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Letters From the Burning Front

Chapter One

The Street They Shared
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Dallas, Texas
October 1941
Autumn arrived gently in Dallas, carrying cool mornings that softened the lingering Texas heat. The maple trees lining Maple Avenue had only begun to surrender their green leaves, scattering shades of amber and crimson across sidewalks where neighbors greeted one another by name. It was a quiet neighborhood where children still raced bicycles until supper, radios played swing music through open windows, and every front porch seemed to have someone rocking in a wooden chair before sunset.

The war in Europe filled newspaper headlines, but for most people on Maple Avenue it still felt impossibly far away.

Every morning, Mr. O'Connor unfolded The Dallas Morning News over breakfast, studying maps of places he had never seen.

France.

Poland.

England.

Names that sounded distant enough to belong in another lifetime.

Patrick O'Connor watched his father from across the kitchen table while buttering a slice of toast.

"Anything new?" he asked.

His father sighed.

"Nothing good."

Patrick nodded quietly.

That seemed to be the answer every morning.

His mother placed another cup of coffee beside her husband.

"Enough war talk before breakfast," she said gently. "There'll be plenty of time for worrying after work."

Patrick smiled.

His mother always believed a warm meal could postpone bad news.

"I'll be over at the Oldbrians' after work," Patrick said.

His mother's eyes twinkled knowingly.

"So you say."

"I mean it."

"You've said that every Tuesday for ten years."

Patrick laughed.

"Because every Tuesday Mrs. Oldbrian makes peach pie."

"And it has nothing to do with Mary?"

Patrick tried to look offended.

"I'd never choose pie over Mary."

His father chuckled without looking up from the newspaper.

"Smart answer."



Only three houses separated the O'Connors from the Oldbrians.

Patrick had walked that short distance thousands of times.

As children, he and Mary had chased lightning bugs across the empty lots behind the neighborhood. They had climbed trees, fished in creeks outside town, and once attempted to build a raft that sank before leaving the shoreline.

Some friendships were built.

Theirs had simply grown.

By afternoon Patrick finished his shift at the local hardware store, wiped the dust from his hands, and walked toward the familiar white house with blue shutters.

The front door stood open.

"You don't knock anymore?" Mary's voice called from inside.

"I've been invited for fifteen years."

She stepped into the hallway carrying a basket of folded laundry.

"I suppose that's true."

Mary Oldbrian was twenty-two now, with chestnut hair pinned neatly behind her head and warm brown eyes that somehow always seemed amused. She wasn't dressed for a special occasion—only a simple blue dress with rolled sleeves—but Patrick had long ago realized she didn't need elegant clothes to catch his attention.

She smiled.

"You tracked sawdust into the hallway."

"I work in a hardware store."

"You could wipe your boots."

"I forgot."

"You always forget."

He grinned.

"You always remind me."

Mary shook her head, unable to hide her smile.

Mrs. Oldbrian appeared from the kitchen.

"Patrick! Perfect timing."

"I had a feeling."

"You smelled the pie from your house?"

"I've developed a special talent."

She laughed.

"Then come earn your slice by carrying these jars to the pantry."

"Yes, ma'am."

Mary folded her arms.

"I knew there was a reason he came over."

"For pie?"

"For free pie."

Patrick placed a hand dramatically over his heart.

"I am deeply wounded."

"You'll recover."



Later that afternoon they walked together toward the small public park a few streets away.

Children chased one another across the grass while older men played checkers beneath towering oak trees.

The familiar rhythm of their conversations required no effort.

Mary picked up a fallen leaf.

"I think autumn's prettier this year."

Patrick looked at her instead of the trees.

"I think so too."

She noticed.

"You didn't even look."

"I didn't have to."

She rolled her eyes.

"That was terribly smooth."

"I've had years to practice."

"And yet you still trip over your own feet."

"Only occasionally."

"You tripped yesterday."

"I was distracted."

"By what?"

He hesitated.

"You."

Mary laughed so suddenly she nearly dropped the leaf.

"You've become impossible."

"I've become honest."

She looked away before he could notice the faint blush warming her cheeks.



