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      The tall, lanky boy of eighteen folded himself into his dad’s 1934 four-door Chevy. He was dressed in blue jeans, flannel shirt, and a denim jacket. His raven black hair was all slicked down with a healthy dab of hair tonic. It was Saturday night, and Tommy Neal was on his way to the Avon Theater in Frankfort to see Clark Gable in a war movie. It was an action-packed movie about American boys joining the Royal Canadian Air Force to fight Germans. He parked at the town square and waved at some of his school buddies who were waiting for him. They bought their tickets and went into the theater together.

      Going to a movie was the best way Tommy could relax and unwind after shucking corn by hand all day. The crop was almost all in the crib. Just about twenty more rows to pick. His dad had assigned him to do the picking and shucking after school. He figured he would knock those final rows out by dark on Wednesday.

      Tommy loved war movies. America was not in the war over in Europe. But he had heard the teachers at school and the old men at the grain elevator saying we would be in it before long. The Democrats kept saying that Roosevelt would keep us out of the war. Republicans were arguing that we would because the Democrats always got us into war. Now, Tommy didn’t know or care anything about politics. But he was thinking that he might enlist in the Canadian Army because they were already involved in the conflict. He just wanted to get off the farm. As the oldest boy in a family of five other siblings, he thought too much of the work fell on him.

      Tommy was home by ten thirty that night, a half hour under his curfew. He drank a glass of milk that was fresh from the evening milking and went off to bed. He tried to walk softly so as to not wake his two younger brothers who slept in bunk beds in the same room. Ten-year-old Tim rolled over and asked, “How was the movie?” Tommy just grunted back, “Good. It was good. Now go back to sleep, squirt.”

      Sunday morning woke the family up to a rooster crowing and one of the cows lowing. Tommy was up and sitting at the kitchen table before the other five siblings came bounding and hollering down the stairs. When they got to the table, they became quiet, as their father, Thomas Sr., frowned at them. Ruth smiled, but said nothing as she stood at the huge wood-fired cook stove.

      It was scrambled eggs, homemade cheese biscuits, gravy, and ham. Strong, black coffee was poured into everyone’s cup; the little ones got to put cream and sugar in theirs.

      Ruth Neal, who was the matriarch, bowed her head, and everyone followed suit. She said a quick prayer for the food and for her family. Her Sunday morning prayer was always short because they would get a large dose of prayer in church.

      By nine thirty, all eight Neals were in the car. Ruth and the oldest girl, Donna, sat in front, with Thomas driving. Packed into the back were Tommy, Tim and Theodore, whom everyone called Teddy. The two youngest girls, Jean and Judy, sat on the laps of the boys. This was their regular Sunday morning routine.

      They were on their way to Bear Creek Church of Christ, just five miles away. Bear Creek Church was established in 1875, according to the plaque on the corner of the building. It was an old white clapboard, but well-maintained building, with a large black bell, topped off with a steeple pointing to heaven. The building sat at the end of a narrow lane with large oak trees on both sides. For some strange reason there were still hitching posts out front, although no one had driven a horse-drawn carriage to church in more than ten years.

      The young preacher was Jake Jennings, just out of Johnson Bible College down in Tennessee. Jake worked at the local glove factory to supplement the seven dollars a week the church paid him. Tommy thought he couldn’t preach worth a nickel, but his sermons were short and he was a really friendly and funny guy when he was out of the pulpit. A lot of young people came to church since he had been there. He wasn’t married, and some of the teenage girls had their caps set for him. They often made his face turn red when they winked or blew a kiss at him from behind their hymn books while he was preaching.

      The message was from the “Sermon on the Mount” that Sunday morning. It was about loving your enemies. Tommy couldn’t identify with that because at eighteen years of age, he figured he didn’t have an enemy in the world. And he didn’t hate anyone. Now there was a fellow or two in his class that he would like to punch out at times. But shucks, he didn’t hate them, and they surely were not his enemies.

