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Dedication
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During the first and second World Wars, “gold
star” flags were displayed in the homes of wives and mothers of
servicemen who paid the ultimate price of war.

This story is for all of the gold star wives
whose husbands never came home.

 


 



Chapter One

June 1946

 


“Jason, come on. Let’s go!” Janet Lewis
called out to her son.

“I’m coming! Will you give me a
minute?” he shouted back, even though he had to know he was
treading on thin ice with her.

He was being obstinate again. The
schoolteacher in her knew he was at a crucial age, treading the
delicate balance between childhood and adolescence. The mother in
her knew he needed a father. It had been a little over two years
since his dad was killed during the invasion of France. His
grandfather was a good role model to be sure, but as with most
grandparents, his tendency was to spoil rather than to
discipline.

“Jason, I’m running out of patience.”
She stopped to check her appearance in the hall tree mirror and ran
her fingers through her dark blonde curls. “The train leaves at
ten-fifteen. Your grandfather is here to take us to the
station.”

Going over her mental checklist, she walked
down the narrow hallway that ran the length of her house, and made
one last inspection of her small kitchen. The stove and water
heater had been turned off. The iron was unplugged and put away.
She had turned the water off under the sink, so the annoying drip
of the faucet could not turn into anything disastrous by month’s
end. She would not be able to afford a plumber until fall when she
received her first paycheck of the new school year.

Afraid Jason was going to cause them to miss
their train, she grew more agitated. “Jason! I’m not telling you
again. It’s time to go!”

The youngster came bounding down the hall
dragging his duffle bag behind him. He was growing to look very
much like his father, she realized. He had those same piercing blue
eyes, and when he was not brooding, he even possessed a touch of
his father’s charming personality.

“Mom, do I have to go with you? Can’t I
just stay here in Pittsburgh with Grandma and Grandpa?”

She let out a loud sigh and gave him a
curious look before answering him. More than once during the past
week, Jason had expressed his unhappiness about spending a month of
his summer vacation with his godfather at Fort Jackson.

“In the past, you’ve always loved
seeing Ron and Katie and little Jeff. Don’t you want to see their
new baby?”

Folding his arms across his chest, he looked
toward the front door, which was standing open. “But I’m going to
be away from my friends for the whole summer,” he explained. “And
Frankie’s dad has season tickets to all the Pirates’ home
games.”

He had already presented that argument once
before. For a split-second she thought about giving in to him, but
she knew it would be a mistake. As the child’s only parent, she
should be firm and show her authority. She also had no intention of
imposing Jason on her sixty-year-old parents for an entire
month.

They did not complain when she came back home
after her husband’s death. At the time, there was no other place to
go except home to her family. She could sense, however, that it was
demanding for them to live with three young children while she
looked for a home of her own.

“Jason, I’m not going to let you
disappoint Ron that way. He’s really looking forward to seeing you.
You know how close he and your father were, and he wants to remain
a part of your life.”

He huffed and marched out of the house,
letting the screen door slam hard as he dragged his baggage out to
the car. “This is going to be the worst summer of my life,” he said
in a loud enough voice for his mother to hear.

She walked to the door and watched him climb
into the backseat of her father’s late model, black Oldsmobile. He
shoved his little sister aside and jerked the door shut.

She looked toward the ceiling and said, “God,
give me strength.”

As she tugged the heavy, wooden front door
closed and turned the key in the lock, a strange feeling came over
her. For some reason, she felt as though this trip was going to be
a life-changing experience. Perhaps it was the idea of going back
to the last place she lived with her husband that had her on
edge.

When she began planning her
trip, her mother wanted to know if she was ready to face the
memories she would find at Fort Jackson. Her words to her mother
echoed in her head. “It’s been two years,
Ma. It’s now or never.”

It was hard to believe two years had gone by
without the love of her life. He had given her three children and
many happy memories. But memories of him were all she had now, and
it wasn’t enough.

The tooting of her father’s car horn startled
her out of her reverie, and she turned to see him sitting behind
the wheel, tapping his watch. She took a deep breath and shook off
her anxiety.

***

Paul Adams moved out of the
way to give the civilian personnel a clear path to the time clock.
Headquarters was a madhouse at quitting time on Fridays. It was his
first day back from six months in Germany, and he couldn’t believe
how Fort Jackson had grown by leaps and bounds. A member of what
the younger guys called the old
Army, he’d been posted there before the war
when it didn’t even have paved roads. There was nothing like a war
to bring about change. That was for certain.

After signing out for the day, he stepped
into the hallway and spotted a familiar face on the main staircase.
Trotting down the creaky, wooden stairs, taking them two at a time,
was one of the best officers who served under him during the war,
Major Ron Miller.

“Hey, Paul,” Ron called out to him.
“Welcome back.”

He walked over to Ron with his hand extended.
“Don’t get too used to calling me by my first name, Miller. I’m on
the short list to make lieutenant colonel,” he said with a little
good-natured kidding.

“Yeah, I knew you couldn’t stand being
on the same rung of the ladder with me.” Ron kidded in return. “I
know you’re glad to be back home.”

“I don’t know how long I’ll be here,”
Paul said. “I have a sneaking suspicion that I’m going to be
reassigned, especially when my promotion comes through. I just hope
I’m not going back overseas for a long time.”

“Judging from that new tan on your
face,” Ron said. “I’d be willing to bet you spent your leave
fishing in the Gulf of Mexico.”

“You’d be right. I went home to see the
folks for a couple of weeks before reporting back here.”

They walked outside into the heat and
humidity of summer in South Carolina. He reached up to loosen his
tie. It was almost as hot as his native Florida but nowhere near as
hot as North Africa had been in forty-two and forty-three.

“So how do you like being an O.C.S.
instructor?” Paul asked. “I couldn’t think of a better man for the
job.”

“It’s what I did before the war, so I
guess I’m getting back to my roots. I like working with the
R.O.T.C. program at the university. It beats spending the day on
the artillery range.”

“I heard that your friend, Ben got
himself a cushy job in the Pentagon,” Paul said. “With that leg of
his, I don’t know how he passed the fitness test to stay in the
Army. I know you’re going to miss him.”

“I am,” Ron said. “I won’t have anyone
around here to tell me dirty jokes unless you know
some.”

He knew Ron had to be kidding. The men hadn’t
nicknamed him “Straight and Narrow” Adams for nothing, but in some
ways, he wasn’t as straight and narrow as they might have
thought.

“Never mind,” Ron said. “Even if you
knew some, you wouldn’t repeat them. I swear in all the time we
were together during the war, I don’t ever remember hearing you say
anything worse than ‘damn’ or ‘hell‘.”

“I said worse,” Paul replied. “Just not
out loud.”

He continued to walk with Ron until they
reached a brand new Chevrolet sedan in the officers’ parking area.
“Oh, now isn’t that a family man’s car? I heard that Katie had
another little boy. Pretty soon, you’re going to have a house full
of kids.”

“Much sooner than you think,” Ron said,
while taking out his car keys. “Janet Lewis is on her way here, as
we speak, to visit with us for a while. She has three kids, if
you’ll recall.”

A strange sensation began in his stomach and
worked its way into his chest. “I had the privilege of serving with
her husband twice. He was a good officer, and of course, I remember
he was your best friend.”

“Weren’t you two at Fort Bragg
together?”

“Yes, we were. From thirty-five to
thirty-nine. Those were good years. We had no idea what was coming,
did we? Please tell Janet I said hello. I have fond memories of
her, too.” He paused and took a deep breath. “As a matter of fact,
tell her I’d like to see her again.”

“Maybe we could all have dinner
together one night. I’ll give you a call,” Ron said before driving
away.

He stood on the sidewalk for
a moment, trying to get his emotions in check. He more than
just remembered Janet.
From the moment he first saw her at the Fort Bragg Newcomers Dance
all those years ago, he had crush on her. Of course, he would never
have acted on such a thing with another man’s wife. He would’ve
only been making a fool of himself; because it was evident she was
head-over-heels in love with her husband.