They reached the old oak tree that had stood in the park longer than anyone living could remember.

As children they had carved tiny initials into one of its roots—not in the trunk, because Patrick's father had insisted trees deserved better treatment.

The faded letters were still there.

P.O.

M.O.

"So small," Mary whispered.

"We thought we'd grow taller than the tree."

"We were very optimistic."

Patrick sat beneath the branches.

"You remember when we tried camping here?"

Mary laughed immediately.

"My father found us before midnight."

"He said we'd freeze."

"It was seventy degrees."

"He still made us come home."

"You cried."

"I did not."

"You absolutely did."

"My sleeping bag had ants."

"It had three ants."

"It felt like three hundred."

Mary laughed until tears formed in the corners of her eyes.

Patrick watched her.

It amazed him that after so many years, her laughter still made everything around him seem brighter.

She noticed him staring.

"What?"

"Nothing."

"Liar."

"I was thinking."

"Dangerous."

"I was thinking you've always laughed the same way."

"You've noticed?"

"I notice everything about you."

For a moment neither of them spoke.

The breeze stirred fallen leaves around their feet.

Somewhere nearby, a train whistle echoed through the city.

Mary finally broke the silence.

"Do you ever think about leaving Dallas?"

Patrick considered the question.

"Sometimes."

"And?"

"I never imagine staying away."

She nodded.

"I feel the same."

"My whole life's here."

"Mine too."

She looked toward the horizon where smoke drifted above factories preparing larger government contracts as America quietly expanded military production.

"My father says the country's changing."

"It is."

"He worries the war won't stay overseas forever."

Patrick followed her gaze.

"I know."

"You think America will end up fighting?"

"I hope not."

"But?"

"But hope doesn't change history."

Mary wrapped her arms around herself despite the pleasant weather.

"I don't like talking about it."

"Neither do I."



The sun dipped lower as they walked back through quiet streets.

A delivery truck rumbled past carrying crates marked for military supplies.

More young men had started discussing enlistment.

Some already wore uniforms.

It was impossible not to notice.

Outside the neighborhood grocery store, a small radio broadcast updates from Europe.

A crowd had gathered.

"...German advances continue..."

"...British resistance..."

"...uncertain diplomatic developments..."

Patrick paused briefly.

Mary tugged gently on his sleeve.

"Come on."

He looked away from the radio.

"Right."

They continued home.



That evening both families gathered on the Oldbrians' porch after supper, as they often did.

Mr. O'Connor and Mr. Oldbrian debated baseball while their wives exchanged recipes.

Patrick and Mary sat on the porch steps.

The conversation around them faded into the background.

"Remember when we were eight?" Patrick asked.

"The kite?"

"The terrible kite."

"It flew exactly once."

"It exploded."

"It hit Mrs. Turner's clothesline."

Patrick laughed.

"She was furious."

"You hid behind my father."

"He was intimidating."

"He still is."

Patrick glanced toward the adults.

"You know..."

"What?"

"I can't really remember a time before you."

Mary smiled softly.

"I can't either."

"I think that's nice."

"I do too."

For several quiet moments neither of them felt the need to speak.

The neighborhood settled into evening.

Streetlights flickered on one by one.

Somewhere in the distance another train whistle echoed across Dallas.

Neither of them knew that before long, trains would carry young men away instead of bringing visitors home.

Neither of them knew that ordinary evenings like this would become memories they would revisit through ink and paper.

For now, they simply sat together beneath the Texas sky, believing there would always be another tomorrow waiting just beyond sunrise.

And somewhere deep inside Patrick O'Connor, a realization had quietly taken root.

He had spent years convincing himself that Mary Oldbrian was his closest friend.

That evening, as the autumn breeze stirred the leaves around their feet, he finally admitted what his heart had known for much longer.

Friendship was no longer enough.

He loved her.

He simply hadn't yet found the courage to tell her.
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Chapter Two

A Promise Beneath the Oak Tree
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Dallas, Texas
October 1941
Patrick O'Connor had always believed courage came in dramatic moments.

Standing on a baseball field with the winning run at stake.

Speaking up when someone was being treated unfairly.

Working long hours without complaint to help his family.

