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_________

Well, here we are at the conclusion.  I promised you the whole story of Janet’s and my romances.  You can’t imagine what it has taken to write it.  If you want to know about our lives after this story ends, please read the extensive epilogue.  Annie has been essential to completing it, as I have recently been feeling my age.  You’ve suffered through the difficult parts.  Now I hope you will enjoy the rewards Janet and I achieved.  Thank you for the honor you have shown me by reading so much.  Diane Williams Doyle
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Monday, June 19th, 1967

At Fort Benning, just past midnight, Steve slipped quietly into his bunk totally exhausted.  What a weekend!  He managed a short silent prayer and felt welcome sleep overcoming him.  Then there was a tap on his shoulder.  Jim whispered, "Latrine call!"

Steve whispered, "Not now."

Jim whispered, "YES!  NOW!"

Steve understood that tone of the whisper.  It meant now.  He struggled out of bed and followed Jim, both in their underwear and flip-flops.  In the latrine, they found Ed, Dan, and Joe.  Joe whispered, "Back here in the corner."  Steve went there and they all grouped around him.  Joe said, "We missed you Friday.  Where you been, Doyle?"

Steve thought about it. "Main headquarters sent me on an errand."

Ed whispered, "Bull crap!  You were on a three-day pass."

Steve tried to understand their concern. "Yes, that's the way it had to be done.  It was a civilian matter."

Jim, "And this civilian matter required your calling a darling in Miami to meet you in Atlanta Friday evening."

Steve whispered, "What's this about?"

Joe, "This darling from Miami is the hometown girl?"

Dan, "The one who wrote you all those letters?"

Steve took a deep breath, "Not exactly."

Jim, "Seems after all those letters you're being less than loyal."

Steve tried to find logic in his foggy mind, "I'm being as loyal as I need to be.  Like I said, it's complicated."

Ed, "I think he needs an attitude adjustment, cheating on that girl after all those letters."

Steve tried to shake off the cobwebs, "I'm not cheating on anyone.  You don't understand."

Dan, "Is that letter-writing girl back in your hometown?"

Steve took a deep breath.  "Yes."  He was becoming annoyed.

Joe, "I think we understand more than enough."

Steve realized they were deadly serious and he might be in for a beating.  "Wait!  I understand your concern.  The girl back home, Janet Berkins—the one who wrote all the letters, is perfectly happy with what I'm doing and I can prove it."

Joe, "I'm not interested in any bull-crap story."

Steve, "Call her!  Get it from her!  She works at Berkins Enterprises with her mother and father.  Call Berkinsville tomorrow after evening chow.  They're three hours behind us.  Call the office and ask for her.  Tell her you were with me overseas.  Ask her anything you want about what I'm doing."

Joe was suspicious and said with sarcasm, "And you'll give us a number to call."

Steve, "Get it from the operator."  He whispered, "Look, guys, I see where you're coming from.  I'm not being disloyal to her.  And I can appreciate why that might disturb you, after all we've lost, and all we’ve been through together.  This is a matter of trust that I want to be put to rest.  Call her!"

They looked at each other.  Dan, "You get a call to the office tomorrow, and you are in big trouble."

Steve, "If they call me to the office I'm taking one of you with me."

Joe, "Damned right you are!"

Ed, "We'll sort this out tomorrow evening.  Come on guys, let's get some sleep."

They left Steve standing there.  He thought, God!  They are pissed!  They think I'm cheating on Janet.  And they wouldn't have believed me if I'd told them.  She better be in the office tomorrow afternoon.  He went back to bed.

The next morning the five sergeants were putting the men through a training exercise.  The loudspeaker blared, "Sergeant Doyle to the office!  Sergeant Doyle to the office!"

Joe walked over and faced him.  Steve said, "Come on, let's go to the office."

They walked into the office and the clerk said, "Captain Rogean, that general's aide wants you in the general's office.  He wants a report on that meeting in Atlanta."  Steve nodded he understood.

Steve turned to Joe, "If you're coming, you'll need to change to a full-dress uniform."

Joe glared at him, "Never mind."

Clerk, looking at Joe, "May I help you, Sergeant?"

Joe, "Not now."  Steve and Joe left the office.  Outside Joe said, "No phone calls to Berkinsville!"  He headed back to the military exercise.

Steve quickly changed to his dress uniform and went to the general's office.  He was ushered in and saluted both the general and the captain, "Reporting as ordered, sir."

The general and his aide returned his salute.  The general said, "At ease, sit!  It's really difficult to give you a medal when your outfit doesn't exist.  Who’s going to do the parade?"

Steve was cautious, "Perhaps we could do without the parade, sir."  The captain smiled.

The general laughed.  "This is the Army, son.  We don't do things like this without a parade.  I have to find an outfit where they owe me and are willing to do this without it costing me too much.  I'm considering doing it in your home town or Paramount City.  How did you leave it with Rep. Rourke?"

Steve, "We agreed to pursue it.  I'm to write speeches introducing him.  He liked my presumed fiancée and included her in."

