifted a little. She lightheartedly hit Joe in the arm, the smack muted against his jacket sleeve. She smiled. Once again, Joe had succeeded in cheering her up. 

It was quiet again. There they stood, looking at each other, trying to soak it all in. Life had been altered. The crowd began to leave the YMCA. Joe received a few pats on the back from those who heard his decision. Claire sighed in uncertainty as she pulled her hair into a ponytail. “Come on, guys, it’s really dark out here now. We better get home—it’s past curfew. We don’t want anyone to worry.” Carroll smirked when he thought about how that line was going to sound once Joe told their mother about his decision. 

They walked slowly without saying a word. Carroll worriedly dragged on his cigarette. The boys said good night to Claire at the front gate of her house, and Joe left her with some comforting words. He assured her he would see her in the morning, and things would look better after a good night’s sleep. They waited for her to shut the door and turn off the porch light. 

Joe sighed. “Now we tell mother,” he stated. Joe’s mother was a strong, God-fearing woman. She was the strength of the family. Alma held a sewing job, took care of three kids, and teetered in an unbalanced relationship with her husband, all the while serving in her church, keeping the house clean, putting warm meals on the table every evening, and still dedicating time to her children. They adored her.

How his father could ever leave such a good woman behind for months at a time, Joe never understood. He resolved that he would never leave his sweetheart when he found her. Joe was a rough boy, raised in rough times, from the great depression to WWII, but nothing was hard enough stop his heart from melting when it came to true love. He believed in it.

Joe pondered how he was going to tell his mother that he was going to enlist in the Marines. He hadn’t heard anything about his father’s decision to enlist until Carroll mentioned it. Oh well, Joe thought, Carroll would still be home to help Mother. He decided he couldn’t handle everything at once. He would cross that bridge when he got there.

Joe sat alone on the front porch and tried to come up with the right words to say. He didn’t want another catastrophe like the one he just went through. The faint sound of the perishing fall crickets filled the night. They harmonized with the soft sound of his mother singing inspirational songs as she finished drying the dinner dishes. It was comforting to his soul. He closed his eyes for a moment and soaked in the sounds that he knew he would soon long for. 

It was getting late, and Joe knew he had to go to bed. He was mentally and physically exhausted. He hoped his mother would soon discover he wasn’t in the house, then when she came out to find him, he could tell her about his decision. He’d learned many life lessons on those old steps, he thought, why not tell her out here. Joe waited for his mother to come find him.

“Joe?” His mother waited for a response as she untied her apron from the inside of the screen door. "What are you still doing out here, son?” 

Joe looked at his mother. Butterflies flew in his stomach. “Mom.” He quickly removed the tears from his eyes. He didn’t want his mother to see them. He couldn’t remember another time when he had felt so bewildered. “Come sit with me for a while. I have to talk with you.” He motioned for his mother to join him on the stairs.

Alma tossed her apron on the porch chair as she walked toward her son to sit beside him. The stairs were rickety and narrow, and there wasn’t much room for two people to sit together. Joe felt an uncomfortable invasion of his space. He couldn’t stand it any longer. He bounded in front of his mother, leaving her alone on the stairs. His eyes narrowed. “Mom, I’ve decided it’s time for me to join the service,” he declared with a determined look in his eyes. “I know it will place you in hardship, but Mom, for the life of me I can’t think of any other solution.” 

Alma wasn’t going to say anything until she knew her son had everything off his chest. Joe paced nervously in front of her as he continued to justify his decision. “I’ll get a solid paycheck, and I can send you money every week…and…” His heart was broken. It hit him like a ton of bricks. Joe fell to the ground in anguish. 

Crying was not something he did easily, or often. Alma remembered that even as a baby, he was always more resilient than most. She knew she had to say something to ease his pain. “Joe.” She helped her son off the ground and held her devastated young boy in her arms. His broken heart thumped with every breath. “You’re a grown man now,” Alma whispered. Joe wiped the tears from his face as his mother tenderly guided him back to the stairs. “You are perfectly capable of making your own decisions, son. If you strongly feel the desire to join the service, who am I to try and stop you?” 

Her words were not convincing. Joe knew his mother was only trying to soften the situation as she always did in times of despair. Normally he would get frustrated with his mother’s benevolent attitude. Alma believed that God had a plan, and that everything happened for a reason. Joe usually found her belief system annoying. Despite his Christian upbringing, Joe liked to be the judge of his own actions. He liked to exercise self-control over the situations in his own life.

