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September 1941
Chapter 1
New school year. New beginning.
Ron Miller kept repeating those thoughts to himself while he walked across the campus of the University of Maryland. The fall semester of 1941 was going to be a whole lot better than 1940 had been.
Last year, he had hopes of starting a new life with a new bride. For better or for worse, the marriage never happened, and it painted his whole attitude a dark shade of gray. But this year things were going to change. He wouldn’t spend another day pining over a lost love he was better off without. He was in school to get his Master’s degree in history. To heck with women. All they did was complicate life.
Moving past the crowd of boys and girls lined up for new student orientation, he couldn’t help noticing that the young freshmen all had the same expression on their faces. It was the same mixture of excitement and anxiety he’d experienced himself ten years earlier.
Ten years? Had it been that long since his first day as a freshman at Georgetown University? He’d gone to school with plans for becoming a history teacher, but life did have a way of taking unusual turns. It was during sophomore year that he’d become interested in the school’s R.O.T.C. program. At the height of the Depression when he’d worried about finding a good-paying job after college, the Army seemed like the way to go.
Still, he couldn’t get the dream of being a history teacher out of his head, so he’d gone on reserve duty to attend graduate school. He was lucky to be in school for a second year when many reservists were being pressed back into service. He had a gut feeling that America’s involvement in the war in Europe was inevitable. It was a thought he kept pushing to the back of his mind.
As he entered the student records’ office, he looked in the direction of Katie McNeill, the pretty, young lady who worked at the desk next to the window. He’d remembered her from the year before and had seen her around campus a few times. If he hadn’t been mending a broken heart, he might’ve asked her out.
The sunlight was shining through the open blinds, illuminating the soft waves of her shoulder-length, golden hair. She looked like an angel, but even angels could bring a man nothing but trouble. He looked away before their eyes met.
Her coworker, a middle-aged lady with a streak of gray hair and a nametag that designated her as Mrs. Russell, came to the counter to assist him.
“May I help you?” the older woman asked.
“Yes, ma’am. I need copies of my grades mailed to my C.O. at Fort Dix. Here’s the information.”
He passed the piece of paper to Mrs. Russell, and out of the corner of his eye, he saw Katie walk to the filing cabinet to retrieve a folder. Did she know how sexy she was in that cream-colored sweater and straight black skirt that hugged her feminine curves? She tossed a polite smile his way and then went back to her desk.
“I’ll take care of this today, Lt. Miller,” Mrs. Russell said.
He didn’t look at Katie again, even though he might have wanted to catch another glimpse of her. There was no sense in pursuing anything with her. Unless his judgment was way off, she didn’t seem like the kind of girl who could have a little fun with man with no strings attached. Katie was the kind of girl a man took home to meet his mother. After Louise had torn his heart from his chest and ripped it to shreds, it would be a long time before he went down that path again.
“Now that’s a fine specimen of a man,” Mrs. Russell said. “The kind a girl like you should be interested in.”
Katie didn’t mind admitting to herself, if not to Mrs. Russell, that she could very well become interested in Ron. Besides being tall and well built, he had mesmerizing green eyes and jet-black hair. A pair of cute little dimples in his cheeks did not hurt either, but alas, he wasn’t the kind of man who ever saw fit to ask her out on a date.
Katie winced when she saw a familiar young man standing outside the door conversing with another student. He was an incoming freshman named James Edward Garrett, III, whom she’d heard was the son of a prominent Baltimore banker. She’d met him the day before at the bus stop. Jimmy, as he liked to be called, hadn’t been at all shy about striking up a conversation with her. To her chagrin, he’d followed her onto the bus, sat down next to her, and without so much as a how do you do, asked her out on a date.
With dark blue eyes and well-defined, handsome features, he was one of those boys who was good looking, and he knew it. The fact that he was quite rich didn’t hurt, either, but she wasn’t impressed with money or boys who had a lot of charm and little substance.
He was also much too young for her. At age twenty-five, she was no longer attracted to eighteen-year-old boys. Before she could duck into the supply closet to avoid him, she heard Mrs. Russell call out to her.
“Katie, there’s a young man up here who’s asking to speak with you.”
“Hello Jimmy.” She greeted him in the most disinterested voice she could muster. “I’d like to talk to you, but I really have a lot of work to do.” She pretended to search for something in a stack of files on the counter.
“Well, when do you go to lunch?” he asked.
“On my lunch hour.”
“Very funny,” he said. “Have you ever been to Lucy’s Diner?”
“Yes, but I don’t think you and I should go there together. I don’t date students.”
“What if you and I just happened to be there at the same time? Would you sit with me and have lunch?”
How was she ever going to convince this insistent young man that she wasn’t interested in him? It seemed that he had a way to get through every roadblock she put up.
“That wouldn’t normally be classified as a date, but…”
“Well, what if I invite my roommates?”
Sitting around Lucy’s Diner with teenage boys wasn’t exactly how she wanted to waste a lunch hour. She should’ve put an end to it with an emphatic “no,” but instead she found herself asking a question. “And who are your roommates?”
“Billy Westerfield and Ron Miller,” he said.
Now he had her attention. He couldn’t have been talking about the Ron Miller, army lieutenant. He had to be several years older than Jimmy, and if her memory of typing his student file was correct, he lived in an apartment off-campus.
“Are you talking about Lieutenant Ron Miller?” she asked.
“Yeah. I moved in with him a few weeks ago. We live in an apartment building across from the park. Come on, Katie, I’ll keep coming in here every day until you say yes.”
Her better senses kept telling her to say no, but the lure of eating lunch at the same table with Ron Miller was too strong.
“Well, tomorrow is Tuesday. That’s usually the day I go to Lucy’s,” she said. “Maybe I’ll see you there.”
“Great!”
She watched him strut out of the office and immediately regretted accepting his invitation. How stupid could she have been? She knew that to boys like Jimmy, she was no more than a conquest, a trophy of some kind. He would probably run right off and brag to all of his rich, young friends about how he’d gotten her to meet him at Lucy’s.