But none of those compared to walking toward Mary Oldbrian's front door on a cool Saturday afternoon with the intention of telling her the truth he had hidden for years.

He stopped halfway up the path.

"What are you waiting for?" he muttered to himself.

The front door opened before he could knock.

Mary leaned against the frame, smiling knowingly.

"I saw you standing there for nearly two minutes."

"I wasn't standing."

"No?"

"I was... thinking."

"You've been doing a lot of that lately."

"I suppose I have."

She tilted her head.

"Are you coming in?"

"If you'll have me."

"I've been having you over since we were children."

Patrick smiled.

"I guess that's true."



Mrs. Oldbrian was arranging flowers in the dining room while the radio softly played Glenn Miller's "Chattanooga Choo Choo."

"Patrick!" she greeted warmly. "Mary was just complaining that you were becoming difficult to find."

Mary laughed.

"I was not."

"You said you missed having someone to carry heavy boxes."

Patrick grinned.

"I knew my true purpose."

Mrs. Oldbrian handed him a crate of canned peaches.

"Then earn your pie."

"Again?"

"You never object before dessert."

"I wouldn't dream of it."

The familiar routine settled his nerves.

For nearly an hour they worked side by side, talking about ordinary things—the unusually warm weather, the county fair, Mr. O'Connor's vegetable garden, and a stray dog that had recently adopted the neighborhood.

Everything felt wonderfully normal.

Yet beneath every conversation lingered the words Patrick had come to say.



Later that afternoon they wandered toward the park, following the same streets they had walked together countless times.

Children flew homemade kites across an open field.

A young couple pushed a baby carriage along the sidewalk.

The scent of fresh-cut grass lingered in the crisp autumn air.

Mary folded her hands behind her back.

"You've been awfully quiet."

"I have?"

"You usually tell at least three terrible jokes before we reach the park."

"I've only told one."

"My point exactly."

Patrick chuckled.

"I suppose I've had something on my mind."

She glanced sideways at him.

"Something serious?"

"Very."

Her smile faded into curiosity.

"Should I be worried?"

"No."

"Should I prepare myself?"

"Maybe."

"Patrick."

"I'm trying."

"Trying what?"

"To find the right words."

She stopped walking.

The playful expression she'd worn all afternoon disappeared.

"You know," she said softly, "whatever it is... you can tell me."

He looked at her for a long moment.

"I know."



The old oak tree welcomed them with its wide branches casting cool shadows across the grass.

It had witnessed nearly every important memory of their childhood.

Tree climbing.

Picnics.

Summer afternoons.

Arguments that lasted five minutes before ending in laughter.

Today, it would witness something entirely different.

Patrick rested one hand against the rough bark.

"I've been thinking about this place."

"We practically grew up here."

"I know."

He drew a slow breath.

"Mary..."

She looked at him patiently.

"When we were children, I thought you were my best friend."

She smiled.

"You still are mine."

He nodded.

"When we were teenagers, I started noticing little things."

"What little things?"

"The way you laugh before anyone else understands a joke."

She laughed softly.

"You've mentioned that."

"The way you always hum while reading."

"I didn't know I did."

"You do."

He took another breath.

"The way every room somehow feels brighter when you walk into it."

Mary lowered her eyes.

His voice became quieter.

"I kept telling myself it would pass."

"What would?"

"This feeling."

Silence settled between them.

"I thought if I ignored it long enough..."

He smiled sadly.

"...I'd go back to thinking of you as only my best friend."

Mary looked up.

"But I never did."

He stepped closer.

"I've loved you for years."

The words seemed to hang in the still afternoon air.

"I've loved you longer than I can honestly remember."

Mary stared at him, her eyes glistening.

"I was afraid."

"Afraid?"

"That telling you might ruin everything."

"It won't."

"I couldn't risk losing you."

"You never could."

"I'd rather have you as my friend forever than lose you completely."

Mary's eyes filled with tears.

"You foolish man."

Patrick's heart sank.

"I've made a terrible mistake, haven't I?"

Instead of answering, she reached for his hand.

Her fingers trembled.

"I've been waiting."

He blinked.

"For what?"