“I spent many years with your father away in the service,” Alma proclaimed. “I even gave birth to you and your sister with him gone, right here in this house. Twins were no small feat, I’m telling ya. Often, son, we have to do things in life that are inevitable, and we usually don’t want to do them, but things always turn out for the good if we keep the Lord in our hearts. And Joe…” Alma tapped her nose, directing Joe’s attention, “I know you don’t like preaching, but I also know you believe. I’ve heard it in your music, and I’ve seen it in the decisions you’ve made. Things will be okay. I promise.” 

Joe opened his mouth then closed it as he thought. He felt like he was ten years old again. His mother’s arms were comforting—it felt good. “Let’s just enjoy the evening,” Alma offered. “We’ll talk about it more in the morning, okay? Morning always brings a fresh new beginning.” Joe grinned. He realized that he had just given the same advice to Claire.

It was late, and Joe excused himself for the night. He enjoyed the comfort of the clean linen. He could hear the radio in the living room and stretched across his bed to listen. The war reports confirmed to him that he had made the right decision. He was still angry about Pearl Harbor, and most recently the bombing on the US ship, Quincy. He’d lost friends on that ship. 

Joe listened intensely to the news broadcast. ‘Good evening, Americans. Tonight we continue our report on the substantial loss in the Battle of Savo Islands, where the United States Navy suffered one of its most serious defeats since Pearl Harbor. On August 9th, at 02:10, incoming shells killed or wounded most of the US Quincy’s bridge crew. Six minutes later, she was hit by a torpedo. The Quincy sustained many direct hits, three hundred and seventy sailors lost their lives, and over one hundred and sixty were wounded. She sank, bow first, at 02:38…’

Joe turned over in his bed, trying to tune out the rest of news. He wanted to block everything from his mind. He lay stretched across his bed for several hours. He was tired, but too restless to sleep. He watched out the window as the wind swirled the bushes. The paint was peeling on the window sill. Joe smirked, remembering his mother had asked him to strip and paint them last spring, but he’d never got around to it. I better do that before I leave, he thought.

The sweet aroma of the rose bush beneath his bedroom window filled his room; the fragrance carried on the breeze coming through the rickety window. The scent faded as the night wind blew the fall night into a cool crisp morning. 

The thoughts of leaving home were weighty. Joe’s eyes finally became heavy. He fluffed his pillow beneath his head and prepared to fall asleep. Ruminating thoughts weighed on his mind. So many of his friends had already met their fate in the war—some never returned home, and some had the rest of their lives to wish they never had. 

The family dog poked his nose through the slightly closed door. He wanted to join Joe on the bed. “Come on, Toodles.” Joe patted the side of the bed, coaxing him to jump. Toodles curled up at Joe’s feet, tail wagging. That was all he needed. With his best friend at his side, he was finally comforted enough to fall asleep. 



Chapter Three

Virginia steadily tapped her finger to the beat of the clicking train. She was wide awake. The interior lights were dimmed. They faintly flickered with the jars and pulls of the train. Nellie was sleeping soundly. She had a slightly complacent smile resting across her soft face. Her worries had faded. That didn’t take long, Virginia thought. Both girls were still fashioned in their traveling clothes. Everything was intact except for their shoes that were neatly tucked against the wall. Their hats hung from the hooks next to the window.

Virginia knew she had to sleep. She tried to find a comfortable position in which to rest, but the rocking of the train made her a little nauseated. She hated being sick to her stomach and tried not to think about it. Virginia already longed for the comforts of home. She breathed consciously and overheard children whimpering. They wanted to go home, too. She finally began to fade in and out of twilight. 

The hours passed. Virginia was finally resting comfortably when the train began to slow down. The girls were awakened by the braking motion. “Are we there?” Nellie listlessly inquired as she tugged at her skirt. 

Virginia raised her head and pushed her hair into place. “I don’t think so, Nellie. I’m not sure why we’re stopping.” 

The train wheels squealed. The halting locomotive awakened the rest of the passengers throughout the train. Everybody gawked sleepily out the window, searching for an answer as to why they were stopping in the middle of nowhere. The only thing in sight was dismal darkness save for one dim light hanging from a tall pole. It was beaming down on what appeared to be a telephone. There was just enough light to distinguish a small wooden building erected beside the rails. The train came to a complete stop, but no one dared move for fear of the unknown. 

“Is that a train depot?” Nellie asked, squinting out the window. 

Only a bemused moan fell from Virginia’s lips. She pressed her face against the window to take a closer look. Passengers from the front cars were funneling out into the darkness. She handed Nellie her shoes and hat. “I think we better get ready to get off here, Nellie,” Virginia told her sister. 

“Why?” Nellie was bothered.