The general smiled.  "I thought that might happen.  Doing the ceremony in Paramount City might be good for him.  I should talk with him about that."

Steve thought about it, "May I suggest something, sir?"

General, "Make this easy for me and I might get you another medal."

Steve, "There's an old soldiers’ retirement home for crippled World War Two survivors in Miami, mostly Army I think.  There are always military parades on the Fourth of July.  And there's a big Air Force base nearby.  They'll be all set up to do a parade somewhere.  Afterward, what if they bused over to this retirement home and you did the parade and ceremony out front?  There's room to do it and it would be off the main streets.  You could honor all these old guys too."

The General studied him, "Is this the place where you just did the public relations visit?"

Steve, "Yes.  My girl volunteers to visit them as part of her community support.  She has visited them for some time, separate from her volunteer work in another part of the building."

The General studied him, "The Air Force ...  honoring old Army survivors.  I could call on the special liaison units to set it up.  It would be good publicity.  It would give them something to do to celebrate the Fourth of July, cross services.  The Air Force bands always sound like they're playing for a dance  —but I could live with that."

Steve, "May I ask about another idea?"

General, "It would cut costs because Army Involvement would be minimal.  We might even get the Air Force to fly us down there.  You got the name of this facility?"

Steve gave it to him.  "It's in Coral Gables."

General, "Captain, check it out."

Steve, "About another idea?"

General, "Don't press your luck, Sergeant."

Steve, "Sir, during the ceremony, my girl is working in Miami.  If she were to attend, would it be possible  ..."

The general cut him off, "You want her present for the ceremony?  Of course, there's always space for civilians, relatives, and friends."

Steve, "Something more than that, sir."

The general studied him, "OK, slowly and carefully."

Steve, "I want to propose to her.  I've been looking for a special way of doing it."

The general laughed.  "In a formal ceremony, with the Air Force looking on!  If she doesn't say 'Yes' we'll be the laughing stock of the Air Force for years to come!  —  You willing to risk a court martial if she hesitates or turns you down?"

Steve felt heat in his face.  "She won't turn me down, sir."  Captain Rogean smiled.

The general laughed studying him, "You got guts, Son.  I'll think about it."

Captain Rogean, "They do things like that at West Point.  You wouldn't want to feel her out about it to be sure?"

Steve, "I want it to be a special surprise."

General, "Get out of here!  Go train some men.  I'll check out the Air Force Parade idea."

Steve stood up and saluted, "Yes, sir!"  He left thinking, I've stuck my neck out a mile now.  She said she was ready to follow my lead.  You better not be hesitant, Miss Williams!

Captain Rogean, "I'll call West Point and get the protocol  —  just in case you let him try it."

General, "It would add a little spice to the whole thing.  I like the idea of honoring those old soldiers.  Check it out.  See if we can make that work."

When Steve returned to the training exercise his four sergeant comrades were fully engaged in their work and carrying his part of the load.  Lunch was rushed with no time for talk.  The afternoon training was brutal.

When they finished a tense silence rushed dinner, Steve and the four other sergeants left the mess hall.  Joe said, "You're coming to the bus stop with us."

Steve, "Where we going?"

Joe, "Post exchange.  The phones are easier there and we'll need change for the long-distance call."

––––––––
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Back in the general’s office, Captain Rogean said, "Ok General, I have him on the line."  The general picked up the phone and stated his name.

Air Force General Simpson, "I wouldn't fly your men to California for Disney Land!  We've spent too many nights sweating out spooky missions that could never have been explained if something had gone wrong."

General, "Nice to talk with you again, too."

General Simpson, "I don't have the kind of resources you would need anyway."

General, "Perhaps you do.  It might even be fun."

General Simpson, "I wasn't aware of any islands in the Caribbean you'd want to invade.  Well, there might be one."

General, "How about Coral Gables?  No planes, only a few busses."

General Simpson, "Well, you've tweaked my curiosity."

General, "Fourth of July, after your main celebration, two or three of your flights marching with an Air Force band.  They would stand in front of an old soldier’s retirement home to honor some old soldiers.  The whole thing shouldn't take more than forty-five minutes."

General Simpson, "What's in this for you?  You need a distraction to kidnap someone out of the building?"

General, "One of my guys got mixed up with another unit and earned a Silver Star.  I can't very well march my guys down the middle of Coral Gables to present the medal."

General Simpson laughed.  "You're in a bind!  You need my help!"

General, "Let's just say if you ever needed one of your flyboys pried out of a hostile situation, we might consider returning a favor."

General Simpson, "Send me the details.  I'll give it all the attention it deserves."

General, "Captain Rogean will be in touch with your aide."

General Simpson, "Very well.  Good talking with you under THESE circumstances."  They hung up.

Captain Rogean, "That seems to have gone well."

General, "Make this an Air Force deal.  Let them get the glory for honoring those old soldiers.  As much as you can, keep our medal presentation a small item on the program."

Captain Rogean, "You're going to present the medal?"

