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Here, Now, and Forever


A flight into danger. A portal to another world. Adventures, danger, a new beginning, and a romance that spans forever.
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CARL GOODMAN, A MERCHANT Marine sailor during World War Two, is shipwrecked off the coast of China and a temporary visitor at an American airfield, finally scores a ride to India to ship out on another vessel. Accompanying him is Ruby Matthews, a black nurse with her own set of problems.

Bad weather forces their plane to crash on an escarpment high in the Himalayas. As the only survivors with minimal supplies, they take refuge inside a cave where they discover a portal that leads them into an almost Eden-like garden.

After starting at odds, Carl and Ruby come to an understanding, and romance builds over time. However, their peace is interrupted by the arrival of an alien called Norlok, who has an agenda of his own. Defeating him is only part of the problem.

When rescue finally arrives, they find that eighty-five years have passed, yet they’ve retained their youth—until they return to the US, where they begin to rapidly age. Getting back to their garden is of prime importance, but will they be in time?
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Chapter One: Shipping Out
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TSU-YANG AIRFIELD, Western China, 1943. Morning. March twenty-seventh.

It was the cold that always woke me up. Dry, windy, and bone-rattling, it settled over my flesh like a blanket that had been dipped in water and hung in a snowstorm, seeping into my skin and causing it to crack. I’d been here only twelve days, and it was a miracle I hadn’t caught pneumonia.

At night, sleep was almost impossible. The shack in which I lived was a hastily constructed wooden hut, really, and all the blankets in the world didn’t help. Only decently thick walls would, along with heaters, and that simply wasn’t going to happen. No money for thicker wood, no money for heaters...we had to make do with what we had, and that wasn’t much.

All right, the hell with it. Get up, Carl. I opened my eyes, thinking about what time it was. The wind whipping through a half-open window and gray skies told me it was probably morning—probably.

With a groan, I got off my cot, slipped on a pair of boots that were cracked and broken, and slung a very worn jacket that someone had given me around my shoulders. It cut the chill, but only a little.

“I hate winter,” I muttered to no one in particular and rubbed my chest, then shook out my arms and legs, hoping to get a little circulation going. Warm weather would eventually come, but that wouldn’t be for another two months, at least, and I’d probably go stark-raving mad in the interim.

I looked around. Naturally, the shack was empty. Ordinarily, some of the other pilots I bunked with would be there, but considering the base had lost three transports in the past week, it was pretty much a sure thing that they weren’t coming back and that their bunks would be forever empty...until replacements came along. Hearing the heavy thrum of transport aircraft that had seemingly gone on all night reminded me that flights came in and went out at all hours.

Stretching offered some relief. I went over to the kerosene heater, picked up a match left on top of the heater, and started the thing. Five minutes later, the fuel ran out before I could get even half-warm, and the frigid cold returned. With a curse, I went back to my cot to sit and check out the time.

A watch on a box next to my cot showed it was nine-fifteen a.m. The watch had been left behind by a pilot named Jimmy Grogan, and he was one of the five fliers who’d gone down with his aircraft. Before he’d gone on his final mission, he’d said, “Hang onto this for me, pal. I’ll be back to get it in a couple of days.”

A pity Jimmy never returned to claim it.

As for the rest of the flyboys, they mourned Jimmy’s loss, got drunk in his honor, and then went out the next day to deliver their supplies to other bases. Since no one claimed the watch, I took it.

That was how it went. Fliers got briefed and went off on their missions, knowing it might be their last time. Long story short, they either returned—or they didn’t.

The clamor outside sounded like the crews were probably hard at work getting ready for another mission. Perhaps something big was going down. I’d have to ask the man in charge. No one ever told me anything. It was on a need-to-know basis—that was the most common phrase they used. And I didn’t need to know.

I went to the bathroom, washed my face, combed my mop of dark brown hair to make myself look presentable, and stared at my reflection. “What now?”

Answer—nothing.

I’d been here the past two weeks, waiting for a chance to get out of this place, but so far, no luck. Since I had time to kill and my stomach grumbled, I figured I’d head to what was often called a mess hall, which was just another filthy shack. The idea of eating breakfast there made me want to gag—the food was that bad—but I had no other choice. I exited my sleeping quarters into harsh March winds, holding my jacket close to me to shut out the chill. It didn’t help much.