"For you to finally say it."

"You..."

She laughed through her tears.

"Patrick O'Connor, I've been in love with you for years too."

He could only stare.

"I thought you knew."

"I had no idea."

"You looked at me like that all the time."

"I thought I was hiding it."

"You weren't."

"You knew?"

"I hoped."

Patrick laughed in disbelief.

"So we've both spent years pretending?"

"Apparently."

He shook his head.

"We're not very clever."

"No," she agreed, smiling. "We're really not."



For several moments neither spoke.

They simply stood together beneath the oak tree, hands entwined.

Patrick gently brushed a loose strand of hair away from her face.

"May I?"

"What?"

He hesitated.

"Kiss you."

Mary smiled.

"I was beginning to wonder if you'd ever ask."

He leaned forward slowly, giving her every opportunity to change her mind.

Instead, she closed the distance herself.

Their first kiss was gentle.

Unhurried.

Years of friendship made it feel less like a beginning than the next page of a story already well underway.

When they finally stepped apart, Mary laughed quietly.

"What?"

"You still look nervous."

"I am."

"You've already kissed me."

"I know."

"And?"

"I don't want to stop."

She blushed.

"Good."



That evening they returned to the Oldbrian house hand in hand.

Mrs. Oldbrian looked up from the kitchen table.

Her eyes immediately settled on their clasped hands.

She smiled before either of them could speak.

"I wondered how much longer it would take."

Patrick blinked.

"You knew?"

She laughed.

"Everyone knew."

Mary groaned.

"Mother."

"What?"

"We thought we were keeping it a secret."

"My dear, your father started placing bets with Patrick's mother last year."

Patrick stared.

"Bets?"

Mrs. Oldbrian nodded.

"Your father guessed you'd confess before Christmas."

"And?"

"You've made him twenty-five cents richer."

Mary covered her face, laughing.

"This is embarrassing."

At that moment Mr. Oldbrian entered the room carrying a toolbox.

He looked from Patrick to Mary, then to their joined hands.

"Finally."

Patrick swallowed.

"Sir..."

Mr. Oldbrian crossed the room and placed a firm hand on his shoulder.

"I've known you since you were five."

"Yes, sir."

"If my daughter was going to fall in love with someone..."

He smiled warmly.

"...I'm glad it was you."

Patrick's relief was immediate.

"Thank you, sir."

Across the street, the O'Connor family reacted much the same.

Mrs. O'Connor hugged Mary tightly.

"I've been hoping for this for years."

Mr. O'Connor laughed.

"Now maybe Patrick will stop inventing excuses to visit the Oldbrians."

"I never invented excuses," Patrick protested.

"No?"

His father grinned.

"'I need to borrow sugar.'"

"'Mr. Oldbrian might need help fixing the fence.'"

"'I should return the pie plate.'"

Mary smiled.

"You forgot the pie plate several times."

"I may have done that."

Everyone laughed.

For one beautiful evening, the world seemed wonderfully simple.



The next morning, however, reality quietly returned.

Patrick unfolded the newspaper over breakfast.

The front page was filled with reports from Europe.

Bombed cities.

Refugees.

Military movements.

Diplomatic tensions.

His father sighed.

"I pray America stays out of this."

"So do I."

"But I'm not sure anyone can."

Patrick folded the paper slowly.

Across town, Mary was reading the very same headlines.

When Patrick arrived later that afternoon, she was sitting beneath the old oak tree with a book resting unopened in her lap.

"You've been reading?" he asked.

"I've been pretending to."

He sat beside her.

"The news?"

She nodded.

"Do you ever worry?"

"About what?"

"That someday everything could change."

Patrick looked across the quiet park.

Children were playing tag beneath the autumn trees.

An elderly couple fed birds near the fountain.

A train whistle echoed faintly through Dallas.

"It might," he admitted.

She slipped her hand into his.

"If it does..."

He turned toward her.

"...promise me something."

"Anything."

"No matter where life takes us..."

She smiled softly.

"...we'll find our way back here."

Patrick squeezed her hand.

"I promise."

"And no matter what happens..."

He reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a small folding knife.