“I don’t know, Nellie.” The girls quickly struggled to put their shoes on.

The dim lights brightened. An officer opened the door. The girls were accustomed to the frazzled look upon his face—it was the same look that had plagued the officers working in the train station back in Boise, the worrisome fatigue placed upon each soul during trying times. Virginia and Nellie immediately thought the stop may be because of a government incident pertaining to the war. It certainly was not a scheduled stop. Something had gone wrong. The girls held hands tightly as they waited for some type of communication.

The officer sternly bellowed the announcement as he entered the train car. “Ladies and gentlemen, we have been asked to exit the train in an orderly fashion for a raiment search. There is no need for worry.” His voice was loud and monotone. “This is a routine government search. You may be asked to open your suitcases or purses, and you will be asked to show your identification and train pass. If you are military, you are not obligated to provide any information other than your name, rank, and serial number. Please leave all other personal belongings aboard the train and exit the front entrance of the car.” 

He smiled sympathetically and gestured for the girls to exit first. Virginia’s throat wrenched as she cordially acknowledged him. The girls held hands as they passed by the officer. They stepped into the cool desert night. Nellie gasped over the situation but shook it off.

Against the darkness, Virginia could see a small red light. It brightened as the soldier drew from his cigarette. The train was still steaming and winding down, and she could smell the hot oil from the engines. The popping sounds of the train cooling down was foreboding against the quiet stirrings of people being awakened and escorted out into the night. Huddles of passengers stood outside the train. People continued to file out into the dark, chilly night as far as Virginia could see. 

The suspense fueled Nellie’s imagination. She fearlessly broke hands with Virginia and walked into the crowd, wanting to find out why the train had stopped. Virginia turned quickly to voice her opinion. She didn’t want to be alone. But Nellie didn’t give her a choice.

Virginia was left alone, cautious and afraid. She walked slowly toward the soldier leaning against the building. Somehow, knowing he was in the military brought her comfort during the dire situation, despite her mother’s warnings. He seemed safe, she supposed, but she didn’t want to wander too far away from her assigned car. There was no telling what kind of trouble Nellie was seeking, she thought.

The tall soldier stood alone away from his comrades. The light from the pole gave enough brightness that Virginia could tell he was very handsome and strong. Something about him released her immediate fears. She leaned against the wall perpendicular to where he stood. “Hello,” Virginia shyly, yet enthusiastically offered her salutation. “Do you know where we are?” She smiled and awaited his response.

“Hello,” the soldier solemnly replied. His voice was deep and slow. Not a hint of interest was returned as he pushed his cigarette out on the desert ground. 

Well, his personality certainly doesn’t match his looks, Virginia thought. She turned to look for Nellie. She was too far out of view. Virginia noticed a woman by the water fountain and thought it might be Nellie. It looked like her hat, but it was too dark to tell, and surely too dark to go find out alone. Virginia decided to stay right where she was. She realized it was time to make the best of a bad situation. She was just going to have to soften this guy up herself—Nellie was nowhere around.

Creating small talk was not one of Virginia’s strong points, especially with men. Her shyness had sojourned her social life since childhood. She knew she would someday have to tackle her demon face to face, and she thought this was as good a time as any. 

Maybe he’s just worried about the search, too, Virginia thought to herself, or maybe he’s the strong, quiet type under pressure. The gears were turning in her mind. She was determined to get a more personal response from the soldier. With a forced awkward smile, she blurted, “Are you enlisting, or are you just on leave?” Her eyes opened wide, demanding an answer.

There was a silent pause with no response—it felt awkward. She didn’t have a recovery plan. The pause probably seemed longer to Virginia than it actually was, but she was wondering if he was even going to respond at all. Her foot tapped. She tried to think of a plan B. 

Finally, the bond of silence broke. “We’re near Winnemucca, Nevada.” He packed his cigarette box to remove the loose tobacco and clinched another cigarette between his lips. “And to answer your other question, I’ve been serving stateside in California for eight months now—in seaman patrol—but that’s all about to change.” His voice lowered. “My papers are ordering me to the South Pacific.” He lifted his head slightly to check out the girl who seemed so interested in his state of affairs. He liked what he saw and offered his interest with a slight grin.

Virginia’s shyness was tough on her, but she never lacked empathy. She could tell the soldier was worried about his new mission. Virginia placed her soft gentle hand on his shoulder to comfort him. He hadn’t felt intimacy for months, and her touch was comforting. The conversation continued. “I went home to say goodbye to my parents, and now I’m returning to California. Are you enlisting?” the soldier asked.