Numerous Chinese as well as American soldiers patrolled the area on the lookout for members of the Japanese Imperial Army. Guns up, always alert. While there hadn’t been any incursions on land, three Japanese Zeros had come in forty-eight hours ago to strafe our airfield. Fortunately, a few of our fighter planes from a nearby base arrived just in time to drive them off. So, this airfield was safe—for the moment.

While walking across the compound, I wondered for the umpteenth time whether Major Weatherly, AKA Major Pain in the Butt as most everyone else called him, would ever let me on a plane to fly out of this hellhole and get back to the US. Or at least a friendly country where I could possibly snag a position on another ship.

If the latter happened, it would call for stopovers in non-occupied Japanese territory, and if that meant having to stow away in a crate bound for a neutral country, I’d do it. I wanted to return to the sea in the worst way, although my upbringing had been anything but sea-related.

Born Carl Allen Goodman into a family with its feet firmly planted on the ground in a small community, I’d grown up feeling there was something more waiting for me...somewhere. My parents, both greengrocers, had come over from the old country, otherwise known as Russia. They’d put down roots in Bryer’s Hill, Tennessee, a small community of less than four thousand people, located around thirty miles from Memphis.

Being the token Jews there, they’d experienced anti-Semitism at first, but by dint of hard work and keeping their mouths shut, they’d become accepted—more or less—into the largely Baptist community of bible-thumpers. Everyone needed groceries, and my father developed a reputation of being honest with his customers.

My mother often helped him, but my father did most of the work, and boy, he worked hard. Eighteen hours a day, running to the local market to make deals at six in the morning, bargaining, arguing, smoking, and chatting with the other greengrocers...it didn’t leave my old man much time to give me, his only child.

A tall man—around six-two and lean—Dad had a prematurely lined face and grayish-white hair. He also hunched over and walked with a limp that was the result of a car accident he’d had fifteen years earlier. In short, he was old and weary before his time, beaten down by life.

I resembled him with my tall and lean build, and we both had gray eyes, but he was forty-two going on seventy. Although his life path had been thrust upon him, he’d accepted the role. I knew his life choice wasn’t the one I wanted for myself.

“I don’t want to sell fruits and vegetables the rest of my life,” I told him shortly after I’d turned sixteen. “I’ve got a different plan.”

Call it the ultimate act of defiance in my family. My old man lost it, slapping me across the face repeatedly until my mother intervened. Angry and ashamed, I knew I had to leave. I’d been on the fence about it before, but he’d made up my mind, and my course was set.

I turned on my heel, went to my room, and packed a small bag. The next day, I took off. After I’d bummed a ride into Memphis, I hocked a gold watch I’d been given when I was thirteen. I had some money saved, so I used the funds to pay for forged certificates, then took a cross-country bus to the Merchant Marine main office in New York. Shortly after, I was assigned to a ship.

At six-one and a skinny one-seventy soaking wet, I wasn’t impressive, but being tall for my age, wearing a sweater under my uniform to make me look bigger, and having a serious-looking expression helped to make me look around five years older than I really was. Since the US needed soldiers and sailors, they took whoever enlisted and didn’t ask questions. My ship was a Liberty-class cargo ship and a two-year veteran of the seas.

Life on board a ship wasn’t easy, but I persevered. Keeping my head down and my mouth shut saved my butt from serious conflict most of the time. When that didn’t work, it was time to man up and fight. Sure, I got my butt kicked at times, but I learned to give as good as I got, and eventually, the other seamen left me alone.

Unfortunately, a Japanese destroyer sank us off the western coast of China three weeks ago. Four torpedoes to the hull and the subsequent explosions sent me flying into the water, and then of one their shells hit square amidships. My ship blew up, while I was treading water.

In horror, I watched it sink. All those men I’d served with...it was too terrible to contemplate. But in the cold water, I couldn’t afford to mourn. I was determined to survive, so I started swimming. A piece of wood from the ship served as a life raft. It took me over an hour of kicking in the frigid water to make it to shore, but eventually, I did. Only later did I learn that I was the sole survivor.

A group of Chinese resistance fighters found me more dead than alive and stuck me near a fire until I recovered. Once I was able to travel, they led me over the rough terrain and past Japanese patrols to Tsu-yang, where they unceremoniously dumped my butt and said the Yankee flyers could take care of me. I soon found out that none of the Americans there wanted me around, either.