Still, the thought of seeing her again made
him as nervous as a schoolboy contemplating his first prom date.
But then, the anticipation was followed by guilt. The woman’s
husband, a good man if ever there was one, had been killed. And
here he was circling overhead like a vulture.

He raked his fingers through his thick, blond
hair and did his best to push her to the back of his mind. It would
do him no good to fantasize about Janet. He was in no position to
pursue a romantic relationship with anyone. At a moment’s notice,
he could find himself halfway around the world.

***

Janet fidgeted with the
latch until she finally managed to push it back and slide the
window open. She was hoping to feel some kind of breeze. Even a
warm breeze would be better than the stifling heat of the crowded
train car. What had she been thinking when she planned a trip on
the weekend before the Fourth of July holiday? It
would be her luck to end
up on an older train without air conditioning.

The wind blowing in the window decreased as
the train slowed for its next stop at a station she knew well from
the four years she and Jason spent at Fort Bragg. Many trips had
been made in and out of Fayetteville, North Carolina. She wouldn’t
have minded disembarking to wander around town and relive some old
memories, but they would only be in Fayetteville long enough to
drop off and pick up more passengers.

Her two oldest children were born there, but
not all of her recollections of her time at Fort Bragg were good
ones. She and Jason were only married one week when she was thrust
into army life. He carried her over the threshold of a tiny shoebox
of a house. The whole place could have fit into her parents’ living
room. To make matters worse, she became pregnant during their first
month of marriage and before she knew it, Jason was sent away for
special training. The tears she cried during that time could
probably fill a twenty-gallon barrel. During the first few months
of adjustment, she had almost considered leaving Jason there alone
and returning to her family in Pittsburgh.

She was glad she reconsidered the idea. As
the time passed, the good times outweighed the bad. Many wonderful
people crossed her path at Fort Bragg. She remembered all of the
other young wives with whom she had shared babysitting services and
hand-me-down maternity clothes. It seemed that someone was always
expecting a baby. She often wondered how many cups of coffee had
been consumed while keeping each other company during times their
husbands left to go on maneuvers. In the weeks following Jason’s
death, she received sympathy cards from most of them with beautiful
words of encouragement. A few of them had also lost their husbands
in the war.

Turning her attention from
the window to her oldest son, she watched and wondered what was
going on in that mind of his. At the moment, he was sitting across
the aisle from her with his head buried in his newest
Superman comic book. She
tried all day to engage him in conversation, but he was still
sulking. A little young for puberty, he couldn’t be going through
something hormonal. His behavior had been going downhill for
several months. His grades had fallen off in school, and he’d
become withdrawn. What surprised her most was his aversion to
seeing Ron again.

She leaned over to speak to him. “Jason.
We’re in Fayetteville. You were born here. Do you remember anything
about living here?”

“Nope,” he replied without any emotion
or without removing his eyes from the book.

Her exasperation was growing. “Jason, why
won’t you tell me what’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing’s wrong with me.”

Feeling a headache coming on, she massaged
her forehead with her fingertips. “Then why have you been acting as
if you don’t want to see Ron and Katie?”

He looked up from his comic book but did not
look at her. Instead, he tilted his head toward the window and
stared outside. “I don’t know why you expect me to care about
people I hardly remember.”

Tired of trying to converse with him while
passengers traversed the aisle between them, Janet gently moved her
sleeping daughter’s head from her lap and laid Mary down on the
seat. She motioned for her other son, Daniel, to trade seats with
her, so she could sit next to Jason.

“Jason, look at me,” she said when she
was seated next to him.

Letting out a moan, he turned his head toward
her but didn’t make eye contact with her.

“What do you mean that you hardly
remember Ron and Katie? You’ve seen them three times since he came
home from the war, and for heaven’s sake, Katie babysat you kids
plenty of times while we were at Fort Jackson.” She put an index
finger under his chin and nudged his face around, forcing him to
look at her. “And let me tell you something else. If your father
was here, you wouldn’t be acting like this, young man.”

“Well, he’s not here,” Jason snapped at
her. “Because he got killed in the war.”

He turned back to the window, and Janet could
see his bottom lip trembling, even though he was trying to keep his
lips pursed together.

She leaned back in the seat, closed her eyes
and asked God to somehow help her to get through to her child. She
realized how wrong she’d been in assuming that Jason must have
already dealt with his grief. Maybe she was just so busy dealing
with her own feelings, she didn’t think about how her children
would cope with their father’s death. What she couldn’t fathom was
why he was having this delayed reaction. She didn’t know why it had
taken him two years to begin expressing these emotions.

Her eyes were still closed, but she felt the
familiar jerk and heard the squeak of the wheels as the train
started moving again. She reached down and patted Jason’s knee.
“Please just try to be nice to Ron and Katie even if you don’t
particularly want to the see them,” she said. “They mean a lot to
me.”

His face was turned downward in a sheepish
pout. “I’m sorry, Mom. I don’t want to disappoint you.”

She put her arms around him and hugged him
close to her. With the passage of time, it was becoming more
difficult to make up for the absence of his father. It was at times
like these when the weight on her shoulders seemed heaviest.

***

After sitting in the train depot with a
cranky four-year-old, Ron was glad to hear the stationmaster
announce the train’s imminent arrival. The depot was crowded with
weekend travelers, and the noise level was intense enough without
his oldest son adding to it.

“Mommy, when’s the train coming?” Jeff
asked.

“I told you before. Just a few
minutes,” Katie replied.

“What’s a few minutes?” he asked as he
kicked at the wooden bench.

Reaching the limits of his patience, Ron
reprimanded his son. “It’s how long it’s going to take for you to
get a spanking if you don’t sit down and be still."

“Now, Ron,” Katie said in a
condescending tone of voice—the one that could always get him riled
up.

He turned and gave her a look, which meant he
expected her not to contradict him. Jeff was now sitting between
them with his arms folded across his chest, sulking. Katie began to
stroke his sandy blond hair, which was the same color as her own.
Ron sighed heavily. There would have to be a little argument later
when they were alone behind closed doors. He loved his wife with
all his heart, but the two of them had different philosophies
regarding child rearing.

“Ron, you’re not on edge, because Jeff
is cutting up. You get this way every time we see
Janet.”

He took a long drag from his cigarette. He
didn’t want to admit that she was right, but it was still hard for
him to accept Jason’s absence from his life. They survived four
years as roommates at Georgetown University, R.O.T.C., and
enlistment in the Army together. Through good times and bad, his
friend was always there for him. He would always wonder what
would’ve happened if only he had been able to talk Jason out of
volunteering for the Rangers.

“I love Janet like a sister,” he said.
“And the kids are my godchildren…”

“But seeing them reminds you of Jason.
I know you guys don’t like to talk about it, but I can tell you’re
still not over it, and it doesn’t help that Ben’s being transferred
to the Pentagon.”

No. It didn’t help. There would be no more
Saturday morning fishing trips with their boys, or attending the
Gamecocks’ football games together in the fall. While he wasn’t
losing Ben permanently as he had Jason, it was still a loss.

Just then, Jeff bolted up from the seat and
began shouting.

“I hear it. I hear the
train.”

“Yes, honey, we hear it, too,” Katie
said. “Just be patient. It will take a little while for Janet and
the children to get off the train, and then they’ll have to collect
their baggage.”

Jeff kept fidgeting until Ron laid a firm
hand on his small leg. The baby began to stir in his basket, which
added to Ron’s frustration. “See, you woke your brother. I told you
to be still.”

John Andrew Miller, better
known as Andy, arrived in late-March. Ron was fond of referring to
him as his homecoming baby. He leaned over to kiss the velvety soft, black hair on
Andy’s small head. He savored every moment of his youngest child’s
infancy. He missed three years of Jeff’s life while fighting in the
war and it still broke his heart to think about it.

“There it is! There it is! I see the
train!” Jeff shouted.

Before Ron could restrain him, Jeff was out
of his seat, pushing past the crowd and running toward the doors
that led outside onto the platform.

“Jeff, wait a minute!” Ron called after
him. He snuffed out his cigarette and followed after Jeff, who
squirmed only a little under his grasp.