The general thought about it, "I owe him that.  I still feel responsible for those men being included in that mission."

Captain Rogean, "You had no control over that.  You had them stood down."

General, "Sometimes your men are under more danger from your own command than from the enemy.  Captain  —  that thought might be worth chiseling on a stone in your garden."

––––––––
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The phone rang in the Berkins Mill office.  Molly answered, "Berkins, Molly."

Joe, "Is this Berkins Enterprises?"

Molly, "Yes, the Mill office."

Joe, "To whom am I speaking?"  The formal tone put Molly on alert.

Molly, "I'm Molly Berkins, the financial officer.  Who are you calling?"

Joe, "Are you Janet Berkins' mother?"

Molly was concerned, "Yes, who are you?"

Joe, "I'm calling from Fort Benning, Georgia.  I'm Sergeant Rosen.  May I speak with your daughter?"

Molly tried to read him, "Is Steve Doyle OK?"  Her read of him was confused.

Joe, "He's just fine.  May I speak to Miss Berkins?"

Molly, "Yes, just a moment."  To the office  —  "Where's Janet?"

Joy, "She went out to the yard.  Want me to page her?"

Grumpy Boss George, "She's probably engineering something in John's office."  Joy and Ronda tried not to laugh.

Molly rang the engineering line and Janet answered.  Molly said, "I have a Sergeant Rosen calling from Fort Benning for you on line one."

Janet, "OK."  She picked up the line, "This is Janet Berkins.  Is Steve OK?"  John looked up from his work

Joe, "For the moment.  Are you the Janet Berkins who wrote Steve all those letters while we were overseas?"

Janet, "Were you there with him?"

Joe, "Yes."

Janet, "I wrote him letters.  What's this about?"  John was now coming to the phone.

Joe, "I have the other three training sergeants here with Steve.  We're concerned.  May I ask you a personal question about Steve?"

Janet was cautious, "Yes, you can ask."  John was now standing close and she held the receiver tilted away from her ear so he could hear."

Joe, "Would you say you have a romantic relationship with Steve?"

Janet tried not to laugh.  John was less amused.  Janet said, "I let my fiancé manage all my romantic relationships now.  I'll put him on.  His name is John."  She handed the phone to John.

John, "Richards."  He was formal.

Joe, "Did she say you're her fiancé?"

John, "Yes.  That's what she said."

Joe was taken aback.  It took a moment for him to ask, "May I speak to her again?"  John handed the phone back to Janet, but continued to listen.

Janet, "Janet."

Joe, "We were concerned Steve was seeing another girl.  If you're engaged to someone else I guess that wouldn't be a problem."

Janet, "And just what other girl might he be seeing?"

Joe was hesitant, "A girl in Miami."

Janet, "That would be my best friend, Diane.  I don't have a problem with that."

Joe, "Well—OK.  I feel a little silly.  We were concerned he was being, well  —  disloyal to you."

Janet, "Loyalty is another matter I leave to my fiancé."  She handed the phone to John who had heard it all.

John, "I consider Steve Doyle to be one of my best and most loyal friends.  I can't imagine him being disloyal to anyone.  If there is anyone down there at Fort Benning who has any doubts, I'd be happy to set them straight!  Do you have another question about that?!"

Joe, "No, please, we were only concerned about Miss Berkins.  Please excuse the call."

John, "You have any other questions about Steve, you know how to reach me.  If you didn't get it the first time my name is John Richards, that's R-I-C-H-A-R-D-S.  And while we are on the subject, I consider Diane to be one of my best and most loyal friends.  You tell your sergeant friends down there to treat her with the utmost respect.  Got it?"

Joe, "Yes, sir!"  Janet heard the 'Yes, sir' loud and clear and tried not to laugh.

John, "Anything else?"

Joe, "No, sir.  Goodbye.” He hung up.

Janet grinned and teased, "You're pretty tough on the phone!"

John smiled.  "I have my moments.  It's a hangover from the Army."

The phone rang and Molly asked, "Everything OK?"

Janet, "John just gave Fort Benning an attitude adjustment.  Seems they thought Steve was cheating on me with Diane.  John set them straight."

Molly laughed.  "The tangled web you've woven goes all the way to the east coast."

Janet, "It's a little less tangled now, thanks to John.  All is well."

Molly, "Ok."  She hung up.

––––––––
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At the Fort Benning Post Exchange, Joe said, "She's engaged to a John Richards."

Steve, "I could have told you a BULL CRAP story like that!"

Jim, "You actually talked to the girl in the picture?  How did she sound?"

Joe, "Sweet but strong.  She was kind of hard to deal with."

Ed, "So what else did she say?"

Joe, "The girl in Miami is her best friend.  She doesn't have a problem with Steve seeing her.  She put her boyfriend on.  He said to tell everyone here to treat Diane, the girl in Miami, with respect.  He's friends with her, too."

Steve, "And I second that last part.  And that's NO bull crap!"

Dan, "Ok Steve, I can see how we had this all wrong.  We were only concerned about the girl after she wrote all those letters.  Then she must have dropped you."