Kneeling beside one of the great oak's thick, exposed roots—the same place where, as children, they had scratched their initials—he carefully carved a heart into the weathered wood.

Inside it, he etched:

P ♥ M

He looked up at her.

"This tree has watched us grow up."

Mary knelt beside him, running her fingertips gently over the fresh carving.

"Then let it witness this too."

Patrick took both of her hands in his.

"I don't know what tomorrow will bring."

"Neither do I."

"I don't know what the newspapers will say next week."

"Neither do I."

"But I know this."

His voice was steady now.

"I want every tomorrow I have to begin with you."

Tears shimmered in Mary's eyes.

"And I want every tomorrow I have to end with you."

As the late afternoon sun filtered through the oak's golden leaves, they stood together beneath its branches, surrounded by the quiet life they had always known.

Beyond Dallas, the world drifted closer to war.

But beneath the old oak tree, Patrick O'Connor and Mary Oldbrian made a promise stronger than fear.

Whatever lay ahead, they would build a future together.

Neither of them knew that before long, that future would depend not on shared days—but on letters carried across an ocean at war.
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Chapter Three

The Day Everything Changed
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Dallas, Texas
Sunday, December 7, 1941
Sunday mornings on Maple Avenue always followed the same gentle rhythm.

Church bells echoed across the neighborhood before sunrise, drawing families from their homes dressed in pressed suits and polished shoes. Children skipped along the sidewalks while mothers reminded them to keep their clothes clean until after the service. The smell of fresh biscuits drifted through open kitchen windows, mingling with the cool December air.

For as long as Patrick O'Connor could remember, Sundays had been the calmest day of the week.

He couldn't have imagined that before the sun set, nothing in America would ever feel ordinary again.



Patrick straightened his tie in the hallway mirror while his mother adjusted the collar of his coat.

"You'll wrinkle it before we even get to church," she teased.

"I've hardly touched it."

"You've tugged at it six times."

"I've been counting," his father added with a grin from the front porch.

Patrick laughed.

"I suppose I'm nervous."

His mother raised an eyebrow.

"About church?"

Patrick hesitated.

"No..."

She smiled knowingly.

"You're meeting Mary afterward."

He tried not to smile too broadly.

"We're walking through Klyde Warren Park."

His father chuckled.

"That poor girl hasn't had a quiet Sunday since you started courting."

"I think she enjoys my company."

"I know she does," his mother replied warmly.

"Now stop worrying about your tie."



The church was nearly full.

Patrick found Mary sitting with her parents three pews ahead. She looked over her shoulder as he entered, and her face brightened immediately.

She wore a cream-colored winter dress with a navy-blue coat folded neatly beside her.

When the service ended, Patrick waited near the front steps.

"You look beautiful," he said as Mary approached.

"You've told me that every Sunday."

"Because it's true every Sunday."

She smiled.

"And you still haven't learned a better opening."

"I don't think I need one."

They walked slowly down the church steps while families lingered outside, exchanging greetings before heading home for Sunday dinners.

"I've been thinking," Mary said.

"That usually means you've planned something."

"I have."

"Oh?"

"My father finally agreed to let us repaint the old guest room."

Patrick looked puzzled.

"The guest room?"

"I thought..." She smiled shyly. "Someday it might become a nursery."

Patrick stopped walking.

Mary immediately blushed.

"I know it's much too soon. I didn't mean—"

He gently took her hands.

"You've been thinking about our future?"

"Every day."

"So have I."

The thought warmed him more than the December sun ever could.

"I don't have much saved yet," he admitted.

"But I'm working extra hours."

"I know."

"And maybe by next year..."

He looked toward the quiet streets stretching beyond the church.

"...I could afford a little house."

Mary squeezed his hand.

"It doesn't have to be big."

"It'll have a porch."

"It must."

"And a swing."

"I insist."

Patrick laughed.

"And a garden."

"I'm not very good with flowers."

"I'll learn."

"You'd learn for me?"

"I'd learn anything for you."

Mary smiled so brightly that Patrick felt certain nothing in the world could ever dim that happiness.



The afternoon passed peacefully.