It didn’t take as long as Katie had predicted
for Janet and the children to disembark the train. As soon as they
were within sight, Jeff pulled away from his grip and ran to Janet,
calling out her name. She bent down to his level and reached out
her arms to him.

“Jeff, you’ve grown so much,” she said.
“You’re going to be as tall as your father.” Her comment elicited a
huge grin from the boy. “And you have your father’s smile, too,”
she added. “Just look at those dimples. The girls are going to love
you when you get older.”

After greeting Jeff, she turned her attention
to Andy. While she cooed over the baby, Ron greeted Jason, Jr., who
was standing apart from the rest of the group. The young man’s
handshake was halfhearted. Having been forewarned by Janet about
her son’s poor behavior of late, Ron tried not to take it
personally.

“I’ve put in for leave while you’re
here. So we can spend some time together. I thought we could go
fishing. I remember how much you used to like that, and there are a
lot of great places around here to fish. We could even go out to
the coast if you want to.”

Ron almost shivered at the coldness of
Jason’s response. “I liked fishing with my Dad before he got
killed.”

The boy’s words struck a nerve, but before he
could become caught up in the all-too-familiar grief for his fallen
friend, he felt Janet’s arm around his waist.

“Well hello, Major Miller.
Congratulations on your promotion, and I didn’t mean to ignore you,
but you know how women are when there’s a new baby
around.”

He turned to hug her and could feel his
emotions threatening to surface—the ones he always tried to bury
deep inside himself. He let go of her and gathered his
composure.

“I’ll go see to your baggage,” he said
and made a hasty retreat.

Janet shook off the feeling of anxiety she
sensed in Ron and watched while Katie showed off the baby to Jason.
She had to fight the envy she felt creeping up on her. The last
time she had a baby to show off, she had no idea that war was
coming, or that she would lose her husband and be left to raise the
children alone.

“He’s cute,” Jason said without very
much enthusiasm. “And small.”

“If you think this is small, you should
have seen him when he was born, and he only weighed seven and a
half pounds. He’s grown quite a bit in the last three months. When
we get back to the house, I’ll let you hold him if you
want.”

Before he could respond, Janet interrupted
them. “Katie, Ron has gone to collect our baggage. I still can’t
believe you have room for all of us.”

Janet remembered only too well what post
housing was like. Even after Jason, Sr. was promoted to captain,
their living quarters were still the bare minimum.

“Oh, yes! You wouldn’t believe how nice
the new officers’ housing is. It’s so much more comfortable than
those little cracker boxes we used to live in. We even have a den
and a dining room. I think it’s an incentive to keep guys from
leaving the Army.”

Jeff and Mary ran past them, shrieking loud
enough to be heard from one end of the depot to the other, and
Katie moved to scold her son. “Ronald Jeffrey Junior!” she called
out. “Stop running! Your father’s going to spank you!”

Jeff stopped in his tracks. He must have
known he was in trouble when his mother called him by his full
name. To her embarrassment, Mary was a little more reluctant to
behave. She was rifling through a display of postcards at the
concession stand. The last thing Janet wanted Ron and Katie to
think was that she couldn’t control her children.

While she and Katie made the kids settle
down, Ron returned pulling a baggage cart.

“If you ladies will take the children
out front to the pick up area, I’ll bring the car around,” he
said.

They walked out into the warm night air, and
Janet experienced the same peculiar sensation she had while locking
up her home in Pittsburgh. The last time she had seen Columbia was
the day she left Fort Jackson following her husband’s death. It was
one of the lowest points in her life, and at the time, she believed
she would never return.

As she, Katie, and the children waited for
Ron to bring the car around to the pick up area, she looked
overhead. What a beautiful night sky, aglow with an abundance of
stars. If only her life and her future could be as clear as the
night.

From the day she and Jason married, she’d
always been able to see the years stretched before them while they
raised their children and grew old together. She never realized how
cruel life could be until the day she received the telegram telling
her the future she had planned was gone forever. She didn’t even
have the luxury of wallowing in grief and self-pity, because there
were three little lives depending on her to make everything right
for them.

Gazing up into the star speckled darkness,
she picked out the brightest point of light she could see.
Silently, she made a wish.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Janet awoke from a dream—the same one that
had haunted her for several weeks. In it, her husband was standing
at a distance watching her go about her daily tasks. Sometimes, she
was cooking dinner for herself and the children. Other times, she
was getting the kids ready for school in the morning. It always
ended the same. When she would notice him standing there and try to
speak to him or reach out and touch him, he would disappear. Then,
she would awaken with an uneasy, lingering sadness.

She rolled over and looked at the clock that
was on a small table by the bed. It was six a.m. It was early for
her to get out of bed on a Saturday morning with no rush to be
anywhere in particular. But she remembered both army life and life
with a small baby. Katie and Ron would’ve already been up for
probably an hour.

Grabbing her still unpacked suitcase, she
tossed it onto the bed. She and Katie stayed up late the night
before catching up, and she was too tired from her trip to put away
her clothes. She took out fresh underwear, a loose fitting, yellow
cotton blouse and white shorts and trotted across the hall to the
bathroom.

As she reached for the knob to turn on the
shower, she envied the brand new fixtures. What a far cry it was
from her old house with its twenty-year-old plumbing. She was
tempted to spend a little extra time luxuriating under the steady
stream of hot water, but she had smelled the aroma of fresh-baked
biscuits coming from the kitchen. Katie had started preparing
breakfast, and she couldn’t leave her friend to do it all
alone.

Toweling off and dressing quickly, she padded
barefoot down the hall into the kitchen. Ron was nowhere to be
seen, and she wondered if he had weekend duty.

“Did you sleep well last night?” Katie
asked.

“Oh, yes, it looks as if the Army is
providing better beds as well as better housing. What can I do to
help with breakfast?”

Katie reached into the refrigerator, took out
a carton of eggs and handed it to her.

“How about scrambling eggs? The mixing
bowls are in the cabinet next to the stove.”

Janet took down a large glass bowl and then
found a red-checked apron in the drawer and tied it around her
waist.

“Actually, Ron and I bought the bed
you’re sleeping on. Right after Andy was born, Ron’s parents came
down from New Jersey, and his mother complained about having to
sleep on an Army cot.”

Janet laughed, because she could imagine
Ron’s mother, with that slight Irish brogue of hers, going on a
tirade about her sleeping arrangements.

“I have a treat for you,” Katie said.
“We’re going to dinner tonight at the Officers’ Club with Ben and
Carol.”

“Oh, that’s great! I got a letter from
Carol a few weeks ago. She told me about Ben’s new job at the
Pentagon and that they were going to be moving to D.C. Is she
really excited about it or just putting on a brave
face?”

Katie handed her the eggbeater.

“She has mixed feelings about it, but
of course, she’s happy. It’s a good opportunity for Ben. You know,
he really only had two choices. He could take a desk job or leave
the Army.”

“Has he really changed?” Janet asked.
“I mean, do you think he’s being faithful to her now?”

“I think so. You know, when he came
home from the war, he was hurt so badly, and I think the way Carol
looked after him really made him think about how he treated her in
the past.” She paused, as if choosing her next words carefully. “To
tell you the truth. I think Carol had fallen out of love with Ben,
but having to nurse him back to health, made her old feelings for
him resurface.”

Reading between the lines, Janet contemplated
Katie’s comment and realized there was something more to the story.
She wondered if the rumors she once heard were true. Officers’
wives had a knack for three things—giving parties, having babies
and spreading gossip. The scoop was that Carol had been seen
behaving inappropriately with a certain newspaper reporter. The
word spread like the proverbial wildfire. At the time, she refused
to believe the rumors. The friend she knew would never have an
affair with another man, even if Ben did deserve it.

“I haven’t seen them since the Fort Dix
reunion. I was hoping to spend some time with Carol while I’m here.
I know Ron is going to be lost without Ben.”

“Yes, I think he is,” Katie said. “Not
to mention how Jeff’s going to feel. He loves Ben like a second
daddy and of course, he’s going to miss Carol’s kids something
fierce. To be so much older than Jeff, the boys love him like a kid
brother, and he follows them around like they’re his
heroes.”