She turned to see Mrs. Russell standing behind her with that irritating wry smile on her face.
“What a shame that a girl so pretty and so…” She paused and looked her up and down. “And so well-blessed by nature would rather sit around and dream about some knight in shining armor who doesn’t exist than jump at the chance to date a hot catch like Jimmy Garrett.”
“I don’t consider Jimmy a hot catch. Thank you very much. He’s barely a man and full of himself to boot.”
“I’m telling you what’s the truth, Katie. You’re not getting any younger, and you’re in danger of becoming an old maid, or having to take what’s leftover.”
Since she’d left her home in Parkton, North Carolina and moved to Maryland, she hadn’t had a steady boyfriend, and it made her prey for the matchmakers. She was usually set up with men who couldn’t get a date any other way. Perhaps she’d been listening to too many Cole Porter love songs, but somehow she just knew that there was someone, somewhere who was meant for her.
“Thank you for your advice, Mrs. Russell. I’ll try to give it the consideration it deserves.”
* * *
Ron and his two young roommates lived on the second floor of a three-story apartment building near campus. It was a new building—one of the Depression-era building projects initiated to create jobs. He’d originally rented the small, two-bedroom apartment to share with Louise. The first year, he’d lived there alone but had decided in August to put an advertisement in the newspaper for roommates. It wouldn’t hurt his bank account to have others sharing the rent. His reserve pay and money from a part-time job didn’t always make ends meet.
The three of them had been living together for a couple of weeks but had hardly even had the time to get to know one another. At first, he’d been hesitant about letting two teenage boys move in with him. It reminded him too much of the times he’d spent on maneuvers as a platoon leader.
He’d already had to take Jimmy to task about his excessive drinking. Two of Jimmy’s old private school chums had moved into the vacant apartment next door. Before leaving home, one of the boys had broken into his father’s liquor cabinet and swiped a couple of bottles of Scotch whiskey.
The three boys drank both bottles in one evening, and Jimmy passed out cold in the hallway, wearing nothing but his boxer shorts.
Fortunately, Ron came home and found him before any of the neighbors had a chance to see him. He’d shoved Jimmy into a cold shower to sober him up then told him in no uncertain terms that he could find another place to live if he ever did that again.
After learning of Jimmy’s background, he’d been curious to know why Jimmy would need to share an apartment with two other men. Considering that he was paying his share of the rent out of a trust fund he’d received upon turning eighteen, he could’ve afforded his own place.
Without even begging his pardon, Jimmy barged into Ron’s bedroom like an excited puppy. “You won’t believe who I’m meeting for lunch tomorrow,” he said.
Only halfway paying attention to Jimmy, he quickly ran a comb through his hair. It wasn’t quite regulation length, but while he was inactive, he’d decided to wear a more fashionable cut.
“Who in their right mind would fall for you?” Ron asked while taking a quick look at his watch. He was getting ready for a date with a girl he’d met at work and didn’t want to be late.
“That beautiful southern belle from the records’ office, Katie McNeill,” Jimmy said.
Now, he had to stop and take notice. He’d always thought that Miss McNeill seemed to be a pretty smart girl. Looks could be deceiving, though. He knew that too well.
His other young roomie, Billy Westerfield appeared in the doorway. What was this? His bedroom was becoming like Grand Central Station.
“I’m not surprised,” Billy said to Jimmy. “The way you’ve been hounding her for the last few days, she probably gave in just to shut you up.”
Billy had grown up on a farm in Caroline county near the Delaware border. He was a shy, bespectacled boy attending the university on a scholarship. He intended to go to medical school after finishing an undergraduate degree in biology.
It was his first time ever being away from home, and his parents felt comfortable knowing that he’d be living with a responsible adult. To help his parents pay his share of the rent, Billy found a part-time job at a neighborhood grocery store.
He’d liked Billy right away. Serious and studious, he reminded Ron so much of himself when he’d gone off to college for the first time.
Jimmy ignored Billy. “We’re going to meet at Lucy’s Diner for lunch tomorrow, and I sort of told her that the two of you would be there, too.”
“Because that’s the only way you could get her there.” Ron said.
The picture was becoming much clearer to him now. Jimmy hadn’t really made a date with Katie. She’d simply agreed to be at the diner the next day and only after Jimmy had promised her that they wouldn’t be alone.
“Don’t you wonder why a grown woman would want to play around with an eighteen-year-old kid?” Ron asked.
“Hey, I’m not a kid. I’m a man, now.”
“Save that speech for your father. Anyway, you can count on me to be there. Actually, it’s right around the corner from my job.”
Ron walked into the kitchen and took a half-full Coca Cola bottle out of the refrigerator. He’d heard Jimmy talking all week about some poor girl that he was chasing, but Ron had no idea that it was Katie. Jimmy hadn’t been the easiest person to warm up to, but having gone through a bad breakup himself, he hated to see anyone’s heart broken.
“Look, Jimmy, don’t expect too much from this,” he said. “She seems pretty reserved, if you know what I mean.”
Jimmy strutted across the room and admired his appearance in the hall tree mirror. “Then she needs someone to bring her out of her shell and who better than me?”
Ron took a sip from the Coca Cola bottle and shook his head. He had a feeling that Jimmy’s smug attitude would get him nowhere with Katie McNeill. Lunch the next day was going to be a very interesting experience.
Chapter 2
Katie stood on the sidewalk staring at the door to Lucy’s Diner. She’d been honest enough with herself to admit that there was someone else she wanted to see at Jimmy’s table. She was also honest enough to know that it would be wrong to lead Jimmy on in any way so that she could get to know his roommate. She was almost ready to turn around and go back to the bus stop, but the door swung open and a gentleman who was exiting held it open for her to enter.
It was always dark in Lucy’s, because of the lack of windows and the brown wood paneling on the walls. Since she was a regular there, she’d made friends with Lucy’s daughter, Betty, who told Katie that her parents had bought the building back in the twenties. The style and coziness of the place reminded them of the pubs in their native Ireland.