Steve, "No one dropped anyone.  But it's much too much of a BULL CRAP story to tell."

Joe, "Ok, ok, I was way off base, Steve!  You would have told us the truth  —  if we'd let you."

Dan, "At least Joe got to talk to the girl in the picture.  Do you feel bad about stepping down to the Miami girl, Steve?"

Steve grinned, "There's a lot more to life than physical beauty.  Things have a way of balancing out.  When I marry her, maybe you'll do me the honor of participating in the wedding.  Then maybe all the BULL CRAP will fall from your eyes!"

Jim, "Ok, ok, we all apologize for doubting you!  You can drop the bull crap."

Ed, "We'd be honored to stand up with you at your wedding."

Joe, "Miss Berkins said Diane was her best friend.  I'll bet she'd be there so we could see her, too."

Dan, "If that picture is real."

Jim, "I have my doubts about that picture, too."

Steve smiled.  "Be at my wedding and you can judge for yourself if it's truly Janet."

Joe, "I wouldn't get too close.  That Richards fellow seems a bit possessive."

Steve laughed.  "The last time I talked with Miss Berkins alone, he was waiting right outside my door."

Ed, "I suspect there's more to this story than we understand."

Steve, "Come to my wedding and meet them all, then you'll understand."

Dan, "Are you engaged?"

Steve smiled.  "Not yet."  They all laughed.

Joe, "Optimist!"

They rode the bus back to the NCO barracks.  Dan, Joe, and Jim went inside.  Ed said to Steve, "This only happened because they respect you so much.  When the office told Joe you were meeting a girl from Miami, he went ballistic.  He was stomping around calling you every name under the sun.  He got Jim and Dan fired up about it."

Steve, "What about you?"

Ed thought about it, "You know, Steve, the three of us hid in the back of that truck behind you coming up out of that valley.  None of us have fully come to terms with that."

Steve, "You were doing what you could with what you had.  The four of you saved many other men by pulling them aboard.  What does that have to do with a girl in Miami?"

Ed was slow to answer, "You're our hero.  We don't want to see you tarnished."

Steve, "I've explained what was going through my mind.  I'm no hero."

Ed, "Yea, we know.  But we need a hero and you've been appointed."

Steve, "Does that mean I have to be perfect and untarnished for the rest of my life?"

Ed thought about it, "No, it just means you better not be disloyal to the girl who wrote you all those letters.  We think she was responsible for you saving all our butts, too."

Steve looked at the ground, "I want you to tell her that someday.  She paid a price for what she did.  I also want you to meet her best friend Diane.  I think you'll find they make a remarkable pair."

Ed, "I'd like that.  Don't be hard on Joe.  When you're not around, he tells these trainees stories about things you did.  He's your biggest fan."

Steve, "Ok, just lay off my personal life  —  OK?"

––––––––
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The next day Steve and the training sergeants bore down on their trainees.  It was time to separate the men from the boys.  They were pleased to find most were up to their task.  
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In south Florida Diane worked as an almost serious model, trying to keep her newfound mischievous nature under control.  At Command Headquarters Captain Rogean worked with his Air Force counterpart on the retirement home parade.  By the end of the week, all was falling into place.  The Air Force arranged for a scheduled Air Force flight to add a stop at Warren Robins.  They would fly the Army group to Homestead Air Base south of Miami.  It was agreed the return flight should be several days later, forcing the group to spend a few days in south Florida. 

Friday at lunch, Diane realized she had to confirm her reservations to Columbus and did so.  She enjoyed the weekend with Steve.

––––––––
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Tuesday in Atlanta the elderly jeweler said to his granddaughter, "I'm glad your classes allowed you to do this today."

Granddaughter, "I don't mind.  What do you have for me to do?"

Grandfather, "Just mail this on the way back to school.  You'll need to take it by the special post office the banks use.  Send it ‘registered mail’ and insure it for ten thousand dollars.  Here's the postage money."

His granddaughter studied the package, "You're giving him the diamond for four hundred dollars?!"  She studied her grandfather and knew he was near tears.

Grandfather, "Occasionally  —  in a lifetime,  —  you get to do something very  —  special.  —  This is one of those moments."

Granddaughter, "What if he figures it out?"

Grandfather, "A deal's a deal.  He'll just have to live with it."

She studied her grandfather, knowing he had lived for years looking forward to this moment.  She gathered up her things and went to the door.  She paused and looked back at her grandfather.

He said, "I know that look, what is it?"

She took a deep breath, "I don't want to hurt your feelings.  I don't want to seem petty.  You've always taught me it's better to give than receive ...  "

He said, "Go ahead and say it.  It's not good to bottle things up."

She looked at the floor, "I'd always dreamed—you might be saving—“  She held up the package, "...  this diamond  —  for me."  She held back tears.

He laughed.  "Silly girl!  Maybe you don’t know about every special diamond in this shop.  The one in your hands isn't good enough for you."  She understood and went back and hugged him crying.  He said, "To get the other one, you'll have to find someone crazy enough to marry you.  And I'm not getting any younger you know."