“No.” Virginia chuckled. “I’m going to work at Douglas Aircraft to build airplanes for the war.” She paused, thinking. “I never thought I would hear those words come out of my mouth.” She turned toward the soldier and smiled. “My sister and I are from Boise…our family owns a dairy farm there…the only thing I’ve ever built before is a shelter for Daisy…that’s my pet Jersey cow…and…oh…oh my!” Virginia could tell she was babbling again. Her eyelashes nervously batted. She waited for a sign that he may still be interested. “I’m rambling, aren’t I?” Her voice hesitated, and she bit at her bottom lip. Her neck was tense, so she rubbed it and tried to shake it off.

The soldier stretched forth his hand. “My name is Jimmy, and yours?” A real smile appeared on his face. 

Virginia’s lips stretched in a wide grin. She shook his hand enthusiastically. “Virginia…my name is Virginia.” Their smiles gleamed in the night. She couldn’t help but feel there was something unusually familiar about Jimmy—or at the very least something unusually comfortable about him.

The chitchat began to fade—she didn’t know what to say anymore. Virginia tried to fight the harsh realization that she was alone in middle of the desert amid a crowd of bewildered passengers with a soldier she really didn’t know at all. She nervously tried to maintain her composure as she again looked through the crowded darkness for her sister. 

Virginia turned to Jimmy once again. “I would love to introduce you to my sister. I’m sure she will be along soon.” Virginia stopped there with her words. She didn’t want to take off on another one of her embarrassing tangents. Her mind ran like a runaway locomotive, trying to think of things to say. She just needed to let him know about her shyness, she thought. “You know…” Virginia smiled at Jimmy. “I’m usually not very good at meeting people. I’ve always been pretty shy. But I really feel comfortable talking with you, well, except for my babbling blunders once in a while.” She smiled again.

Jimmy felt something between them, too, but he was reluctant to admit his feelings. He’d never believed in love at first sight, and he knew Uncle Sam wouldn’t give him time to fall in love. He reached out cautiously and gently caressed her cheek with one gentle fingertip, trying to comfort her. “Don’t worry about your babbling blunders. I think they’re cute.” He smiled. “I’m not too suave myself with first meetings.” 

Jimmy tenderly moved his hand from her face down to her waist. Virginia was nervous. She fought his enticing touch, but her heart was wildly beating from the sincerity in his eyes. He glanced toward the crowd. “Besides, it looks like we’re going to have plenty of time to get to know each other. I haven’t seen one person get back on that train yet.” Virginia was practically blinded in the darkness as she stared into the crowd. Jimmy pulled out another cigarette. 

“Oh, there she is!” Virginia shouted. She was relieved that the situation was now routed in another direction.

“I’m sorry, who’s there?” Jimmy inquired, forgetting that Virginia had a sister.

Nellie looked about the crowd as she sauntered toward Virginia. An expression of liberation crossed Virginia’s face when she noticed Nellie. She grabbed Nellie’s arm tightly as she approached. “This is my sister, Nellie.” Virginia smiled and nervously patted Nellie’s arm. “And Nellie, this is Jimmy. He’s a soldier returning to California.” Jimmy awkwardly placed his arm around Virginia’s waist. Virginia stood petrified, waiting for something embarrassing to come out of her sister’s mouth. She wanted to bolt into the darkness.

Nellie took a step back. She couldn’t believe that Virginia was introducing her to a guy. She was even more stunned that Virginia had even had the courage to talk to one! Nellie didn’t like it. It was all too new to her. What on earth? Nellie wondered as she took a second glance. He had his arm around her, too? 

An off-putting smile spread across Nellie’s face. Slowly, she cleared her throat, and her brows drew together as she looked Jimmy up and down. Nellie guardedly crossed her arms. This moment was to be embedded in her memory forever. She didn’t want to forget a single detail. Virginia always accused Nellie of being too flirty. Nellie knew that someday she would be able to pull this incident out of the hat and use it on Virginia. 

Virginia stood cautiously. She knew that look on Nellie’s face, and she waited. Here it comes, she thought, get ready. She shifted her weight to the other leg. 

Nellie’s eyes squinted. “Virginia, you surprise me sometimes.” Nellie uncrossed her arms and tilted her head. She canvassed Jimmy head to toe. “This gentleman isn’t a soldier. He’s a sailor!” 

Virginia was relieved. She no longer felt like she wanted to bolt into the darkness. Thank goodness, she thought. Virginia was embarrassed by her own mishap, and a little discontented that her sister had corrected her in front of Jimmy. “Oh, I’m sorry Jimmy. I didn’t realize…I don’t really know all the military uniforms yet…and well, will you please forgive me?” Virginia
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