Katie usually sat at a table in the back corner where she could eat alone and go unnoticed. However, she had no trouble spotting Jimmy sitting at a table near the counter with Ron and another young man.
An insistent voice in her head kept telling her that she was making a mistake. She was twenty-five and shouldn’t even entertain the idea of dating an eighteen-year-old boy.
“Katie,” Jimmy called out to her and motioned for her to come over.
After Jimmy made the introductions, Billy moved over so that Katie could sit next to Jimmy. The seating arrangement put her directly facing Ron, with whom she was trying very hard not to make eye contact. It didn’t help that he was the first one to speak.
“You have an accent, Miss McNeill. May I ask where you’re from?”
“I’m from North Carolina,” she said. “My best friend and I came up here about seven years ago after we graduated from high school. She had family in Baltimore, and she wanted to go to college up here. At first, I came along for the ride, but then I decided to enroll in business school, and I’ve worked at the university for three years.”
“I spent a few weeks in North Carolina at Fort Bragg doing some special training,” Ron said. “Are you from anywhere near there?”
Her hometown was a thirty-minute drive from Fort Bragg. In high school, she’d known girls who went to Fayetteville on the weekends hoping to meet soldiers. Of course, she never did. Her parents were very strict and kept a tight rein on her during her adolescence.
“Pretty close,” she said. “But it’s so small I doubt you would’ve heard of it. I grew up on a farm just outside of a little town called Parkton.”
“And during the Depression, your family had the money to send you to school in Baltimore?” he asked.
“We’re tobacco farmers, Lieutenant Miller. We survived the tough years all right. People have to have their smokes, don’t they?” she answered while fixing her eyes on the pack of Chesterfield’s that was visible through his shirt pocket.
He smiled, reached into his pocket and took out the cigarettes.
“Besides, my friend and I lived with her aunt and uncle while we went to school, and I sold shoes in a ladies’ clothing store to help pay my way.”
“Where’s your friend now?” Jimmy asked.
“She still lives in Baltimore. She teaches first grade at a public school in the city.”
“Well, maybe you could fix her up with Ron,” Jimmy said, eliciting a frown from Ron.
“I don’t think so,” Katie answered. “She got married last spring.”
She flashed an apologetic look at Ron, and he smiled slightly in return.
“For some reason, people are always trying to fix me up,” he said. “If anyone I know has an old maid cousin, I’ve been introduced to her.”
She found it hard to believe that Ron would need any help at all getting a date. All he had to do was ask, and she’d jump at the chance.
“So…uhm…how did the three of you end up living together?” she asked.
“I had an apartment and needed a couple of roommates,” Ron answered before Jimmy could speak. “I put an ad in the paper.”
Why would someone as rich as Jimmy need to share an apartment with two roommates? Maybe it was just to make friends, but then, boys in Jimmy’s social strata usually had plenty of friends. He must’ve gotten fed up with Ron dominating the conversation, because he turned his chair to face her.
“So what do you like to do for fun, Katie?”
She kept her eyes fixed on the placemat in front of her. Something about the way he was looking at her made her uncomfortable. His eyes kept traveling down to her bust. She sat back in the chair and crossed her arms over her chest.
“I like to go to the movies. I like anything with Humphrey Bogart in it. When I go out on a date, I like to go dancing. I have a favorite ballroom down in D.C., where I saw Artie Shaw play a couple of years ago. Stardust is my favorite song.”
She glanced in Ron’s direction, but he and Billy were having their own conversation concerning one of Billy’s classes. Billy looked a little older than Jimmy although they were both eighteen. Unlike the other two men, he was blond and not quite as handsome as his roommates were but certainly not unattractive. In contrast to Jimmy, he seemed quiet and reserved.
“I like to dance,” Jimmy said. “I could take you dancing at my father’s country club. They have a local band that plays almost every weekend. Sometimes it’s formal if you like getting all dolled up.”
“Finally found some friends to eat with, Katie?”
She turned and saw Betty standing next to her with order pad in hand. She had a twinkle in her eye. No doubt, she was curious about the men at the table.
“I guess you could say that,” she said and introduced Betty to her lunch dates.
She was surprised that Jimmy barely looked at Betty. She was a petite, shapely blonde-haired person with a Veronica Lake hairdo who usually caught a young man’s eye.
“I suppose you want your usual order,” Betty said to her.
“Yes, thank you.”
Betty took the guys’ lunch orders and shot a sly wink at Katie before departing.
“I have an idea,” Jimmy said. “My family has a place out in Worcester County. We could all go out there this weekend. How about if we go Friday morning after Billy gets out of his chemistry class and come back on Sunday? Billy, you could ask your girlfriend to come.”
Billy, who had been quiet to this point, said, “I don’t know. Sally’s a small town girl. I can’t picture inviting her for some kind of sleepover.”
Katie was incredulous. Had Jimmy asked her to go away for the weekend on a first date?
“My family’s place has eight bedrooms, Billy. You can sleep on one end of the hall, and she can sleep on the other end, and she can remain pure as the driven snow,” he said. “Well, what d’ya say, Katie?” he asked, turning back to her.
She took her time answering. Meeting Jimmy for lunch was one thing, but going away for the weekend with him and his roommates was quite another thing altogether. What should a good Methodist girl from Parkton do?
“I think it would be fun,” Ron spoke up. “It would give us all a chance to get to know one another. Billy and Jimmy have just moved in with me, and between unpacking and starting school we’ve hardly had a chance to get to know one another.”
He looked at both Billy and Jimmy, but his gaze lingered a little longer on her. Sensing his eyes on her, she looked up at him. She became uneasy with the sensation he evoked in her, and she averted her gaze to Jimmy.
“Well, you do realize that I have a job. I can’t leave when I want to. I’ll have to ask for Friday off.”
She glanced at Ron again, who was taking a drag from his cigarette and still looking at her in a way that caused little beads of perspiration to pop out on the back of her neck.
“I…uh…do have plenty of vacation time saved up.”
“Good! Then I’ll call the caretaker today and let him know we’re coming,” Jimmy said.