She said through her tears, "But there are SO MANY to choose from!"  She pulled away and danced to the door.  "I'll try to narrow it down."  She waved goodbye and left.

––––––––
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Thursday afternoon Steve was called to the office.  "The Postmaster called.  You have registered mail.  You'll need to sign for it.  Go there now before they close the window."

At the window, the clerk called the Postmaster to the window.  He checked Steve's ID and had him sign before showing him the small package.  Before giving him the package he said, "You might want to keep this in a safe place.  It was highly insured."

Steve, "Yes, I know the value.  I will, thank you."  The package was labeled 'Insured', but not the value.

He put it in his pocket and took it to his barracks.  He hid it in his locker.  That evening he took the bus to Diane’s off-base apartment.

He sat the package on the kitchen table and carefully began to open it.  It took awhile to go through two layers of security tape.  At last, he opened the small cardboard box containing the ring box.  He took a deep breath and opened it.  It was exactly what he wanted.  In the poor kitchen light, the diamond flashed at him.  The small size of the band and simple setting made the modest-sized diamond appear impressive.  He slipped it on his little finger and then the wedding band.  They mated perfectly.  Simple and eloquent, like my girl, he thought.

Pleased, he put the rings back in the ring box and the ring box back in its cardboard box.  He put the package in a civilian jacket pocket in his closet and returned to the base.

––––––––
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Late Friday afternoon Steve was paged to the unit’s orderly room.  He found Captain Rogean waiting in a small office and did the military protocol.  The captain told him to close the door and sit.  

Captain Rogean, "Tuesday, July fourth, you will be flown to Miami on an Air Force transport leaving from the Warren Robbins Army airfield.  Departure is four a.m., so be there early.  Carry an extra dress uniform to wear at the ceremony.  You'll be representing the Army in an Air Force parade so you WILL look sharp.  The plan is to do the parade starting at ten a.m. before the Air Force does their main parade.  If we get morning showers the ceremony will be delayed until four p.m.  I understand you will have guests at the ceremony.  You will need to provide me with that information so I can issue formal invitations immediately.  That way they'll have front row assigned seating.  Of course, anyone can view the presentation but from a general viewing area.  Any questions so far?"

Steve, "Other Army will be traveling on the flight to Miami?"

Captain, "Yes, The general and myself.  Perhaps some other staff.  The Air Force will run the ceremony.  I expect the general will pin your medal."

Steve, "How does the ceremony work?"

Captain, "You'll be on the reviewing platform with the officers reviewing the parade.  At some point you will be asked to step forward.  Formal at-attention protocol will be expected.  The general will say a few words and pin the medal.  If it seems appropriate, you might say 'Thank you, sir.' Then you will return to your place on the podium.  We want to keep our part low-key.  There will be pictures."

Steve, "What about my request to propose to Miss Williams?"

The captain sat back and smiled.  "All right, I don't have full approval yet, but I did work that part out with our Air Force liaison.  It's important that your lady receive a formal invitation.  That will seat her in the front row.  We can discuss the rest on the plane trip to Miami."

Steve gave him the information about sending the invitation.  "I would also like to invite my parents and two other people from my hometown."  The captain took down their information.

Captain, "What about Miss William's parents?"

Steve thought about it, "That would be a nice gesture.  But I don't think they would make the trip just to see me get a medal."

Captain, "They'd see their daughter get engaged!"

Steve, "But I wouldn't tell them ahead of time."

Captain, "Don't you country folks have to ask the father's permission?"

Steve smiled.  "Yes.  I've already asked his permission.  But her parents won't connect that with this ceremony."

Captain, "And you think they haven't told her?"

Steve, "Don't think they would.  Come to think of it, my friend, without forewarning the daughter, asked permission of her father at a formal dinner with the daughter sitting at the table.  Her father said he'd have to think on it.  And his daughter sat there, uttering not a word, through the whole dinner."

Captain, "I think that kind of self-discipline is what makes country folks such great warriors."

Steve, "I wouldn't know, sir."

Captain, "You've been doing a great job training this new unit.  We hate to lose you, Sergeant.  I could arrange for you to stay here doing training for another tour.  I could get you another stripe."

Steve, "No thank you, sir."

Captain, "You're going to do politics with Representative Rourke?"

Steve, "I'm going home to get married and go to college.  Diane and I may work some with Rep. Rourke when he makes campaign speeches."

The captain studied him.  "You have an engagement ring?"

Steve smiled.  "You bet I do, sir!"

Captain, "All right, Sergeant.  You make us look good and we'll do our best to make you look good."

Steve, "Thank you, sir."

Captain, "You'll be receiving all this info in your orders.  By the way, I've arranged with the Air Force to delay our return until Friday, July seventh.  You can plan on having a pass down there until that flight leaves.  —  In case you have something you might want to celebrate with Miss Williams."

Steve, "Thank you, sir."  The captain dismissed him and he left.