Janet couldn’t help letting a little
mischievous giggle escape from her throat, causing Katie to turn
and look at her.

“I remember some of the escapades Ron
and Ben used to get involved in back at Fort Dix before the war
when things were different,” Janet said. “But you probably wouldn’t
want to hear about all of it.”

“Oh, believe me, I know enough,” Katie
replied. “You know Ben. He says whatever he wants to and doesn’t
care what people think. Besides, I knew Ron wasn’t a virgin when I
met him.”

They both laughed until they heard Ron coming
into the kitchen from the den.

“Good morning!” He seemed very chipper,
Janet thought. “Janet, I hope you slept well last night. I don’t
sleep a wink the first night in a strange bed.”

“Where did you go so early on a
Saturday morning?” Katie asked and walked over to him for a quick
kiss. “I know you didn’t go to headquarters dressed in your
lounging around the house clothes.”

“I went to get my rod and reel back
from Ben before he packs it up and ships it off to D.C.,” he said.
“He has duty today, and I wanted to catch him before he went to
work. I thought I would take the boys fishing this morning after
breakfast.”

“Jeff has a fishing pole, but what
about Jason and Daniel? I’m sure Janet didn’t have room in her
luggage for two fishing poles,” Katie said.

“The bait shop at Lake Murray rents
them out,” he said.

She reached out and tapped her finger against
his chest. “Well, just don’t get away from here this morning and
forget to make reservations at the O-Club for tonight.”

“I won’t forget.” He promised her with
more than a little aggravation in his voice. “She’s not going to
let me live down our last anniversary,” he said to
Janet.

“It was the first anniversary we had
spent together since we married,” Katie interjected. “We planned to
go back to the country inn in the mountains of Virginia where we
spent our honeymoon, but he kept forgetting to make the
reservations. When he finally remembered, the inn was already
booked up.”

“Well, good grief, weren’t you about
seven months pregnant? It might have been for the best that he
forgot,” Janet said and then bit her tongue, realizing she sounded
as if she was taking Ron’s side.

Katie turned her back to both of them, and
Ron took the opportunity to change the subject. “Would either of
you mind if I invited another person to dinner tonight?”

Katie gave him a curious look. “Who?” she
asked while removing the apron she had been wearing and tying it
onto the handle of the refrigerator.

“Paul Adams is back from Germany. I saw
him yesterday and thought it would be nice if he had dinner with
us. I’m sure Ben would like to see him.”

He made a move to grab one of the biscuits
Katie had just taken out of the oven, but she batted his hand
away.

“You remember Paul, don’t you, Janet?”
he asked.

She removed the skillet from the eye of the
stove and turned to look at him. “Yes, of course I remember him. He
was at Fort Bragg the same time Jason and I were there, and then I
saw him a few times here before all of you went overseas. I
wouldn’t mind seeing him again.”

She was curious to know the answer to a
certain question, and she hoped Ron and Katie wouldn’t get the
wrong impression when she asked it. “Did he ever get married?”

She picked up on the little glance that
passed between them. She shouldn’t have asked. Now they would think
she was interested in Paul.

“No, he hasn’t. Paul has always been
married to the Army, but maybe he just hasn‘t met the right woman
yet,” Ron replied.

Was that a
hint, she wondered? She decided it was best
not to say anything else. Before she knew it, she might find
herself matched up with Paul. The church ladies back home in
Pittsburgh had already started looking for men to send her way. She
didn’t need her friends doing the same. She finished plating the
eggs and then set the skillet on a trivet by the stove.

“Anyway, I’ll call him this morning and
invite him,” Ron said.

“Well, of course,” Katie said. “I think
it’s a good idea. There’s always a local band playing at the O-Club
on Saturday nights. If there’s another man along, Janet and I won’t
have to take turns dancing with you.”

She glanced at them over her shoulder. She
could see them casting the hook and line. Finding a dancing partner
for her was only the beginning. Before long, Ron and Katie would
ferret out every eligible bachelor they knew.

“Okay, the eggs are ready. I’ll round
up the kids, and tell them breakfast is ready,” she said and
retreated from the kitchen in a hurry.

“Major Miller, matchmaker. It has a
nice ring to it,” Katie said.

Ron shrugged his shoulders and began setting
the table with the plates and silverware Katie had taken out of the
cabinet. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Oh, of course, you
don’t,” she whispered and kissed him on the cheek. “But if
you are playing matchmaker, I think you made a good
choice.”

***

Change was in the air. Everything about the
world she had known before was being replaced.

She felt this more than ever when she walked
into the Officers’ Club. The once unadorned plaster walls had been
covered with green pinstriped wallpaper and decorated with
paintings depicting South Carolina landmarks. She recognized a few
of them from the times she traveled around the state doing War Bond
drives. On the wall directly above their table was a painting of
Charleston’s Battery and next to it was a depiction of one of the
antebellum houses she had thought were so grand. When she took her
seat, she noticed the cheap, utilitarian furniture was gone and
replaced with the kind of fine dining tables she might find in an
upscale restaurant.

Despite the comfort of new furniture, she had
a sense of unease. The whole evening was a surreal experience for
her. She couldn’t help remembering her last visit to the O-Club the
night before the men left to go overseas. That occasion was subdued
and the tension hung heavy in the air. Most important of all, Jason
had been the one sitting next to her. Now, she found herself seated
next to Paul.

Feeling that she was part of fix-up, she was
nothing more than polite to him and made every effort not to look
at him. She wouldn’t give the others the satisfaction of thinking
she needed help finding a man. But it was taking quite a bit of
effort not to look at him. The man seemed to get more attractive
with age, and he still had the build of an athlete. And that deep
voice with its southern accent sent a tingle up her spine.

While the waiter carved roast beef on a cart
next to the table, Ben tossed out a news tidbit concerning the
crackdown on prostitution by the Columbia Police Department. Not
seeming to care if it would embarrass Katie, he concluded his story
with a crude joke about one of Ron’s former girlfriends, a
high-priced call girl in Atlantic City. He was the same old Ben.
His inappropriate sense of humor hadn’t been changed as a result of
his wounds.

Paul let out a little chuckle, but then
changed the subject. She wondered if he was trying to ease the
tension he might have sensed in the ladies. He’d always had a
reputation for being a gentleman.

“So, Ben, I heard that your new
position will have you working directly with the Joint Chiefs of
Staff,” he said. “Good for you.”

Ben shrugged it off as if it was nothing
special. “Yeah, I’ll be a glorified errand boy. But, hey, I’m not
complaining. I could have received a medical discharge. And what
could a guy who grew up in the Army and graduated from West Point
do in the civilian world? Sell shoes?”

Paul nodded and Janet thought she saw a look
of sympathy on his face.

“I certainly can’t argue with you on
that point. I think I would feel the same way,” he said.

“I’m lookin’ forward to the move,”
Carol spoke up in her thick Oklahoma accent. “We went up last week
and did some house huntin’. It was the first time in eleven years
of marriage that I got to pick out my own house. Of course, Uncle
Sam is still footin’ the bill, but at least we have a
choice.”

Other than her appearance, Carol hadn’t
changed much over the years. Her modest makeup and simple hairdo
made her seem so much lovelier than she used to look. Janet
remembered a time when Carol would wear gaudy makeup and tight
fitting dresses in an effort to make herself look attractive. But
that was when Ben couldn’t limit his sex life to his marriage bed.
His dark, Mediterranean good looks made him particularly attractive
to women, and he never seemed to make an effort to resist
temptation. She had often looked at Carol’s life and considered
herself blest to have married Jason.

“Where are you going to be living?” she
asked Carol.

“We’ve narrowed it down to two places
in Arlington. We’re supposed to let the real estate agent know our
decision by this weekend.”

The waiter started to refill Janet’s coffee
cup, and she waved him away. One more cup and she would be
wide-awake until the wee hours of the morning. “I have fond
memories of the D.C. area from my college years. I know it’s
probably changed a lot since then, but I’m sure you’ll enjoy living
there.”