The man in charge, Major Weatherly, was a no-nonsense sort, and he resented the intrusion of a, as he put it, a punk kid with no experience and little training. “Your ship got sunk. Congrats. You lived through it. Remember, kid, I’m doing you a favor by letting you stay here.”

Staying at the air base meant wearing a soldier’s uniform that someone had left behind. I wore it, as my seaman’s togs had been torn to shreds. It meant living in a filthy shack with the rest of the fliers, doing all the Joe jobs like digging crap holes, hauling away garbage, and cleaning up the barracks as best I could.

And every single day, I had to listen to the flyboys brag about how great they were at flying and boast about sex with the local hookers. Someone had set up a shack for the girls about a mile from camp, which the fliers visited when they weren’t on duty.

I also had to wave away the heavy smoke in the shack—all my bunkmates were heavy smokers and drinkers—and hoped that no creepy-crawlies lived under my cot. 

I put up with the big talk and the lousy food because the whole time I’d been there, I’d held onto the hope Weatherly would find a way to send me elsewhere. I asked him about it daily.

“I’m working on it, kid,” was always his standard reply. “Don’t you have some work to do around here?”

It felt like he was punishing me for surviving.

While waiting for the good word—or any word—I reflected on my life. So far, at almost eighteen—my birthday was in a week—I hadn’t accomplished much. Call me the dutiful son. I’d helped my father in the grocery store every day and then studied late into the night. And what was my reward for wanting to go my own way? A vicious face-slapping...

I shut that memory down.

As for school, it hadn’t been anything great, either. I excelled at English Literature. No book was safe, and I learned a lot from reading, beefing up my vocabulary so I sounded more intelligent than I actually was. Other than that, call me a B-student.

Among my classmates, I was considered the perennial foreigner, even though I was born in the US, which meant I never formed friendships with the guys. As for the girls...the possibility of dating one of them was nonexistent.

However, being at sea turned out to be a great adventure. I worked hard, learned the rules by heart, learned what to do in certain situations, read worn paperbacks the other men had discarded...I absorbed it all.

My formal education had stopped at sixteen, but my world education had increased tenfold. By the time my ship was sunk, I’d gone from being an apprentice seaman, grade seven, to seaman first class, grade five. My next goal was to become a Petty Officer, a huge step up in responsibility and pay.

Not that the money was a goal. It never had been. Seeing the world was, in addition to doing my bit to help the US win the war. On my ship, I felt like I was somebody...until my vessel was sunk.

And now, here I was, a nobody once again. Here meaning a supply base where Allied pilots flew supplies in and out of the base almost daily to places like Tibet, Nepal, and India, and they often flew over the Hump, as it was unaffectionately called by the Allies. To civilians, it was known as the Himalayas.

Supply pilots flew a C-46 Commando, a large aircraft that was slow, not very maneuverable, and easily shot down by the Japanese fighters. It was a tribute to the skill of the pilots that not as many fliers had been killed.

Still, from what the pilots told me, when your number was up, it was up. Bad weather had killed more men than the Japanese air force. Storms, unpredictable winds, fog, and rain often forced aircraft off course. Many of the aircraft also had design defects, and the engines sometimes caught fire due to poor wiring or poor craftsmanship—lots of reasons, really.

If the plane crashed and the crew was caught by Japanese soldiers, they’d be tortured for information and then killed. Such were the misfortunes of war.

Yet, the concept of dying had never scared me. Maybe it was because I was young and kind of dumb. I’d never really given it much thought. Maybe it was just plain luck. My shipmates hadn’t been so lucky.

As I pondered the whys of war, I noticed Sam Johnson, a stocky, hard-drinking veteran flier in his early thirties, standing near the tarmac smoking a cigarette. When he saw me, he dropped his smoke, ground it underfoot, and waved me over. “Kid, I got some good news for you.”

Kid...he always called me kid, which riled me, but I decided to let it go. After all, the man had mentioned good news. “What is it?”

Johnson coughed and hacked up a wad of mucus, pounding his chest and cursing the weather as he muttered something about feeling crappy. Knowing him, he probably had a hangover. He smelled of cheap booze and didn’t often shower. “We’re scheduled to go out soon. Have to talk to Weatherly first.” He scratched the back of his neck, shivering in the cold and cursing the major this time, not his health. He didn’t like Weatherly, either. “Let’s go speak to the pain in the ass. I don’t feel like waiting.”