After chow, Steve and Ed stopped to talk outside the mess hall.  Ed said, "I get that you don't want to hang with us on the weekends."

Steve, "I want to prepare to be a civilian again.  You guys are dedicated to an Army career.  I feel like a fifth wheel.  And it reminds me of not having my group around to ..."

Ed, "Ok, ok, I get it.  What is it you do in this town anyway?"

Steve smiled.  "I have a little rented place where I put on civilian clothes and practice being a civilian."

Ed studied him.

Steve, "I read some.  I have to decide on a college major.  Sometimes I call a cab and go out to eat at a restaurant."

Ed, "And otherwise you just fast?"

Steve smiled.  "There's a little refrigerator in the apartment."

Ed studied him, "I'm not totally buying this."

Steve, "You wouldn't believe the truth.  Or you might want to believe too much."

Ed laughed.  "You've always enjoyed being a bit mysterious.  I'll leave you to it, my friend."

Steve, "Perhaps the last weekend I'm here I'll take you with me that Friday evening.  Then you can explore the mystery."

Ed laughed and they returned to their barracks.  Steve gathered up to leave.  There was no rush.  He knew Diane's flight would arrive later.

––––––––
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Diane thanked the stewardesses and exited the plane.  She went briskly through the terminal and found a cab.  When the driver got underway, she relaxed.  She couldn't wait to see Steve after last weekend.  The gate guard was amused when she moved his thumb to see that Steve had signed in.  The walk always seemed to take forever when she arrived on Fridays.  At last, she was at the stairs.  It was impossible to climb the stairs without making the metal stairs make a ringing sound.  Starting the third flight, she heard the door open above and Steve appeared above her.  She rushed into his open arms and they celebrated the dual passionate kiss.  Finally, Diane said, "This has been the longest week  —  waiting to see you again."

Steve, "I know!  I feel the same way.  Come inside, I have hot food."

Diane, "A little propriety please!  I'll enter through my own door and loop around."

Steve, "After our kiss, do you think that will make a difference in anyone's mind?"

Diane laughed, but went to her door anyway.  He assisted her entry, then went back to his own door.  In a few moments she had looped around into his kitchen and they embraced again.  She whispered, "I smell food.  What you got?”

Steve showed her and they worked together to put it on the table.  They sat down and Steve did the normal prayer.  They looked at each other and Steve said, "I have news."  They worked food onto their plates.

Diane, "Do tell."

Steve, "The dumb ole Army has convinced the Air Force to do the ceremony at the old soldiers' retirement home in Coral Gables on July fourth."

Diane was amazed, "Are you sure?  They're actually going to do it there?"

Steve, "When a general sends a captain to tell me something is going to happen, I generally count on it."

Diane, "That's just past next weekend!  WOW!"

Steve, "And I was told that after the ceremony, I'll have a pass until we return on Friday, July seventh."

Diane, "Why go back then?  Stay and go back Sunday night."

Steve, "Orders.  The Air Force is flying us."

Diane, "Dumb Army.  Tell them to let me provide your transportation."

Steve laughed.  "It is said, there's the right way, and there's the wrong way, and there's the Army way.  Orders are orders.  Just be happy they're going to honor your old soldier friends.  And they gave us Wednesday and Thursday."

Diane, "Ok.  It's so wonderful they’re doing it there."

Steve, "You'll be getting a formal invitation.  That gets you a seat in the front row.  I had invitations sent to both our parents, although I doubt they'll come."

Diane was puzzled, "Why my parents?"

Steve, "I didn't think they'd care that much.  But after deciding to invite my parents, I didn't want them to feel left out.  You can tell them I don't expect them to come, given the expense and all."

Diane, "Ok, that was nice you did that.  —  What does one wear to a military parade?"

Steve, "On the Fourth of July?  Why  —  red white and blue of course!"

Diane laughed.  "I mean how formal."

Steve thought about it.  "They'll be taking pictures.  Wear something you'll be proud to be seen in for the rest of your life!"

Diane smiled.  "I know fashion designers.  I'll consult."

Steve, "Just look your very best.  I think of this as my getting out of the Army celebration at their expense."

Diane laughed.  "A party dress then!"

Steve, "They'll try for ten a.m.  If it's raining they'll push it back until four p.m."

Diane smiled.  "And if it's raining then?"

Steve, "If this was an Army thing, we'd do it in the rain.  But since it’s mostly an Air Force thing, I don't know."

Diane, "We can't have ole soldiers out in the rain."

Steve, "The Army has tents."  Diane laughed.  Steve said, "I don't know.  All my orders will say is:  I have to be there, rain or shine."

Diane smiled.  "I'll bring an umbrella; red white and blue."

––––––––
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Monday, June twenty-sixth, Joy arrived at the mill office from school.  She said to Molly, "I stopped by and got the mail.  There are two registered letters.  I had to sign for them."

Molly nodded she understood.  They were on top.  One was addressed to Janet and one to John, both from the U.S Army.  "Hey Janet, you and John haven't joined the Army have you?"