Almost as quickly as she’d agreed to go, she had misgivings about it. She could hear her mother’s voice in the back of her head telling her that she had no business going away with these strange men for a weekend. She hoped that she wasn’t getting herself into a situation that she’d end up regretting later.
Chapter 3
His Friday morning class seemed to come and go in a hurry, and Ron had to admit that he was looking forward to the weekend at Jimmy’s summer home. He’d spent the six weeks before returning to school at Fort Dix lecturing new recruits and draftees on military protocol and conduct. Aside from a quick weekend with an old friend in Atlantic City, he really hadn’t had much down time. Worcester County, on the southern tip of Maryland, was a beautiful rural setting in which to enjoy rest and relaxation.
He wished he could fathom what made Katie agree to this weekend with Jimmy—unless of course she was after his money. Gold digger wasn’t the impression he had of her, but then he really didn’t know her all that well, did he?
When she’d walked into the diner on Tuesday, she looked as if she wanted to turn around and run as fast she could in the other direction. No matter what the expression on her face, he couldn’t take his eyes off of her. She was in a light blue dress that showed off her shapely figure but in such a modest way that she still looked demure.
In the dim light of the diner, her hair seemed to have a slight reddish cast that he hadn’t noticed before. For some reason, the word angelic kept coming to his mind. She had a round face, a small mouth and wide, expressive eyes. She did remind him of the angels that he’d seen in paintings that adorned the walls of his Catholic church back home.
While he finished packing his duffle bag, he became aware of Jimmy standing in the doorway of his room. He knew that Jimmy was looking forward to something other than relaxation, and he doubted that Jimmy would get it—not with Katie McNeill. He’d known his share of women, and unless he’d grossly misjudged her, she wasn’t the kind of girl Jimmy thought that she was.
“I’m going to get lucky tonight,” Jimmy said.
He reached in the drawer of his bedside table, took out a two-inch square package and tossed it at Jimmy. “Then you better take this.”
Jimmy caught it and looked at it curiously. It was in a plain brown wrapper—Army issue—so it wasn’t easily identifiable.
“What’s this for?”
“That’s for if you get lucky, you won’t get a girl in trouble. You do know what a rubber is and how to use it, don’t you?”
Jimmy shrugged and shot Ron a little smirk. It was the same look he’d seen on the faces of young soldiers when he’d lectured them about sexual protection.
Jimmy stuffed the condom into the back pocket of his loose fitting jeans. “Are you bringing a girl?”
“Nope.”
His closet door was open, and he saw Jimmy’s eyes dart to the uniforms that were hanging on a hook inside the door.
“I’m surprised you don’t have a date every night of the week,” Jimmy said. “My private high school was near the Naval Academy, and the girls in school all wanted to go out with cadets from Annapolis.”
Ron shrugged one shoulder. He was well past dating high school girls.
“What about that girl you went out with last night?” Jimmy asked.
Ron let out an exasperated sigh. “What about her?”
“Why don’t you ask her to come with us?”
“I think I have a little more class than to call a woman I’ve had one date with and ask her to go away with me for the weekend. Besides, I don’t think it’s going to become serious between us. She didn’t turn out to be my type.”
“Well, one of these days I’ll have to see if I can fix you up with someone,” Jimmy said. “I’d hate for you to keep being a fifth wheel.”
“That’s okay. I’m perfectly capable of finding my own girl. I’m just being a little choosier than I used to be.”
He closed up his duffle bag and grabbed his car keys off the top of his dresser. Since Jimmy was supplying the accommodations, he’d offered to supply the transportation.
“Billy’s class should be letting out any minute, and then we can head out.”
* * *
The ferry ride across the Chesapeake Bay seemed like the longest trip of his Ron’s life, but it was the quickest way to get to their destination. Throughout the trip, Jimmy had regaled them with stories about all of the rich and famous people that he knew. He must’ve told them at least three times about the week Charles Lindbergh had spent at their summerhouse.
Although he hated to leave Billy and Katie to listen alone, Ron opted to get out of the car and go up on the top deck to smoke a cigarette. It wasn’t long before Billy joined him on deck. Ron offered him a cigarette, but Billy waved it off. He didn’t smoke. Ron often wished that he didn’t, but it was a habit he’d picked up during his early years in the service.
“You know, I’m not trying to throw water on Jimmy’s plans, but am I the only one who thinks that Katie’s not the girl for him? She’s older than he is, and they don’t fit together if you know what I mean,” Billy said.
“Yeah, Billy. I know exactly what you mean.”
“It’s funny,” Billy said. “But back home in Denton, most people mine and Jimmy’s age are ready to settle down and have a family. You get away from small town America and everything’s different. It’s like a whole new world is opened up to you. I had thought about marrying Sally and bringing her here, but now, I think we need to wait until I graduate.”
“You’re a wise man, Billy, and a whole lot more mature than Jimmy.”
“Thanks for the complement, but being told I’m more mature than Jimmy isn’t saying much.”
They both laughed.
The mid-September wind blowing across the bay was a little chilly, and Ron wished that he’d put on his jacket before getting out of the car.
As the ferry made its way toward land, he could see the mansions dotting the shoreline. He couldn’t help thinking about how lucky Jimmy was. He had everything that a working class boy would daydream about as he walked past the houses of the wealthy people who lived in his town.
“Wouldn’t you love to know what it’s like to live on a trust fund? To know that no matter what you do, you’re going to be set for life,” he said.
“But what price do you pay for that?” Billy asked. “His mother lives in New York City when she isn’t traveling all over the world, and it’s obvious that he and his father don’t get along. Would you really trade places with him?”
Ron looked down onto the parking deck and could see Jimmy and Katie through the back windshield of his Mercury coupe. Jimmy was slowly inching his arm around Katie’s shoulder.
“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” he said. “I can’t say that I have any complaints about my life. I am kind of curious about why he wanted to live with us, though. He could have his own place if he wanted to.”
“You know, he’s an only child,” Billy said, “Maybe he wanted to know what it was like to live with a couple of other guys.”