We walked out to the airfield to check on the aircraft we’d be flying on, which Johnson had nicknamed Betty. A couple of engineers were busily fixing up her dodgy tail fin, which had never worked right. Two other men were taking the seats off her. The airplanes could hold up to forty soldiers, but by taking out the seats, they could hold a lot more cargo.

From what the pilots had told me, Betty was an older model, one of the first models off the production line. She often broke down, but everyone spoke about her with respect. She’d never failed them, always getting them to their destination and back. That was an enviable record.

Major Weatherly stood at the edge of the airfield, watching the landing of one of the planes that had just returned from a mission. When a few of the ground personnel went over to unload the plane, he called out, “Put that stuff in Betty.”

As the pilots disembarked, one of them went over to Weatherly to speak briefly to him. Afterward, Weatherly dismissed the pilot and waved his hands at the workers. “Haul ass, men. We got a flight going out soon!”

Weatherly was a tall, slim man in his late forties with a pinched face, small, beady eyes, and the attitude of do it my way or hit the highway. He waited alongside a young woman dressed in an Army nurse’s uniform.

I stopped when I saw her. I hadn’t seen any women around this camp except those who worked in the bars the pilots dragged me to even though drinking held no interest for me. I’d tried it once and gotten sick.

As for the bar girls, they also didn’t draw my interest. They slept with anyone willing. Even though I was just a punk kid, I understood what they were doing and didn’t hold it against them. A war was going on, business was business, and money was money. People had to make a living.

Over here, prostitution wasn’t against the law, but all the same, I wasn’t interested in catching the clap. Penicillin didn’t always work, and the idea of getting syphilis scared me.

However, this woman was different. About my age, she stood on the short side of five-four and wore a brown army uniform consisting of a dirty jacket, skirt, and cap that couldn’t hide her slender figure. With a pert nose and long, permed hair, she was the nicest-looking woman I’d ever seen. She reminded me of Dorothy Dandridge, only prettier.

Her prettiness, though, was marred by Johnson’s angry expression. “Colored girl,” he muttered with distaste. “What the hell is she doing here?” The man had never been the tolerant sort.

“We’ll find out,” I said, feeling curious now. “C’mon.”

When we reached Weatherly’s position, Johnson saluted, which Weatherly barely acknowledged before saying, “Johnson, your radio man Etheridge will be ready in an hour, along with your co-pilot Morton. We had to move up the schedule to eleven hundred hours. Your last crewman isn’t coming...he’s tailing off a drunk.” He curled his lip in disgust. “Your plane’s being loaded now with some food supplies but mostly machine parts for aircraft.”

Johnson muttered something to the effect that the planes at Tsu-yang could use the parts. The major told him to keep his opinions to himself.

Johnson grimaced, but from the tone of his voice, maybe he’d decided to play nice and asked, “Where are we going?”

“Koirengei Airfield in India.”

“Fine.”

Major Weatherly turned to me. “Goodman, once you get to India, you’ll catch a ride with some soldiers going down to the coast of Mumbai. I’ve been sending messages to any ship that could use a good crewman. A reply just came in. You’ll be shipping out on an upgraded version of the old Liberty-class ships. Got it?”

My heart jumped a few beats. “Yes, sir.”

The corners of Weatherly’s mouth actually crooked upward. “Fine.” He swung back to face Johnson. “You’ll drop off the supplies, drop Goodman and her off, too, and then come back when your aircraft’s been serviced. Any questions?”

A ship, I’ve got a ship, I thought, barely holding back a whoop of elation.

Johnson, though, clearly had something more immediate on his mind, asking, “What’s with her? We don’t transport colored cargo.”

This time, I winced at his words. Johnson didn’t like the Chinese, and he despised the Indians. Still, he had the rep of being a capable pilot and about to take me halfway to my destination, so I put aside my antipathy and turned to the woman. “Hi,” I said. “I’m Carl. The bigot is Sam.”

Johnson pulled a face and started to say something, but Weatherly cut him off. “Stow it, Johnson. This is Lieutenant Ruby Matthews. She’s a nurse. She was serving with a nursing unit on Ledo Road, but the Japs overran the place, and they had to evacuate. The plane with the nurses came in last night, and the others shipped out at oh-four-hundred this morning.”

I heard the sound of engines but was too busy trying to stay warm to think about who was coming in or going out. Flights always left and came in at odd times.