Her train of thought was interrupted when
Paul scooted his chair forward and brushed his thigh against hers.
Even through her green organza dress, nylon slip and hose, a bolt
of electricity managed to shock her senses. He begged her pardon
and all she could do was nod in response. What had just happened? A
man with whom she only shared a passing acquaintance brushed his
leg against hers. Why had it left her struggling to catch her
breath?

“Well...anyway...as I was going to say,
Carol. There’s a lot more to see and do in D.C. than you’ve
experienced in other places you’ve lived, so take advantage of
it.”

Ron and Katie excused
themselves to take to the dance floor when the small swing band
began a rendition of Sentimental
Journey. Katie’s pale blue dress showed off
her shapely figure, and Janet was once again envious of her friend.
Her second baby left her a little heavier than she had once been.
Just when she finally managed to lose the weight, she found herself
pregnant again. During the past year, she had worked very hard to
slim down, but she was resigned to the fact of never being as thin
as she once was.

A few moments after Ron and Katie left the
table, Ben took Carol’s hand and asked her to dance with him. “I
can’t jitterbug with this bum leg, but I can still manage the slow
dances,” he said. “And you know that slow dancing can lead to other
things.” He winked at Janet and a devious grin spread across his
face.

Heat rose to her cheeks, and
she wagged her finger at him. Were they all in on it? She had thought it was
just Ron and Katie setting her up with Paul.

Still stunned from the way his touch had
affected her, she felt awkward being alone with him. She hadn’t
known him well enough in the past to feel comfortable striking up a
conversation with him. She was happy when he took the initiative to
speak first.

“Ben is still a rascal, but I do admire
him for the way he’s recovered,” he said. “I was surprised to see
that he’s not even using a cane now. I remember seeing him in the
Battalion Aid Station and thinking for sure he was going to lose
his leg.”

She smiled in acknowledgement of his comment
but still couldn’t get any words out. What was wrong with her? She
was a grown woman. A mother. A high school English teacher, for
heaven’s sake, and she was speechless in the presence of this
man.

She rolled her eyes in his direction without
turning her head toward him. Did he want to dance with her as much
as she wanted him to ask her? Hopefully, a gentleman like Paul
would know that she wouldn’t be bold enough to make the first move.
She felt her nerves tighten when he turned to her.

“Would you like to dance?”

She was a little startled by the way he had
blurted out the question. Could it be he was as nervous as she
was?

“Um, yes, I would,” she said, trying
not to stammer. “I like this song.”

He held her at a proper distance, but the
feel of his strong hand holding hers was magnetic. The rough
texture of his uniform jacket against her other palm had a sensual
effect on her that sent a rush of fluid warmth coursing through
her. But she was soon overtaken by memories of other times and
other dances, and she felt her countenance fall.

“So...uh...Ron was telling me that you
teach high school English. Do you enjoy doing that?” he asked,
breaking the silence between them.

His eyes were darting all over the room
rather than settling on her. A sure sign that he was nervous, but
what did he have to be nervous about?

“Yes, very much. I went to college to
become a teacher, but of course, my career plans were put on hold
when Jason joined the Army. I finally began teaching after he went
overseas. At first, it was a way to get through the loneliness, but
then I came to realize I was accomplishing something
important.”

“Did you meet Jason in
college?”

“Sort of. We were going to different
schools. He was at Georgetown, and I was at the University of
Maryland. My roommate met Ron at a football game and started going
out with him, and she fixed me up with Jason so the four of us
could double-date.” She began to smile as she shared her memories
with Paul. “Some people don’t believe in love at first sight, but
it really did happen for the two of us. I knew the first night I
went out with him that I was in love. We got married the week after
we graduated from college, and then the next week, Jason had to
report to Fort Bragg to begin his army service.”

She stopped, sensing and
uneasiness in Paul that went beyond being nervous. She shouldn’t
have gotten so carried away talking about her late husband.
It had to make Paul
feel uncomfortable. Maybe it was pointless to think that she could
ever be with another man.

“Well, I guess you’re really glad to be
back from Germany,” she said to change the subject.

“Oh, you’d better believe it,” he said.
“That country’s a mess. You wouldn’t believe the damage the war
did. I have to say, though, that I admire the way the German people
are determined to rebuild what’s left of their country. I have my
doubts about this agreement with the Russians to split the country
in two, but you probably don‘t want to hear about foreign
politics.”

It didn’t escape her attention that he was
now making eye contact with her. She was glad she had shifted the
conversation away from herself and toward him.

“Now that you’re back, do you think
you’re going to stay here at Fort Jackson?” she asked.

“Well, it depends,” he replied. “I’m up
for promotion, which sometimes means a new assignment. I’ll just
have to wait and see. I hope it won’t be too far away. I’d like to
stick close to home for a while.”

For some reason, his response filled her with
a sense of relief. She didn’t know why, but she was happy that he
wasn’t longing for some faraway posting.

His eyes drifted downward for a brief moment
and then quickly moved back to her face. She thought there might be
some comment on the tip of his tongue, but he was having trouble
forming the words. The expression on his face reminded her of one
of her kids when they wanted to ask her for something but were
afraid she’d say, “No”.

It was at the same moment she became aware of
the fact that her hand had drifted upward from his shoulder to his
neck. They’d been gradually moving closer to one another as they
danced. Coming to the full awareness of her surroundings, she also
realized that the band was playing a different tune and the other
two couples had returned to their seats. She could feel the heat
rising in her face, and the last thing she wanted to do was appear
to be blushing. She hoped he wouldn’t be able to see it in the
dimly lit room.

***

“What’s going on with those two?” Ben
asked, leaning back in his chair as if taking in a show.

“I don’t know,” Ron replied. “I had
hoped they would hit it off, but it looks like they didn’t need my
help.”

Both Katie and Carol shot an astounded look
at him. “Ron Miller, as much as you used to hate bein’ fixed up, I
can’t believe you did it to someone else,” Carol said.

“And he played all innocent with me
this morning,” Katie added. “When I suggested he was playing
matchmaker.”

Ron smiled to himself with pride in his
accomplishment. He took a pack of cigarettes from his jacket
pocket. “Look, I know Janet, and she would have felt like a fifth
wheel tonight with the four of us. She and Paul have known each
other in the past, and I thought they would get along good
together. That’s all.”

“Well, you might feel like you have to
defend yourself to these ladies,” Ben said while taking the
cigarette Ron was offering him. “But you won’t get any argument
from me. Janet needs a husband. I’m sure she’s not having an easy
time supporting those kids on a teacher’s salary and the little
benefit check she’s getting from the Army.” He paused to take a
drag from his cigarette. “Besides, her boys could use a good
father, and I can’t think of any better candidate than old Straight
and Narrow Adams. Rumor has it that he’s going to be promoted to
lieutenant colonel before the month is out.”

Katie and Carol still seemed flabbergasted,
and Ron couldn’t help being a little amused by it.

“You men,” his wife said. “You talk
about the way women are always meddlin’ in other people’s affairs.
Now, look at you.”

He leaned toward her and kissed her cheek.
“And, as you ladies always say, ‘We’re not meddlin’. We’re just
tryin’ to help them’,” he said, imitating his wife’s southern
accent.

“Oh, you!” she said and playfully
slapped his thigh with the back of her hand. “Surely, you didn’t
expect Paul and Janet to see each other tonight for the first time
in four years and fall madly in love, did you?”

Ron shook his head. “I was just planting a
seed, dear. What they do with it is up to them. But from the way
they’ve been steadily inching closer to each other on the dance
floor, I think my little seed is taking hold.”

Katie looked at him in disbelief. “Since when
did you become an expert on romance?” she asked.

“Since I fell in love with you, baby,”
he said seductively and reached under the table to caress her
thigh.

Watching Janet and Paul returning to the
table, he stifled the urge to laugh. They had guilty looks on their
faces, like two teenagers who’d been caught smooching in the back
row of the movie theatre. He also couldn’t help noticing the rosy
tint in Janet’s cheeks.