Janet came to her desk and looked at the letters.  She opened her’s and read:  "‘Greetings:  You are invited to attend the Fourth of July Parade and Celebration at the Coral Gables, Florida ...’  We’re invited to Steve's medal ceremony in Florida on July Fourth!  It says to bring this invitation for reserved seating.  Let me see the calendar ...  —  Father, sir!  Wonderful Father, John and I wouldn't be expected to work July third would we, the Fourth being on a Tuesday?"

Grumpy Boss, "I don't recall the Fourth of July being a two-day holiday AND a four-day weekend!"

Janet, "I feel a July-third illness coming on."

Grumpy Boss, "Convenient illnesses result in unpaid days.  Make a note of it, Molly."

Janet went to the P.A. mike. "John, please meet me at Mr. Handleman's office at your earliest convenience."  She left the office.

Grumpy Boss, "Do you have the feeling our daughter is planning an unchaperoned trip to Florida with her fiancé?"

Molly picked up the phone and called the Doyle's home.  Mrs. Doyle answered.  Molly said, “You get an invitation to Florida in today's mail?"

Mrs. Doyle, "I was just going to call you.  We are invited to Steve's medal ceremony on July the Fourth.  The Williams’ got one too.  Beverly just called me."

Molly, "Janet and John got invitations, too.  I'm soliciting chaperones."

Mrs. Doyle laughed.  "Just nominate one person to make all the reservations."

Molly, "I nominate me.  Figure out your plans and let me know."

Mrs. Doyle, "Beverly was surprised to receive an invitation.  She didn't know if David would consider going.  I'm not sure Phil will want to go.  I'll let you know when we figure it out.  You still have enough influence with the kids to schedule their trip?"

Molly, "Janet is still living under my roof.  I do what I can."

Mrs. Doyle laughed.  "Good luck!  We'll let you know as soon as we know."

John met Janet at Ward's office.  She handed him his letter, "Is that what a draft notice looks like?"

John, "Not when you're FOUR A!"  He opened the letter and smiled.  "You want to go?"

Janet, "Our schoolmaster is not going to be pleased.  But I see it as a chance to escape for a few days!"

John, "I'm all for that.  He's making my brain sore."

Ward entered the office.  Janet said, "We've been summoned to Florida.  You're going to have to adjust your brain bruising schedule."

Ward grinned, "You think you've found a way to escape me?"

John, "Army orders."  He handed him his letter.

After looking at the letter, Ward took out his schedule and studied it, "Ok, we can back off the Physics, John.  And I'll move up the Math challenge to this Saturday."  John groaned.  Ward continued, "Janet, we'll drop the History and push up the Accounting Class challenge to this Saturday."

Janet, "I'm already dreaming about balance sheets!"

Ward, "It'll set us back a little but we can push harder after you've cleared your heads with this vacation."

Janet said to John, "He thinks we're coming back!"
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Chapter Two
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Tuesday, July 4th, 1967

At Fort Benning, just past midnight, Steve rolled over again.  He checked his watch.  He knew he wasn't going to sleep.  He so wanted to talk with Diane.  He took a deep breath, got up, and put on his dress uniform.  At the barracks guard, he stopped and said, "There'll be a car here to pick me up about three a.m.  Tell them I've gone on to the airfield and I'll be there for the flight we have to catch."

The barracks guard wrote it into his log.  Steve went outside thinking, fat chance of getting a bus to the gate at this hour.  He saw an MP jeep patrolling and waved to them.  They pulled up and stopped.  Steve asked, "What's the chance of getting a lift to the East Gate so I can get transportation to Warner Robins airfield?"  They motioned him into the back with his bag.  At the gate, he caught a cab to Diane's apartment.  The guard knew him and let him sign in.  Steve went to his apartment and crossed into Diane's, where he could use the phone.

He called her number at the hotel in Miami.  "Security."

Steve, "I know it's late.  But will you connect me with Miss Williams?"

Security, "You got to be kidding."

Steve, "I'm in Georgia.  I'm leaving on a flight for Miami before dawn.  I know she isn't working tomorrow because she's spending the day with me."

Security, "Your name being?"

Steve, "Steve Doyle."

Security, "You know how much hell I catch waking one of these girls when she doesn't want to be bothered?"

Steve, "I know.  You have a job to do.  But Miss Williams won't resent this call."  Steve could hear papers rustling.

Security, "Have you ever been here at this hotel?"

Steve, "Yes, I've met Miss Williams at your security post before."

Security, "When?"

Steve studied Diane's calendar, "About June sixteenth."

Security, "And what is your rank?"  Steve told him.  Security said, "Alright Doyle, I'm going to take a chance on you.  Hold on."

Diane realized her phone was ringing.  She looked at the clock thinking, no good news comes at this hour.  She picked up the phone, "Diane."

Security, "A Sergeant Doyle has convinced me to take a chance on waking you.  He's on the phone."

Diane, "Ok, thank you.  Please put it through."