As for Johnson, his tone turned whiny, and he didn’t bother to hide his distaste. “So, why didn’t the other nurses take her along?”

The nurse had been shivering in the cold wind, but at Johnson’s question, her head snapped up. Her expression showed anger, frustration, and a lifetime of being stepped on by society. “They don’t take coloreds along for the ride, that’s why,” she snapped in a familiar Southern accent. She sounded like where I came from.

Her voice rose in anger as she continued. “When the Japanese army came in, we hid out with a colored brigade of engineers. A couple of days later, a plane came to evacuate us, and they made sure I got on with everyone else.

“But when we got here, our leader got me kicked out of her unit and off the flight back to the States. And I don’t even have a jacket. You’re all warm and toasty while I freeze. You got that?”

Her angry and defiant attitude caused Johnson to blink and back up a step.

Weatherly got a look of exasperation on his face and rubbed his temples as if massaging away a potential headache. “You’ve made your point, Lieutenant.”

“I’m a Second Lieutenant, sir,” she corrected softly.

“Fine.” He then turned to Johnson and waved toward the Betty. “You’re just transporting cargo this time. You’ll have enough room on the plane for her and Goodman, along with the supplies. Those are your orders. As I said, you leave in an hour. Get your flight log ready.”

Johnson saluted his superior, grimaced at the nurse, turned, and stalked off. Weatherly shook his head and headed for his office.

I turned to the woman. “Sorry about Sam. He’s a jerk sometimes.”

“Sometimes?”

I had to laugh. “All right, most of the time. But he’s supposed to be a good pilot. C’mon, let’s get settled inside. Uh, do you need to use the bathroom?”

“I already went, but I’m a little hungry.”

She shivered again, so I took off my jacket and offered it to her. “Take it. You need to keep warm.”

She gave me a look of doubt. “You sure?”

“Yeah.”

After she donned it, she thanked me, and we headed toward the mess hall. Along the way, I thought that one problem was solved. All we had to do now was get to India, and I’d soon be back at sea.

“Well, that’s the mess hall up ahead,” I said, pointing to the shack. “Let’s get something to eat.”

Chapter Two: Mess Hall
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THE MESS HALL WAS ANOTHER wooden structure with one small window on each wall that allowed a minimum of fresh air in. It also kept in the smells of food, cigarette smoke, and passed gas. A few pilots and mechanics sat at rickety wooden tables, plates of food in front of them. Mac, a pot-bellied man in his late thirties, called it food. We called it SOS—shit on a shingle.

“You’ll eat it and like it,” was his motto to anyone who complained.

We usually ate what Mac served and then threw up half of it. Everyone called our cook Mac because no one knew his real name. They knew about his food, though, and they hated it. In addition to carping about the grub, the enlisted men smoked, drank cheap beer on their off hours, groused about their upcoming work and flight details, played cards, or chased after the local prostitutes.

When the nurse and I entered, though, all activity stopped. One man’s face formed a rictus of hate when he saw us, and he uttered a series of curses, finishing off with, “What the hell is this?”

His question wasn’t taken up by the other men, but their glares were like the first man’s—full of ignorance and outright unspoken bigotry. Hate was a better word. One of the pilots, a man named Wilson, got up and strode over to us.

My co-rider whispered that we should leave, but I told her to stay put. “What’re you and she doin’ here?” Wilson asked in an angry Texas drawl. “Y’all some sorta Lincoln man, Goodman?”

Lincoln man? Yeah...Wilson was a really enlightened sort. He didn’t like anyone who wasn’t white and Christian. I’d put up with jerks like him most of my life. Still, this wasn’t a time to get into a scrap. “Getting something to eat,” I answered, feeling my pulse race.

Wilson grimaced and shook his head. He was shorter than me but thickly set and always up for a brawl. I’d learned how to fight, but fighting could cost me a spot on the plane out of here.

Still... “Hey, Wilson, we’re just here to get something to eat, then we’re flying out.”

“Is that so?” He thrust his face forward. “Goodman, just be a good li’l Jew-boy and take your darkie friend outta here. We don’t serve her kind—or yours.”

That was it. Insulting the nurse was one thing, but listening to someone spouting Jew hatred was another story. If there was one anti-Semitic expression I hated, which was guaranteed to start a fight, being called a Jew-boy was it. My pulse sped up, and icy coldness filled my veins. “Call me a Jew-boy again.” I stepped forward, gently pushing the lieutenant out of the way. “I dare you, Tex.”