“Well, we thought you two had forgotten
where you were,” Ben teased them. “We’re glad you found your way
back to the table.”

“I think I’d like to go to the powder
room,” Katie spoke up and looked at Janet. “Would you like to come
along?”

“Yes, I could probably do with some
freshening up,” she answered in a strained voice.

“I’ll bet,” Ben said just above a
whisper.

This time, Ron couldn’t hold his laughter. He
quieted down when Paul gave both of them his stern, commanding
officer glare.

***

“It looked like things were getting a
little cozy out there on the dance floor,” Katie said as she
stepped up to the mirror to check her makeup.

Janet held her purse up close to her face as
if it was taking more effort than it really was to find her
lipstick. She couldn’t believe that she had danced through two
songs without realizing it. One would have thought she was a
schoolgirl with a crush on the boy next door. Worst of all, the
others seemed to have noticed it.

“I…I don’t know what you mean,” she
said.

Carol leaned close to her ear and whispered.
“Well, there’s no need to reapply your rouge. Because you’re
blushin’ enough as it is.”

She didn’t find Carol’s comment amusing, even
though Katie seemed to get a chuckle out of it. Carol’s way of
getting straight to the point always irritated her a little.

“Isn’t this really like old times?”
Katie asked. “The three of us standing in the ladies’ room of the
O-Club talking about our men.”

She stood up straight and glared at Katie.
“Your men. Not our men. I don’t have a man. Paul is just someone I
knew years ago when Jason was at Fort Bragg. We weren’t really even
friends. He was just…there.”

Katie and Carol both grinned at her, but
naturally, it was Carol who interjected a comment. “Oh, my
goodness, I believe Saint Janet’s halo has a crack in it. Could it
be she had a lustful thought about a man other than her husband? I
would never believe it.”

Katie was barely suppressing a giggle, which
set Janet’s blood on boil. “Carol, you’re just as mean as ever,
aren’t you? You never did think about what you were saying before
you started running your mouth. You and Ben really are a perfect
pair, and I don’t know why it took the two of you so long to
realize it.”

Carol poked out her bottom lip. “Now, who’s
bein’ mean?” she asked. “My feelin’s would be very hurt if you
weren’t just tellin’ the truth.”

The look on Carol’s face
caused a gush of laughter to spill out of her. It
was just like old times.
“I didn’t have lustful thoughts,” she said, taking a defensive
posture. “It’s just that I thought he was…you
know…sexy.”

“Well, who wouldn’t?” Katie asked.
“He’s like a blond Cary Grant. And there’s something about his
voice. It has a very seductive tenor to it, don’t you
think?”

Carol put down the brush she’d been running
through her dark brown curls, and looked at Katie in astonishment.
“Now, I am shocked! Why would a woman who’s married to Prince
Charming even notice other men?”

“He does have a nice voice,” Janet
admitted as she touched up her mouth with her ruby red lipstick.
“That was one of the things I used to think was so sexy about
him.”

“Oh, yes,” Carol said. “That slow
southern drawl will get a woman ev’ry time.”

While Katie nodded in agreement, Janet rolled
her eyes at them both. “This from two women who married men from
New York and New Jersey.”

Carol had a sly look on her face, and Janet
knew she was about to make another one of her acerbic remarks.
Instead, she asked a question. One Janet wasn’t prepared to
answer.

“So, do you think this old fascination,
shall we say, might resurface and lead to somethin’
serious?”

While she might have indulged in a little
romantic fantasy, she never imagined having a relationship with
Paul. She remembered the feeling of being with someone and knowing
instinctively that he was meant for her. Having a little attraction
to Paul was one thing, but she didn’t have the same instantaneous
desire for him that she experienced with Jason. Then again, she and
Jason had been only nineteen when they met, and she had heard older
women talk about how love is different later in life.

“Oh, of course not,” she replied to
Carol. “I’m only going to be here for a month. What can happen in
that length of time?”

“A lot,” Carol replied. “Bill and Cissy
Carpenter met at a USO dance and two weeks later, they were
married. But then, that was durin’ the war when none of us knew
what was gonna to happen from one day to the next.”

“Well, things happened pretty quickly
for me and Ron, too,” Katie said. “We got married only a few months
after we had started getting to know each other.”

Carol flashed a curious stare at her and
began to laugh. “You were gettin’ to know each other in the
biblical sense, and you got pregnant.”

Janet moved back a few steps. Katie had fire
in her eyes, and Carol always seemed to know how to put it
there.

Katie slammed her black, evening purse down
onto the counter. “I’ve told you before. It was my first time, and
it was just one time before we were married.”

“And I believe you,” Carol said with
little conviction, this time drawing Janet’s ire.

“Well, you’re a fine one to make fun of
Katie,” she said. “Does your mother still believe you got pregnant
on your wedding night and your oldest boy was born
prematurely?”

Carol leaned toward her with her hands on her
hips. “Well, forgive me for givin’ in to temptation, oh thou who
was untouched by a man until her weddin’ night. But I have a harder
time believin’ your story than Katie’s. Date a man for three years
without any hanky panky? Yeah, right!”

They stared at one another until Janet heard
Katie erupt with laughter.

“And what’s so funny?” Janet asked
her.

“You and Carol. I know the two of you
love each ‘til death, and I’ve always thought your silly little
spats were funny.”

Katie was right. She and Carol always had
ridiculous arguments over nothing of very much importance, and in
no time at all, they were hugging and making up.

“Well, anyway, Katie knows I’m just
teasin’ her,” Carol said. “Besides, who could blame her for not
makin’ Ron wait? It’s those gorgeous green eyes. Can you imagine
lookin’ up into those eyes just before you fall into his arms for a
passionate kiss?”

“Now you’ve told the truth,” Janet
said. “What about those cute little dimples when he smiles? It just
melts you from your toes up. If I hadn’t been so much in love with
Jason, I could have easily let him have just one time with
me.”

“I don’t think I appreciate the way
you’re talking about my husband,” Katie said.

She placed an arm around Katie’s shoulders
and gave her a squeeze. “Oh, like you have anything to worry about.
Honestly, I would drop dead right here and now if anyone told me
that he had so much as looked at another woman. When that man of
yours is in love, he’s as faithful as they come.”

“She’s right,” Carol said. “I’ve known
Ron Miller for eleven years. You got a good one, girl, and Janet
could have a good one, too, if she plays her cards
right.”

Choosing to ignore Carol’s last comment, she
finished inspecting her makeup in the mirror. She didn’t like what
she saw. Her husband had always accused her of suffering from a
poor self-image, because she never thought of herself as being
beautiful. When she looked in the mirror, all she could see were
pudgy cheeks and thin lips. Jason would say that all he could see
was her beautiful brown eyes, or her cute, little nose. He could
never see her imperfections.

She still missed him, but she had resolved to
no longer live in the past. It was time to start looking forward to
the future. The last thing she wanted to do was to spend the rest
of her life only sharing her heart with memories of Jason.

“Well, I don’t know anything about
playing cards, so all I’m going to say is if he asks me out, I
might consider taking him up on it,” she said. “But I still think
it would be difficult to pursue any kind of serious relationship in
one month’s time, especially with the kids in tow. He must be about
thirty-five now, and he’s never been married. Why would he want to
take on a widow with three children?”

“Honey, the way he kept pullin’ you
closer to him while you were dancin’, believe me, he’s interested,”
Carol said.

Katie stuck her purse under her arm and
started toward the door. “Come on, girls. Let’s go back to the
table before the guys think we climbed out the bathroom
window.”

Carol leaned close to her
and began softly singing, “I’ve got a crush
on you, sweetie pie…”

She took a deep breath and hesitated by the
door. How in the world was she going to keep her composure through
the rest of the evening?

***

Paul followed Ron, Katie and Janet out to the
parking lot. His stomach was doing flip-flops while he worked up
the nerve to ask Janet a question.

“Janet,” he said.

She turned around and looked at him with a
sweet smile that threatened to undo him.

“Could I speak with you a
moment?”

She looked back at Ron and Katie. “Take your
time,” Ron said.