Seeing that they were getting closer to the dock, Ron tossed his cigarette overboard into the bay. “I guess we’d better get back in the car. Katie’s probably ready for some reinforcements.”
* * *
They picked up Billy’s girlfriend at the bus station in Snow Hill, the largest town in the county but still very quaint and rural. It seemed that the whole area had clung to its Victorian past and Jimmy’s summer home near the village of Berlin was no exception. When Jimmy pointed the way for Ron to turn into the driveway, there was a collective gasp in the car. Katie had brought a Kodak along and snapped pictures of the place.
If this was the vacation home, what did their Baltimore mansion look like? It was a shingle-style house with a wraparound porch extending up to the second story. The third story had dormers and a widow’s walk on the roof deck. The landscaping was equally extravagant, and it was evident that no expense had been spared to maintain it.
If they could see me now, she thought. They walked into a huge main hall, where it seemed that everything was made of oak and mahogany. It looked as if only the very best of materials were used to build the place. Jimmy had told them that his grandfather commissioned the construction about fifty years earlier.
There were little privacy nooks in every corner, and the centerpiece of the room was a large stone fireplace. The stairs leading up to the second floor bedrooms seemed to be made from whole logs of oak. She stood in the middle of that big room in awe of the craftsmanship that had gone into everything. No wonder Jimmy bragged so much.
“Hey,” he called out. “Everyone pick a bedroom on the second floor, then I’ll show you guys around, and we can go swimming in the pool before I take all of you out to eat.”
“I thought we were here to relax and get to know each other,” she heard Ron whisper to Billy. “Now, we have an itinerary to follow.”
“Well, you know, one day Jimmy’s going to own a bank. I guess he has to have an agenda for everything,” Billy said.
After unpacking and changing into casual clothing, Jimmy led them out back to a huge well-kept lawn that was about the size of a football field. The newly mown grass extended down to the banks of the Pokemoke River. She could picture the rich and famous playing croquet on the lawn before taking a leisurely boat trip.
The river looked peaceful and inviting and reminded her of the times she’d gone fly-fishing in the Cape Fear River with her father. They were only about ten miles from the ocean, and she noticed a flock of seagulls circling and landing on the pilings, which supported the pier. She snapped a few pictures to show to her folks back home.
The guys were all dressed in swim trunks with open shirts. Jimmy was lean and tanned from spending the summer in the Bahamas with his mother. But it was Ron’s more mature physique that caught her eye. He had just enough dark hair on his chest to make her eyes linger there for a while.
She’d made no effort to show off her own figure. Instead, she’d dressed in a loose fitting white, cotton shirt and dark shorts that weren’t too short or too tight. She didn’t want to give Jimmy any kind of provocation if she could help it.
Sally, on the other hand, had worn a two-piece black, swimsuit that reminded Katie of the kind that the Hollywood pinup girls wore. From hearing Billy talk about her, she hadn’t expected Sally to wear something so shocking. She was an attractive brunette but not overly endowed with feminine charms. Of course, Billy was a little on the skinny side himself, so they fit well together.
Jimmy had a football and began tossing it back and forth with Billy. Sally chased after both of them giggling like a little girl. Watching them play, she realized how young they were compared to her and Ron. It almost seemed as if they were all at summer camp, and she and Ron were the camp counselors.
Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed him looking at her. She could only guess that he’d been thinking the same thing she was and wondering why she would ever consider dating Jimmy.
“Hey, Katie, catch!” Jimmy hollered.
She turned to see the football hurtling towards her, and to everyone’s surprise, she caught it but lost her balance in the process. She fell backward onto her rear end landing at Ron’s feet. While reaching down to help her up, he began brushing the fresh cut grass clippings from the back of her thin, cotton shirt. She hoped that he was unaware of how his touch was affecting her.
“Throw it back,” Jimmy yelled.
“I’ve never thrown a football,” she said.
“Here,” Ron said. “Give it to me.”
Ron took the ball from her and tossed it in Jimmy’s direction in a perfect forward pass.
“Wow! That was a great pass,” Billy said.
“I used to play in high school and in my undergraduate college days.”
“You played for Georgetown? I didn’t know that,” Billy said.
“I went to school on a football scholarship,” Ron said.
He hadn’t made the statement in any sort of bragging fashion, but she couldn’t help noticing the look of envy Jimmy cast in his direction.
“Let’s go swimming,” Jimmy said.
Was he ordering everyone into the pool? She suspected that he’d lost interest in playing, because he didn’t like being one-upped by Ron.
The large, rectangular swimming pool was close to the house and was inside a glassed-in, steel framed building. Inside, there was plenty of room, she was sure, for the parties that it was built to accommodate. The expensive-looking furniture was all white. There were four rooms on one end of the building. One room was a good-sized kitchen that opened into the poolroom. She didn’t go exploring, but she guessed that the other rooms must’ve been bathrooms or changing rooms.
While everyone stripped down to their swimsuits and jumped into the water, she sat down on one of the comfortable chaise lounge chairs that surrounded the pool.
“Why aren’t you coming in?” Jimmy asked.
“I can’t swim,” she said. “I’ll sit here and watch the rest of you.”
She took pictures of Billy and Sally while they clowned around and posed for her.
Ron, for some reason, decided not to go in swimming with the others. Instead, he chose to sit down next to her. He stretched out on the lounge chair and leaned back with his hands behind his head. She let her eyes roam up and down his body before looking away.
“Why aren’t you going in?” she asked.
“Afraid of the water,” he said.
His answer made her laugh. “Somehow I have a hard time believing that, Lieutenant.”
“It’s true,” he answered. “And I can’t believe a girl who grew up in a little country town doesn’t know how to swim.”
“I was very sheltered,” she said, and it was the truth. As a toddler, she’d come close to dying from the influenza, and afterwards, her mother had gone to great lengths to protect her from everything. “Well, my point is that I can’t see you being afraid of anything. You’re too confident, or maybe that’s the army officer in you. There is one thing that surprises me.”
“What’s that?”
She leaned forward toward him. “Why don’t you have a girlfriend?”