“Jew—”

He didn’t get out the second word because I head-butted him, knocking him down. Wilson got up a second later, though, shaking his head like a wounded bull. He touched his nose and recoiled. “You bastard,” he said, sounding nasal. “You broke my nose!”

“Too bad.”

Then we went at it while the other men watched. I got a shot on my beak and felt the blood run down my upper lip, but then I tagged Wilson with a left hook that staggered him. He went down a second later, but not due to me. The nurse had grabbed a metal napkin container and bashed him on the back of his head. Wilson twitched, twisted over on his back, moaning and holding his head.

As for the nurse, she faced the rest of the men and yelled, “Someone else want to call me a darkie? Go ahead. I’ll whip your butts, all of you.”

One man moved in, and he got his face opened up by the metal. Another man pulled a switchblade from his pocket and flipped the blade out, but before he could use it, a shot from near the doorway shattered the angry mood.

While holding my bloody nose to stop everything from leaking out, I turned around. It was Weatherly, and from the purple coloration on his face, he was practically apoplectic. I’d read that word somewhere, looked up the definition, and always wondered how it would look on a person. Now, I knew.

“What in the hell is going on,” Weatherly bellowed as he trained his gun on the man with the knife. He then glanced at me. “Goodman, you start this?”

Oh, right, it’s my fault. I held back a swear word or six and said nothing.

However, Mr. Switchblade spoke up in a pseudo-friendly manner. “Just a disagreement, sir,” he said while folding the blade back into the knife and tucking the weapon into his pocket. “Goodman, here, wanted to get something to eat, but Mac said the galley was closed.”

Weatherly nodded and holstered his pistol. “Uh-huh. And why is one of my pilots on the ground and moaning like an old woman?” He stared at the downed man. “Get up, you piece of dirt.”

“Yes, sir,” Wilson said, groaning as he got to his feet and stood at attention, blood streaming down his face.

Weatherly addressed him. “All right, Wilson, we’re open and above board here. What happened? Did Goodman start it, or was Mac involved? Tell me...and do it fast.”

Wilson glanced at me and then spoke after wiping his face and leaving a red smear all over it. He could’ve sealed my and the nurse’s fate by ratting us out, but he simply said, “Just a disagreement with Goodman, here, sir. No problem, sir.”

“And what was the disagreement about?”

Wilson looked helplessly at the other men.

The man clearly couldn’t think past his next sentence, so I helped him out. “Baseball, sir. I’m a huge Yankees fan, and Wilson, he likes the Dodgers. We both think they’re going to meet in the World Series. Well, we, uh, stated our views, and—”

“Enough,” Weatherly said to me while massaging his forehead. He then turned to the nurse. “I see that another man has a sliced-up face, and you’re holding a napkin container with blood dripping from it. Did you have a disagreement with him on baseball, too?”

“Yes, sir,” she said in all sincerity. “I’m a Cards fan. He likes Boston.”

Mr. Sliced Face nodded, holding his hand to his ruined cheek. His blood leaked between his fingers and dripped on the floor. “That’s what happened, sir.”

Weatherly uttered a soft sigh. “Fine, we’re all baseball fans here. Goodman, Matthews, outside. You have a flight to catch. I’ll get something ready for you to eat on the plane.”

Wordlessly, the nurse and I walked outside and into the wind.

When we were out of earshot of the others, she whispered, “Thanks for sticking up for me. People usually don’t do that.”

“Yeah.” That was all I could think to say. I kept my hand to my nose, trying to staunch the bleeding. It didn’t help.

“I can fix you up on the plane.” She gently pried my hand away to look at my honker. She dug into her pocket and pulled out a handkerchief. “Use this.”

I held it to my nose. “Thanks.”

“It doesn’t look too bad.”

“You didn’t get socked in the beak.”

She uttered a brief laugh. “No, I didn’t.”

We continued walking in silence for a bit, and then she said, “I didn’t know you were Jewish.”

“Someone has to be.”

*
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AN HOUR LATER, INSIDE our ride.

The nurse finished checking my nose, saying it was swollen but wasn’t broken. I went to the door to toss away the bloody handkerchief at her command. Fortunately, a garbage can was nearby, and I made the shot. Things were looking up. My nose was safe, and soon, I’d be out of this place.