They stood on the sidewalk
under the streetlamp. He could feel his heart pounding in his
chest. She would have to be wearing his favorite shade of green in a dress with
a tight bodice and full skirt to emphasize how very womanly her
figure was. He wanted to see her again, but he didn’t want to rush
into anything. He was keenly aware of the fact that he would not
even be talking to her if her husband hadn’t been killed in the
war. Once again, it sparked a little feeling of guilt in
him.

He shoved his hands in his
pockets and pivoted from one foot to the other. It was a long,
awkward minute before Paul could work up the nerve to continue. He
tried to tell himself to calm down. The last time he had been so
nervous, his landing craft was approaching the beach in Oran,
Algeria. How utterly
silly, he thought, to compare going into
battle with the thought of asking a woman for a date, but Janet was
not just any woman. She was a woman he had always
admired.

“Paul? What did you want to say to
me?”

Forgetting his anxiety, he reached out and
caught her by the hand. Even such a simple touch, made a warm
sensation radiate from his hand into the rest of his body until it
filled him completely. He had felt that way when they were dancing.
He couldn’t be satisfied with one dinner and one dance. He wanted
more.

“Janet, I’d like to see you again. I
know you’re only going to be here for a month, but if you’d let me,
I’d like to maybe take you out to the movies or anything else you’d
like to do. Promise you’ll think about it, and I’ll give you a call
tomorrow.”

In the glow of the streetlamp, he could see
the blush on her cheeks. She took a moment to answer. He hoped he
hadn’t embarrassed her.

“I will think about it,” she replied
and glanced over at Ron and Katie, who were waiting by their car.
“Do you have Ron’s phone number?”

The cadence of his heart gained momentum. He
could feel it all the way down to his fingertips. “I sure do, and
I’ll call you tomorrow afternoon. I promise.”

She paused for a moment as if she might want
to say something else, but then she turned and scurried toward
Ron’s car. His excitement built as he watched her walk away. If it
wouldn’t have looked foolish, he would have danced a jig.

He looked up at the dark, hazy sky and could
see only a few stars visible through the clouds. Was it silly for a
grown man to pick out one bright point of light and make a little
wish? Maybe. But he did it all the same.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


The worst thing about having a full breakfast
for a big family was cleaning up afterward, Janet thought to
herself while she and Katie dried and put away the last of the
dishes.

“Do you mind if the kids and I go to
church with you this morning?” she asked while she removed her
apron.

Her question seemed to take Katie by
surprise. She turned from the sink to look at her. “I’m sorry. I
feel like a terrible hostess for not asking, but I wasn’t sure if
you wanted to attend a Protestant church service. I figured you
would go the Catholic chapel on post.”

“I’d much rather go with
you.”

To be truthful, she was timid about dealing
with the memories she would find at the post chapel. She hadn’t
been there since her husband’s memorial service. The last thing she
wanted to do was sit in church, remembering him, while anticipating
a date with Paul.

“Great! It’ll be nice to have some
adult company to chat with. It’s thirty-minute drive,” Katie said.
“I’m still going to that little Methodist church in Camden. The
people there remind me so much of my friends back home in North
Carolina. They were really good to me and Jeff during the war when
we didn’t have his daddy here.”

“I remember,” Janet said. “You can’t
talk Ron into going with you?”

Katie wiped off the top of the stove with a
tattered blue dishcloth.

“He goes occasionally, but I don’t want
to force the issue,” she replied and then laughed. “He doesn’t like
the long sermons or what he calls ‘excessive hymn
singing’.”

They left the kitchen and stood in the
archway between the foyer and the living room. The children were
spread out on the floor reading the comic pages from the Sunday
paper.

“I know Ron’s never been very devoted
to the Catholic Church, but how did you get away with raising your
children as Methodists?” Janet asked.

Before answering, Katie glanced over at Jeff.
“J-e-f-f,” she spelled out in a whisper. “Is at that stage where he
repeats everything he hears, so I have to be careful what I
say.”

“Don’t worry. Jason’s
reading Dick Tracy
to him,” Janet said. “He’s enthralled with
that.”

Katie continued in a whisper. “Mrs. Miller
never said anything to me, even though she knew I had Jeff baptized
when he was six-weeks-old. But she lit into Ron about it the first
time we visited with them after the war. She wanted to know why he
hadn’t explained to me that our children had to be brought up in
the holy Catholic Church.”

“What did Ron say to that?”

“You know him. He just told her that he
had no problem with it. End of discussion.”

“I’ll bet she was fit to be tied,”
Janet responded. “It must have knocked you out of the running for
daughter-in-law of the year.”

She was acquainted with Ron’s mother from
their college years and the years they spent at Fort Dix. There was
one Fourth of July, in particular, when she and Jason, Sr. had gone
to a party with Ron in Hammonton, New Jersey, his hometown. Right
away, she knew Mrs. Miller was in charge of the affair, because
everyone snapped to attention while she barked orders.

“We had a little period of silence, but
she got over it,” Katie replied. “It wasn’t long after that when
she found out I was pregnant with Andy. Giving her another
grandchild outweighed my religious shortcomings, I
guess.”

“Well, whenever you do something to
disappoint her, remind her of the fact that a woman named Louise
Wheeler could have been her daughter-in-law,” Janet said. “I
guarantee that will shut her up.”

She stepped the rest of the way into the
living room and called out to the children. “Kids come on. It’s
time to get ready for church.”

“Aw, Mom, we’re on vacation,” Jason
said.

“The Lord doesn’t get a vacation from
us. We don’t get a vacation from Him,” she shot back.

***

They drove north through the countryside, and
the road took them past fields green with crops of tobacco, cotton
and soybeans, but the scenery blended into a blur for Janet. All
she could see, all she could think of was Paul. She relived the
feel of his arm around her waist while they danced and the
sensation, which permeated her senses when he held her hand.

Katie parked the car on an oak shaded street,
and they walked the short distance to a small, white clapboard
covered church. The large bell tower and gothic-style, stained
glass windows reminded Janet of churches she had seen depicted on
Christmas cards.

As they entered through the large, wooden
doors that had been painted black, her attention was drawn to the
simple beauty of the sanctuary. The amber oak furnishings stood out
against the white washed walls. A wide center aisle led to the
altar area, which was encircled by a red-cushioned chancel rail.
Nothing about the place was ostentatious. The building exuded an
inviting warmth right down to the deep burgundy carpet under her
feet.

Katie introduced her to the congregation, and
she wasn’t at all surprised at the welcome they extended to her,
treating her as if she was one of them. As an army wife, she had
lived in two southern towns and knew how hospitable the people
were. It was something she had missed after going back to her city
life up north.

It wasn’t long before she realized her spirit
was at peace in that little church. Since taking a seat in the pew,
she hadn’t thought about money problems, loneliness or her oldest
son’s behavior. At least, Jason’s recent moodiness was beginning to
subside somewhat. Ron told her that he was very quiet on their
fishing trip the day before, and it was becoming apparent to her
that Jason’s problem somehow revolved around Ron. She couldn’t
imagine why, but as long as the boy refused to talk to her, she
would never get to the bottom of the matter.

Was it a coincidence or a
sign from above? The pastor’s sermon was titled,
Starting Over. It came so
close to everything she was feeling that she decided it couldn’t be
mere chance. Someone up in heaven was trying to tell her to begin a
new life. She knew that she had already taken a step in that
direction by giving Paul permission to call her.

During the drive back to Fort Jackson, she
was quiet, because she didn’t wish to say too much in the presence
of the children. As much as she would’ve liked to be otherwise, she
was nervous with the anticipation of Paul’s telephone call. Her
anxiety was causing her to have second thoughts when she wanted to
be enthusiastic. Back in the church, she had been so sure of her
feelings. Now, however, outside the cocoon of the sanctuary, the
worries of her life were intruding again.

She had to take a Kleenex out of her purse
and dab away the moisture in her eyes. Katie reached over and gave
her hand a squeeze, but the last thing she had wanted to do was cry
in front of her friend. She hadn’t told Katie and Ron the extent of
how difficult being a single mother had been for her. She knew Ron
too well. He would insist on helping her financially, and she
didn’t want charity. She wouldn’t take money from her parents, and
she certainly wouldn’t take it from Ron and Katie.