He took a little bit of time answering her. Had she gotten too personal?
“Maybe I do have one, and you don’t know about it.”
“Well, why isn’t she here?”
“Maybe she’s back home in New Jersey,” he said. “And she couldn’t get down here this weekend.”
“For some reason, I don’t believe you. I think you’re the kind that has one everywhere you go.”
Her statement caused a broad grin to come across his face that emphasized his dimpled cheeks. She grabbed her camera and snapped his picture. He stretched his arms behind his head.
“I’m in the Army. You’re thinking of the Navy,” he said.
“Ha! Same difference and I’m right aren’t I?”
He looked at her with an expression she couldn’t quite discern. It looked as if he was trying to mask some deep hurt with bravado.
“You’re right,” he said after a pause, “I like to play the field, as they say.”
Before she could say more, Jimmy swam over to the edge of the pool closest to them. “It’s a shame you can’t swim, Katie,” he said. “I could teach you. Come on, I won’t let you drown.”
After hearing Ron’s confession, she almost took him up on it. She was wasting her time flirting with a man who had his choice of girls. Why not take the plunge with a young man who only had eyes for her?
She swung her feet over the side of the lounge chair, but then she saw the water and fear got the better of her. “No, Jimmy, I’m too old to learn how to swim now. And I don’t have a swimsuit.”
For a moment, he had a pleading look in his eyes, but he shrugged and swam away doing the backstroke.
She looked back at Ron. He’d closed his eyes. One arm was behind his head and the other rested on his trim abdomen. God, he was handsome.
Thinking that he was napping, she whispered, “Maybe you should at least try having a steady girl.”
“Maybe,” he said.
She was so startled she nearly fell off the chair. He turned his head and leveled those sexy, green eyes on her. She imagined snuggling against his body, their arms and legs wrapped around one another. Feeling the heat rise in her cheeks, she looked away.
“Please don’t tell me that you want to fix me up with someone, because I really do hate that,” he said.
“So, what do you do in the Army?” she asked to change the subject.
He seemed amused by her question, and she realized that she should clarify herself. “Is there some specific job that you have?”
Before answering he looked away to watch the others playing in the water. “When I went back this summer, I taught military protocol and conduct to new recruits and draftees.”
“You sound as if you enjoyed that,” she said.
“Oh, yeah, but I like going to school, too. I was lucky to get on reserve duty last year. President Roosevelt wanted a lot of reservists called back to active duty, but the Army still isn’t taking the war overseas as seriously as it should.”
She was quiet for a few seconds. She’d tried very hard not to think about the war going on in Europe. She didn’t necessarily agree with the isolationists, but she hated the idea of American boys dying overseas for a European cause.
“Actually, I was kind of surprised that they would let you go right when they were drafting all those boys,” she said.
“Oh, believe me, there’s a big difference between being put on reserve and being let go. They won’t need to get me ready. When the time comes, I’m already trained.”
“Does the fact that you’re working on this degree mean that you’re not going to stay in the service?”
“Oh, no. I’m definitely a career man. I’m going to put in at least twenty years. This degree is for the future,” he said. “After I retire from the Army, I’ll only be in my forties. I think that maybe I’d like to teach on the college level. And, I love history.”
She found herself impressed with his intelligence and his maturity. Following lunch on Tuesday, she’d peeked in his student file and found out that he was twenty-eight. She couldn’t help but wonder why he’d wanted to share his apartment with two young men who were ten years his junior.
“It must feel strange living with two teenage boys.”
“Not really. It just means that I have to buy the beer and cigarettes,” he said. “Besides, you’re dating a teenage boy, aren’t you?”
All at once, she was uncomfortable—not only with the way he’d asked the question, but also with the way he was looking at her when he asked it.
She had to save her response to him, because Billy and Sally were climbing out of the pool and heading toward them.
“Whew,” Billy said. “That water was cold.”
Sally grabbed a couple of the over-sized towels that were laying on a table near Katie and wrapped one of them around her boyfriend’s shoulders.
“Why didn’t you two come in?” she asked while toweling herself dry.
“I can’t swim,” Katie said.
“And I hated for her to have to sit here by herself,” Ron interjected.
Jimmy looked at Ron as if pondering whether there was some hidden meaning in what Ron had said.
“Well, we better go inside and start getting ready for dinner,” Jimmy said. “I’ve made reservations at the finest seafood restaurant in Ocean City. I guarantee it will be the best meal you’ve ever had.”
“How expensive is this place?” Katie asked, concerned about whether Billy and Sally could afford it.
“You don’t need to ask,” Jimmy answered. “My dad has a running tab there, so I’m picking up everyone’s check.”
Jimmy wedged himself between Katie and Ron as he helped her up from the chaise lounge. He slipped his arm around her waist as they left the pool house. She glanced back at Ron whose smile dropped downward into a frown.
Chapter 4
As much as he might hate to admit it, Ron was impressed with the accommodations. The bedrooms were spacious and decorated with the finest furniture that money could buy. There was room for not only a double bed but also a small sofa and chair. His room came with its own equally well-furnished bath. It had felt good to sink into the deep, claw-foot tub for a nice soak.
Knowing Jimmy, the restaurant was probably a pretty swanky place, so he dressed in his dark blue suit. As he stood in front of the bathroom mirror, slapping on his Aqua Velva, he found himself thinking about Katie. When they were sitting by the pool, it was all he could do to keep his imagination from wandering to what it would be like to touch her smooth, fair skin or kiss that cute little mouth.
“Pull yourself together, Ron,” he said aloud and walked back into the bedroom. “A woman is the last thing you need right now.”
He opened the French doors that led onto the porch and felt the cool, autumn breeze. Grabbing a cigarette, he walked outside to have a smoke and enjoy the scenery. He was on the backside of the house with a view of the river. He didn’t know that Katie’s room was only a few doors down from his until she walked outside to get some fresh air.
“Good evening,” he said.
She pulled her robe together and took a few steps toward him. “I guess we both wanted to look at the view,” she said.