Steve, "Hello, Diane?"

Diane said softly, "Yes, Steve, I was just dreaming about you."

Steve, "I couldn't sleep.  I'm at the apartment."

Diane, "Big day tomorrow?"

Steve, "Something like that I guess.  I so wanted to talk with you that I couldn't sleep."

Diane smiled.  "Good to know."

Steve, "You're ok I woke you?"

Diane said softly, "Talking on the phone is better than dreaming about you."

Steve, "Are you ready for tomorrow?"

Diane, "I have my clothes picked out.  I have my transportation scheduled.  And I'm excited about this ceremony being at the old soldier’s home."

Steve, "Did my parents arrive ok?"

Diane, "Yes, they called me.  Janet and John came with them.  They took your suggestion and went to Pier Sixty Six in Fort Lauderdale."

Steve, "Do they have a way to get to Coral Gables early tomorrow?"

Diane, "I tried to set up transportation for them.  All they wanted was the phone number of the company."

Steve, "Parents can be so independent.  I'm pleased Janet and John decided to come."

Diane, "I think they found an excuse to escape Ward's classes.  They said they brought along a surprise but wouldn't tell me.  I'll bet you'll be so happy to get this over with."

Steve, "After this medal thing is over, we can get on with more important things.  You know someday I'm going to ask you to marry me."

Diane smiled and said carefully, "I've been counting on that."

Steve, "I know girls dream about such things.  How do you imagine that happening?"

Diane, "No specific dream.  I would like for it to be in a unique setting  —  something memorable  —  kind of a surprise.  I'd like to be properly dressed with my hair looking nice  —  maybe have a picture taken.  I know you don't want to frighten our parents by going too fast."

Steve, "Yea, we don't want to freak out our parents.  They have to be ready."

Diane teased, "Perhaps parents are never ready until it happens."

Steve smiled.  "Maybe not."

Diane, "What else have you been thinking about?"

Steve, "I picture our lives going forward.  I worry I don't fully understand your expectations."

Diane took her time answering, "I simply want to be with a man who loves me.  I want to live under pleasant circumstances most of the time, when there are no crises.  I want to raise a family.  I want to keep ties with home, Berkinsville, maybe not always live there, but keep close ties.  What are your expectations?"

Steve, "I guess I see life more as an adventure.  Not that I would expect that to violate your expectations.  I love you.  I want to spend my life with you.  I want to see you happy."

Diane, "I don't have a problem with that.  I'd like for us to maintain a close friendship with Janet and John."

Steve, "Me too.  We have special friendships all the way around."

Diane, "Yes, that's true.  If I've put your mind at ease, maybe you can get some sleep."

Steve, "I have to be at the airport before four o'clock  —  wouldn’t want to risk it.  Besides, I'm wide awake now.  I'll probably sleep on the plane."

Diane, "Talking with you like this is so nice.  Will we be able to see each other tomorrow before the ceremony?"

Steve, "They seem to be cutting the schedule quite close.  I don't know.  I have to change into a fresh uniform after we get to the old soldier's home."

Diane, "A nurse told me they have a special room set up for the visiting Army."

Steve, "Good, I hate changing clothes in a wash room."

Diane smiled.  "I can't imagine doing that."

Steve paused, not quite ready to end the call, "Can you imagine us ten, twenty, thirty years from now?"  Diane laughed softly.  Steve said, "You find that funny?"

Diane, "I was imagining Janet bouncing grandchildren on her knees."

Steve laughed.  "That is a funny thought!  Seriously, we'll have to deal with some stuff somewhere along the way."

Diane, "So long as we deal with it together.  So long as we always respect each other."

Steve, "Yes, mutual respect even if we disagree."

Diane teased, "You looking for a fight?"

Steve smiled.  "I won't fight, but I'll wrestle."

Diane, "You're so very brave so many miles away."

Steve, "You thought about what we might do since I have days off down there?  I was thinking maybe we could take my parents, John and Janet on a drive down through the Keys."

Diane, "First off, Janet told me they have to fly back tomorrow evening.  As for going down to the Keys, it's July."

Steve, "Sun too hot?"

Diane, "Might get too windy.  It's the early part of the hurricane season.  If you really want to do it we could check the forecasts.  That road to Key Largo only looks to be inches above high tide, if that floods you're stuck down there."

Steve, "Not if you’re uncomfortable about it.  Why don't we see what my parents want to do?  Just so we have some time alone."

Diane, "I won't let you get bored."

Steve
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By
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This is the the story of my friend like a
sister, Janet

Pastor Hodge continued, "I also want to welcome all who
attend here regularly. You have probably noticed that the
two young ladies before you have been whispering to
each other for years during our services -- much to their
mothers’ dismay, I might add. You may have wondered
about what was so important to discuss. Today, with the
help of God, and others, I have arranged for you to hear
the very important conclusion to that ongoing
conversation. Please listen carefully and you will know
what it was all about."

This story is dedicated to all who dare
to walk on holy ground by touching
another human soul with love.





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