      On Sundays, Thomas Sr. always did the morning chores on his sixty-acre farm. However, he usually required the kids to help with the Sunday evening chores. He and his family had worked hard on that farm to survive what was now being called “The Great Depression.” It wasn’t over yet, but this year they had dug themselves out of a financial hole with a bumper crop, and the prices were better than they had been in years. Things were beginning to look up.

      Back home after church, everyone sat at the large kitchen table. Thomas Sr. sat in the captain’s chair at the head of the table. Ruth sat in the stool chair at the other end, with the children lining the benches on either side. On Sundays, the family always lingered a little longer over the huge meal that Ruth had prepared on Saturday evening. After much bantering, the children cleared the table and washed the dishes. Soon they were ready for their Sunday family time. Sunday was set aside for relaxing, reading the paper, playing cards, and checkers. No one could beat Thomas Sr. at checkers … unless he allowed one of the younger kids to beat him.

      On this particular Sunday, which was the first Sunday in December, the younger kids had the new Montgomery Ward catalogue down on the floor. They were using different colored crayons to circle items they wanted for Christmas. Each child had his or her own color. They wouldn’t get many of the things they had circled, but they could wish. That’s what their mama called the Ward’s catalogue - The Wish Book.

      At about one thirty that afternoon, the telephone on the wall began to ring one long ring. Someone was trying to alert everyone on the party line that there was an emergency in the neighborhood. Might be a fire or someone got hurt. Ruth picked up the receiver and as she listened, a surprised frown came across her face. The voice on the other end was so shrill and loud that it could be heard across the room. After a few seconds, Ruth hung up. Everyone was staring at her. She told Tommy to turn on the radio.

      While it was warming up and waiting to come on, she said the Japanese had attacked some place called Pearl Harbor. Just then there was a somber, serious-sounding voice speaking from the large RCA Victor radio that sat on one wall, with a rocking chair next to it. Ruth often sat knitting in that chair while she listened to the stories in the afternoon. Today, Thomas Sr. was sitting in that chair reading the Sunday paper, with the kids sitting on the sofa or sprawled out on the floor.

      The voice from the radio said a large group of Japanese fighter planes and bombers had attacked Pearl Harbor on the island of Hawaii. Many ships had been damaged. Thomas Sr. almost to himself and in a very serious tone, said, “This means war.” Ruth’s face was as white as a sheet and tears were welling up in her eyes. She was remembering her brother who had died in a muddy trench in France in 1918. Tommy had a strange feeling deep down in his gut that things were really going to change in his life. He had planned to graduate from high school in the spring. Now, he didn’t know.

      The rest of the day was spent by the family in front of that radio or on the phone when they could get an open line. Many calls went back and forth. By dark, all the chores had been done, with even the little ones pitching in without complaining.

      On Monday morning at school, nearly all of the boys in the senior class arrived early and congregated out behind the large brick gymnasium. Most of them were smoking cigarettes while they talked about which service they would join. Many wanted to join the Navy since it was the Navy that had mainly suffered so many losses. The causalities were said to be in the hundreds. That was later found to be a low estimate.

      Tommy was thinking that he wanted to be in the thick of things. He was going to go for the best. He was going to enlist in the Marines. All the senior boys made a pact. They would enlist as soon as an enlistment office opened up in town. By noon that day, the rumor was that an enlistment office would open up on Wednesday or Thursday.

      Also on that Monday, President Roosevelt asked Congress to declare war on not only Japan, but on Germany as well. The Germans had been sinking American ships carrying war supplies to England for several months. The politicians now had a good excuse to declare war on them.

      At supper the next night, Tommy made his announcement to the family. He was joining the Marines. His mother shook her head. Thomas Sr. seemed to wince. Then he said, “After you graduate, maybe.”

      “No!” Tommy snapped. “This coming Saturday, all of us in the senior class are going to go enlist.” It was settled in Tommy’s mind. He was eighteen and a man. He would make his own decisions.

      That night
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