Another bit of news came when Weatherly delivered two plates of edible-looking food himself. “Courtesy of our cook,” he said. “Goodman, I should report your sorry ass and yours, too, Lieutenant Matthews. I should also make both of you stay behind, but Mac came through for you.”

Surprise, surprise. “He did?” I asked.

Weatherly’s expression turned sour. “Yes, he did. He saw it all and told me what happened, and he vouched for you. Since you’re both on this flight and will be out of my hair, and since we have a war to win, I’m letting that little altercation in the mess hall go.”

Relief surged through me. “Thank you, sir.”

He grunted. “You’re lucky the other men didn’t bring charges against you. Safe flight, both of you.”

After he left, we ate our meals, and then I went forward to thank the pilots in the cockpit. Johnson sat in the pilot’s seat, Morton, another pilot in his late twenties, occupied the co-pilot’s seat, and Etheridge sat behind them, tuning the radio. It was chilly inside the metal tube, and it would get worse once we were at full altitude.

“Save your thanks for when we land in India,” Johnson growled, massaging his chest. “Kid, lemme tell you, you got some set of balls on you. I know Wilson. He’s a jerk, but if you ground another flyer, they could toss your ass in jail.”

“You could try.” I couldn’t resist needling him.

He grunted. “Yeah, we could. Right now, it don’t matter, so let’s let that go. What I want you to do is get back to the cargo bay. Y’all feel comfortable with the dark cookie back there?”

Internally, I shook my head at Johnson’s blatant bigotry. I’d never been into racism. Maybe it was because I’d grown up being the other in school. Or because I understood what being different meant, although I couldn’t completely understand what that nurse might have gone through. Whatever the case, I snapped back with, “She’s a person.”

A mean laugh emanated from Johnson’s belly, and he stopped his rubdown. “You sound like you’re sweet on her. Not that you’ve had any experience.”

There was no reply to that. I knew Johnson was into hookers. He’d bragged about bagging them often enough. Many of the other pilots were also into the nearby prostitutes. Even though I was young, I knew I had a choice, and I chose to be true to myself. “I’m waiting for the right one.”

Another laugh came from Morton this time. “Then you’re going to wait a little longer, kid. Now, get on back and leave the flying to us.”

I nodded and went back to where the nurse was. A few seconds later, our plane began to move, taxiing down the bumpy runway, gaining speed, and finally, taking to the air.

As for the nurse, she huddled between a box of airplane parts and a couple of cases of food. It wasn’t frigid there yet, but it would be, so I asked, “Uh, are you okay, Lieutenant Matthews?”

She looked up at me with a wry expression and shivered. “Listen, I’m not much on calling people by rank. Call me Ruby. You want your jacket back?”

“Keep it for now,” I answered, feeling the chill but trying not to shiver. “I’ll, uh, make do with something else.”

“I’m still cold.”

Right. No sense in mentioning the cold again. “Hang on.”

I hunted around, found five blankets, and offered three to her. “Wrap yourself up in these. It’ll get colder later on. Use one blanket as a pillow. Try to rest, all right?”

I slung one blanket around my shoulders and turned to find my own place to sit, but Ruby called me back.

“Where are you from?” she asked. “You sound like you’re from Tennessee. That’s where I’m from.”

I nodded and sat across from her. “From Bryer’s Hill. It’s about thirty miles outside Memphis.”

“I’m from near Memphis. Nellis Point.”

I knew that section of the state. It was a small town, but everyone in my area called it the colored compound. No white people lived there. “That’s a small area.”

“Yeah, around fifteen hundred people. Lots of farms and grain mills. I had to get out.”

“Why?”

She shrugged. “I wanted to be a nurse, help out the war effort...see the world.” Her manner, guarded before, dropped, and she visibly relaxed against the hull of the aircraft. “I like taking care of people. Always took care of my pa. He had a stroke five years back, so I learned about helping him. Pa died two years ago, and my mama, she had a bad heart, passed on a year ago. I don’t have any brothers or sisters, so I’m on my own.” Her expression read sorrowful all the way.

“I’m sorry,” I said, striving to keep up. I’d rarely spoken to women, and at that moment, I felt a bit tongue-tied. “My parents... I don’t know what happened to them.”

She arched her eyebrows. “You’re an enlisted soldier, aren’t you? I mean, I’ve seen soldier’s uniforms before, and you’re wearing one.”
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