“So, when your old friend calls this
afternoon,” Katie said, disguising her words for the children’s
benefit. “Are you going to accept the invitation?”

“I think so,” she answered. “I want
to.”

“Good,” Katie said. “I’m glad you’re
not closing the door on any possibility.”

“Well, so far, he’s only promised to
call me. Let’s just see what happens. I don’t want to get carried
away.”

Regardless of any qualms she had, she wanted
to see him again. She was certain of that much, and to be honest
with herself, if not with Katie, she was already carried away.

***

Janet felt like a kid on Christmas Eve,
counting down the hours until she was allowed to open her first
present. Only she wasn’t getting a present. She was waiting for a
phone call and as yet, the phone hadn’t rung. She sat on the sofa
in the living room, working the Sunday crossword puzzle, which
usually relaxed her. There was no relaxing this afternoon. She
wished Paul would hurry and call before her nerves were stretched
to the breaking point.

Katie finished giving the baby his afternoon
bottle and put him down for a nap on a blanket that was spread out
on the living room floor.

“I’m surprised you’re using formula. As
I recall, you breastfed Jeff for the first three months,” Janet
said.

“Yes, but I was sick
with a bad cold when Andy was born and couldn’t breastfeed. When
I was well
enough to start feeding him, he didn’t want my breasts.” She
paused, and Janet saw something mischievous in her eyes. “He may
look just like his father, but he doesn’t take after him that
way.”

Janet dropped the newspaper into her lap and
sat up straight. “Oh, Katie!” She felt the internal heat redden her
face all the way down to where her shirt buttoned. “I can’t believe
you said that!”

When she first met Katie, she found her to be
a shy and sheltered girl. After hearing her make such an audacious
comment, she realized how much Katie had come out of her shell. It
had to be Carol’s influence. Carol was the girl who threw propriety
to the wind, saying whatever thought popped into her mind.

Both of them were giggling like a couple of
adolescent girls when the phone on the table behind them rang. The
sound pierced through Janet like a knife. She remained glued to the
sofa, waiting for the second ring.

Katie prodded her. “Aren’t you going to
answer it?”

“I don’t want to appear too anxious,”
she said.

“You don’t want him to hang up, either.
Answer the phone.”

The phone rang for the third time, and she
rushed to the small table in the corner of the living room and
grabbed the receiver. “Uh, hello. Miller residence.”

The deep, languid voice on the other end of
the line asked, “Is this Janet?”

She plopped down onto the small seat of a
straight-backed chair and almost tipped over. She saw Katie’s
amusement and had to strain to hold back her own laughter. She
scooted the chair around so that her back was turned to her
friend.

“Yes, it’s me,” she answered with a
little too much eagerness, she thought. “How are you
Paul?”

“I’m fine,” he said, and then paused
for a moment to clear his throat. “I was wondering. If you’re not
busy Tuesday evening, and if you don’t mind taking a short trip,
there’s a great restaurant down on the Wateree River near Lake
Marion. It’s part of a camping resort, but it’s open to the public.
They have really good southern, home cooking. I’d take you out
there tomorrow, but they’re closed on Mondays.”

Her heartbeat sped up to somewhere between
excited and over-the-moon. “Sure. That sounds great. What time
should I be ready?”

He paused again. Was he surprised by her
eagerness?

“I’ll pick you up at six. It’ll take us
about thirty to forty-five minutes to get there, but it’s a nice
drive with lots of beautiful scenery. I think you’ll enjoy
it.”

“I’m sure I will,” she
answered.

As she concluded her conversation and hung up
the phone, she turned to find Katie leaning over the back of the
sofa with a schoolgirl grin on her face.

“So?” she asked. “Tell me what he
said.”

“We’re going out Tuesday night,” she
replied and shrugged her shoulders.

She found herself taken aback by the
immediacy of his invitation. She had expected him to ask her to go
out the next weekend. Now, she was nervous, yet again. Two days
left very little time to prepare herself for her first date since
college.

“Wow,” Katie said. “He’s not wasting
any time, is he? He must really be interested in you.”

Janet shook her head and bit her bottom lip.
“Oh, my God. I just realized that in my whole life, I’ve only dated
two men—my high school sweetheart and Jason. I hope I’m ready for
this,” she said.

She felt queasy. Katie must have seen it on
her face, because she reached out and patted her shoulder.

“You’ll be fine,” she said. “Try to
think of it as just going out to dinner with an old friend. I
certainly don’t think you have to worry about impressing him. I
believe you already have that knocked.”

“I hope you’re right. Do you want to
hear something strange?”

Katie nodded.

“I hadn’t thought about Paul in years
until just the other day when the train stopped in Fayetteville. I
was remembering different people from my Fort Bragg years, and he
was one of the ones who came to mind. It’s kind of weird when you
think about it. Isn’t it?”

Janet saw a wry smile crease Katie’s
lips.

“Sounds like fate to me,” she
said.

“Oh, Katie, I don’t believe in such
things.”

Still, she had to wonder if her
reintroduction to Paul was simply chance or by some larger
design.

***

He arrived at five-fifty and was happy to
find her dressed and ready. If he arrived ten minutes early for a
date with any other woman, he would have to wait for her to finish
putting on her makeup or search the house for her favorite earrings
or some other such nonsense.

When he saw her, it was
difficult to keep his eyes fixed on her face. She was wearing a
pink and white striped blouse, through which he could see just a
hint of her lace-trimmed undergarments. So
soft and feminine, he thought. He felt sure
she had no idea he could see anything through her blouse and would
probably be embarrassed by it. He averted his gaze before she could
catch him looking at her bust.

“You know, I don’t think I've ever seen
you out of uniform,” she said. “I like you just as much in gray
trousers and a tan shirt.”

Since they were going to an informal
restaurant in the country, he had foregone a tie. His top button
was undone, and he enjoyed it when he noticed her eyes lingering at
the point where she could see just a hint of his dark blond chest
hair. Like a kid caught with her hand in the cookie jar, her cheeks
blushed, and she looked away.

The forty-minute drive in the country helped
to relax his jitters but created a different kind of tension in
him. He listened to her talk about the kids and school, but all he
could do was imagine whether her skin was as baby soft to the touch
as it looked, or if her mouth would taste as sweet as the voice
coming out of it.

When they arrived at their destination, it
was difficult to keep from placing his arm around her waist while
they walked up the gravel path to the camp’s dining hall. He knew,
however, that it was too soon to make any presumptuous moves and
didn’t want to unsettle her.

“Oh, I love this place,” she said. “It
reminds me of places I’ve been in the Allegheny Mountains back home
in Pennsylvania.”

He felt good, knowing she was at ease there.
The restaurant did have a homey, down-to-earth appeal. Hammered
coppered light fixtures hung from the exposed beam ceiling, and the
walls were decorated with archaic farm tools and pastoral
paintings. There was a granite stone fireplace at one end of the
dining room, but the weather was much too warm to have it burning.
He couldn’t help thinking of how romantic it would be to sit by it
on a cold winter night.

As it had been on his previous visits, the
food was nothing short of excellent. They both dined on trout,
fresh from the river.

“How did you find out about this
place?” she asked. “This is the best fish I’ve had in long
time.”

“I’ve known about it for years,” he
said. “Back when I was first posted to Fort Jackson, I used to come
down here with some of the other officers, and we’d spend the
weekend fishing in the river.” He paused and wondered if he should
say what he was thinking. “I always thought it would be a very
romantic place to bring a date.”

What he didn’t say was that it would be even
more romantic to rent a cabin on the river and spend a weekend
making love. He knew she was nowhere near ready for that type of
relationship. Still, he couldn’t help fantasizing a bit. If only
the flimsy, cotton outfit she was wearing wasn’t so transparent.
Nothing could get him worked up quicker than white lace. All of
those guys who nicknamed him “Straight and Narrow Adams” would be
very surprised to know the thoughts he was having. They might
reconsider his nickname.
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