“Guess so,” he answered while forcing his eyes to look straight ahead instead of roaming up and down her body. “Isn’t this beautiful? Just think, if you play your cards right and marry Jimmy, this could all be yours one day.”
“Oh, please. I could see Jimmy’s family now if he brought home an older woman who grew up on a farm in Nowhere, North Carolina.”
“Stranger things have happened,” he said. “Who would’ve thought that the King of England would abdicate the throne for Mrs. Simpson?”
They both leaned against the railing and looked out across the river. The leaves on the trees were beginning to turn golden and red, signaling the end of summer.
He turned to look at her. The thought crossed his mind to tell her that he was interested in her. But there was an unwritten rule about not cutting in on your roommate’s girl. For the time being, Jimmy did consider her his girlfriend.
“So how much longer until you finish your master’s degree,” she asked while turning back to face him.
“I should finish it this year unless the Army has other plans for me.”
Her posture stiffened, and her brow creased. “Do you really think it’s going to happen to us? War, I mean?” she asked.
He turned his gaze away from her. “It’s coming. It won’t be long before we’re part of it. The American public doesn’t believe it. The senators and congressmen don’t believe it. Even some of my fellow officers don’t believe it, but it’s coming.”
“But we’ve managed to stay out of it so far.”
“It gets closer to us everyday…”
Their conversation was cut short when Billy and Sally walked around the corner of the porch. “Jimmy’s standing on his head waiting for you, Katie,” Billy said. “He wants to show you some kind of collection of something before we go out.”
She excused herself and cast what seemed to be a regretful look his way before disappearing back into her room.
“Well, what do you think of this place, Sally?” Ron asked.
“Oh, it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen,” she said. “I can’t imagine living in a place like this. Maybe when Billy gets to be a doctor, he’ll have a big place.”
Billy laughed. “Not if I go back home to practice,” he said. “Back home the doctor is paid in milk and eggs.”
“Hey, nothing wrong with that,” Ron said. “At least you’ll be making your own way in the world unlike our roommate who’s just waiting to have it handed to him on a silver platter.”
“If you two dislike Jimmy so much, why do you live with him?” Sally asked.
“One third of the rent, sweetheart,” Billy answered.
* * *
After dinner in Ocean City, they went to the movies. It was an older picture called My Man Godfrey starring Carole Lombard. Both she and Ron had seen it, but it was new to the younger ones. Jimmy didn’t seem to be the least bit attentive to the movie. He was more interested in getting his arm around her and stealing a kiss. As she had in the car on the ferry, she pulled away from him, but she couldn’t go too far in the small theatre seat.
He managed to get one of his hands on her knee, but she gave him a resounding whack on the back of his hand that drew the attention of the others. He seemed to be a little embarrassed, but a few minutes later, he was whispering to her that he wanted to be alone with her later.
Following the trip back to the house, everyone seemed tired and ready to go off to his or her respective bedrooms. But Jimmy led her up to the third floor to his parents’ room. At first, she protested, thinking that he had fooling around on his mind, but he convinced her that he had another motive.
He coaxed her to go with him through a small door off from one corner of the bedroom. They ascended a short, steep staircase leading to the widow’s walk, and a spectacular view greeted her. The star speckled sky above and moonlit river below enchanted her.
While she was distracted by the beauty of the night, Jimmy kissed her. At first, she didn’t object until the kiss became a little too ardent.
“Jimmy! Has anyone ever told you that you move too fast?” she asked while backing away from him.
“No.”
She was sure the girls in Jimmy’s experience had dated him because he was rich and good looking. More than likely, they didn’t care how far he went as long as they thought that they would get something out of it.
“Well, I’m telling you now,” she said.
He looked surprised, as if being turned down was a first for him. “Will you go out with me again? Just the two of us?”
He was looking at her like a lovesick puppy. She had to put a stop to whatever was beginning between them. “Oh, Jimmy, I don’t know. I don’t think I’m the right girl for you.”
Before she could say another word, he interrupted her. “Yeah, I know you think you’re too old for me, and you don’t like to date students. But what if we were just two friends having some fun together? You might find out that you like going out with me. I’d show you a good time. Take you dancing.”
He was grinning at her with his head tilted to the side like a young man who was trying to be seductive. He was a handsome boy, but even in her thoughts, the emphasis was on the word “boy”.
“Jimmy, the freshman class is full of girls your own age. Isn’t there one you’re attracted to?”
“Maybe,” he said. “But they’re all silly. I’m tired of school girls.”
“So what is it you’re looking for?”
He looked up at the stars as if he was really thinking about her question. “A friend. Just someone to spend time with.”
He was very convincing, and it had been a few months since she’d been on a date. Unfortunately, she hadn’t had any better offers. She was a little tired of sitting at home on Saturday nights listening to Glenn Miller’s radio show and wishing that she could be out having a good time. She was getting old before her time and life was passing her by.
“Okay. I will,” she answered. “But just because I’m older doesn’t mean I’m going to let you have your way with me, so you be a gentleman.”
A wide grin stretched across his face. “All right. Next weekend I’m taking you dancing.”
She looked out at the view again. Many of the lights from the village had gone black now, but she was mesmerized by the moonlight glistening across the water.
“This is a beautiful place, Jimmy. It was fun coming here.”
“We can come back any time,” he said. “Can I walk you back to your room?”
He reached for her hand, but she pushed it away. “No, that’s okay. I can find it. Let’s say goodnight now.”
To her surprise, he gave her a quick, chaste kiss on the cheek and didn’t try to hold her.
“I’ll see you in the morning,” he said.
* * *
Always finding it hard to sleep the first night in a strange bed, Ron decided to go down to the library and get a book. The library was one thing Jimmy had, or eventually would have, that he envied. There were hundreds of books in that room, and he wondered if all of them had been read or were just for show.
The room was paneled in mahogany and furnished with what looked like handcrafted, overstuffed leather chairs. He was tempted to make himself comfortable with a bottle of Scotch from the well-stocked bar, but he opted to take the book he’d chosen back upstairs.