The O'Connors and the Oldbrians gathered for Sunday dinner, filling the dining room with conversation and laughter.

Mr. Oldbrian carved the roast while Mrs. O'Connor passed fresh bread around the table.

Patrick found himself watching Mary more than eating.

She caught him staring.

"What?"

"You smiled."

"I usually do."

"I know."

"So why are you looking at me like that?"

"I'm trying to remember this."

She frowned slightly.

"Remember what?"

"This day."

"It isn't particularly special."

He looked around the room.

"Our families together."

"The laughter."

"The stories."

"I don't know why..."

He shrugged.

"...I just have a feeling someday I'll want to remember every little detail."

Mary reached beneath the table and quietly intertwined her fingers with his.

"Then remember this too."



After lunch the men gathered in the sitting room while the women cleared the dishes.

Mr. O'Connor switched on the large wooden radio cabinet to listen to a football broadcast.

Static crackled through the speaker.

Instead of music, an urgent voice interrupted the program.

"We interrupt this broadcast for an important announcement..."

The room fell silent.

Patrick looked toward his father.

The announcer's voice trembled with urgency.

"The Japanese have attacked the United States naval base at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii..."

No one spoke.

The words seemed impossible.

Another announcement followed almost immediately.

"Reports indicate extensive damage... casualties are expected to be severe... this is not a drill..."

Mrs. Oldbrian slowly lowered the serving tray she was carrying.

Mary stared at the radio as though she had misheard.

Mr. Oldbrian removed his glasses.

"What did he say?"

Patrick answered quietly.

"Pearl Harbor."

His father whispered one word.

"God..."

The broadcast continued.

Names.

Ships.

Bombs.

Aircraft.

Smoke.

The announcer struggled to keep pace with the rapidly arriving reports.

Outside, neighboring houses opened their windows.

More radios turned on.

People stepped onto porches, calling across the street.

"Have you heard?"

"Is it true?"

"They attacked us?"

Within minutes the peaceful Sunday neighborhood had transformed into a place of anxious conversations and frightened faces.

America had been attacked.



For the remainder of the afternoon, no one left the radio.

Every bulletin seemed worse than the last.

Mary sat beside Patrick without saying a word.

Finally she whispered,

"Do you think there'll be war?"

Patrick looked at the floor.

"I think..."

He hesitated.

"...I think we're already in it."

Tears filled her eyes.

"No."

He wished he could disagree.

Instead, he reached for her hand.

Neither of them noticed how tightly they were holding on.



That evening, Maple Avenue was strangely quiet.

No children played outside.

No music drifted from open windows.

Every house seemed lit later than usual, families gathered around radios instead of supper tables.

Patrick stood on his front porch staring into the darkness.

His father joined him.

"When I was your age," Mr. O'Connor said quietly, "I prayed your generation wouldn't have to see another world at war."

Patrick remained silent.

"I hoped we'd learned enough from the last one."

After several moments Patrick spoke.

"If the country calls..."

His father looked at him.

"...I'll have to go."

Neither man said another word.

Deep down, they both knew that after December 7, 1941, the future Patrick and Mary had imagined beneath the old oak tree had become far more uncertain than either of them had ever believed possible.

Patrick barely slept that night.

The radio downstairs remained silent now, but the voices from the afternoon broadcast echoed in his thoughts. Every time he closed his eyes, he imagined smoke rising above ships he had never seen and young sailors no older than himself fighting for their lives thousands of miles away.

Before dawn, he pulled on his coat and stepped onto the front porch.

The neighborhood looked unchanged.

The same rows of houses.

The same oak trees.

The same quiet streets.

Yet everything felt different.

Across the road, Mr. Jenkins was already unfolding his newspaper with unusual urgency. Two boys rode past on bicycles shouting to one another.

"Did you hear? They're saying Congress will declare war!"

Patrick watched them disappear down the street before his father joined him outside.

Neither spoke immediately.

Finally Mr. O'Connor rested his elbows on the porch railing.

"I knew you wouldn't sleep."

Patrick managed a faint smile.

"You know me too well."

His father looked toward the pale morning sky.

"When I fought in the last war, I hoped my children would never have to."

Patrick turned to
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