As he headed down the hall toward his room, he met Katie coming back from her private time with Jimmy. He couldn’t help but notice that her lipstick was smeared and her hair was in disarray. Was that a little ache he felt in his heart?
“Have a good time?” he asked.
“Oh, yes. We made mad, passionate love for all of five minutes.”
He shot her the most indifferent look he could muster and shrugged his shoulders. “Well, that sounds about right for an eighteen-year-old boy.”
“See you in the morning,” she snapped at him and walked into her room, slamming the door behind her.
He doubted that she and Jimmy had made love, considering the slap on the hand she’d given him in the movie theater. But, whatever happened between them, he was sure he’d hear all about it later, and the thought of that made him very uncomfortable.
Chapter 5
On Tuesday after they returned from their outing to the coast, Ron was working at the bookstore. All morning, he couldn’t help thinking that it might be nice to have lunch at Lucy’s Diner. If he’d only known that Katie ate there once a week, he could’ve gone there and gotten to know her sooner.
He’d hoped all weekend that she would tell Jimmy that they couldn’t date each other. To his great disappointment, that wasn’t what happened. As soon as they had dropped Katie off at her apartment, Jimmy got back into the car and boasted about how she’d agreed to go out with him again.
All the same, when noon came, he found himself walking the short distance to Lucy’s. He spotted her at a table in the corner. She was sitting alone reading the newspaper. For a brief second he thought about going back out the door before she saw him. If she’d decided to date Jimmy, then he should stay away from her. But something in his heart compelled him to keep walking toward the table.
“May I sit down,” he asked.
She looked up from her newspaper and seemed surprised to see him. “Sure. What brings you to Lucy’s? Other than last Tuesday, I’ve never seen you here before.”
“It’s my lunch hour, and I work at the bookstore on the next block.”
“I don’t know why, but I can’t picture you working in a bookstore,” she said.
“Why not? It’s a good place to meet girls.”
She shook her head and looked away. “Why do you always have to…”
She stopped because he finished her sentence.
“Be so sarcastic?”
He wouldn’t say that it was to hide his real feelings— feelings he was wary of expressing after the way Louise had hurt him. He would never again rush into a relationship the way he had with her.
The same young waitress he’d remembered seeing the previous week came to the table to take his order. She gave Katie a sly, questioning look, and Katie shook her head at the girl. They must’ve been using some female code.
“Ham and Swiss on white bread with coffee,” he said without looking at the menu.
“Hey,” the waitress said to Katie. “A man who knows what he wants.”
Katie’s face flushed, and she looked down at her newspaper.
“I work at the bookstore because I need the money,” he said after the waitress departed. “My reserve pay isn’t enough to keep me in the manner to which I’ve become accustomed, and I enjoy it. I get to read all of the new books before they come out.”
“I like to read, too,” she said. “But I doubt we read the same books.”
“Let me guess,” he responded. “Romance novels.”
She blushed. Damn, she was pretty. If there was one thing he had to find out, it was why someone like her was still single. What crazy man had failed to snatch her up?
“So why do you come to Lucy’s every Tuesday?” he asked.
“Reubens are the lunch special on Tuesdays,” she said. “Don’t you smell the pastrami cooking?”
“Yeah, I do,” he said and made a grimace. “I don’t particularly care for it myself, but I’m surprised that a little southern girl would like it. I expected you to be the country ham type. What’s that stuff y’all eat called grits?” he asked.
The sudden expression of disdain on her face made him regret his mockery.
“If you’re going to make fun of me, there’s an empty stool at the counter, which I’m sure you’re welcome to sit on,” she said.
He smiled, knowing that he’d touched a little nerve. She’d probably endured much teasing about her accent in the last seven years. He remembered how it felt when he moved to Oklahoma. Most of the natives there weren’t used to hearing a New Jersey accent.
“I’m sorry. I won’t do that again.”
She nodded. “No. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have barked at you like that. It’s just that I get teased a lot.”
The waitress came back and set their food on the table. She must’ve been hungry, because she tore right into her sandwich.
“When we were at Jimmy’s place, you asked me a very personal question,” he said. “Now, I’m going to ask you one.”
She put the sandwich down and patted her mouth with a napkin. “Which question was that?”
“You asked me why I didn’t have a girlfriend. Can I ask you why you aren’t married?”
He expected her to blush, but she didn’t seem at all embarrassed by his question. Maybe she was used to hearing it.
“Do you want to know what Mrs. Russell says about that?”
“If it’s the truth.”
“She says that I can’t find a husband sitting at home reading books. But I’ve always believed that there is someone special for me, and I won’t have to go out looking for him. He’ll turn up at the right time.”
“Mr. Right, huh?”
“If you want to say that. And I believe that when the time is right in both of our lives, our paths will cross.”
A feeling of relief swept over him. Evidently, she didn’t believe that Jimmy was Mr. Right, because she’d spoken in the future tense.
“Well, if you’re not looking for him, how will you know when you’ve found him?”
She grinned and took another bite of her sandwich. “Just by the way I feel when I’m with him, I guess. I don’t know.”
He let go of the subject at that and didn’t pursue it any further, but her bashful smile told him so much about her that he needed and wanted to know.
“Well, now that you’ve gotten so personal with me,” she said. “Tell me all about your family.”
“Why do you want to know about my family?”
“It’s a southern thing,” she said. “We always want to know where people come from and who their people are.”
He grinned broadly and decided to be a little facetious with her. “So, if I told you that my father is in prison for running bootleg whiskey during Prohibition, and my mother’s parents are fugitives from Ireland, that would negate any opinion you have of me.”
“I get your point,” she said and began to laugh. “If you don’t want to tell me, it’s okay.”
But he did want to tell her. Lord help him, he wanted Katie McNeill to know everything about him down to the last intimate detail.
“I’m from a small town, but it’s very near Atlantic City. I have a big family. I’m the third of six children. I have two older brothers and three younger sisters.”
“Good grief! Your mother must be a very strong woman.”
“My mother was brought up Catholic, and she is Irish, but they’re not fugitives.” He added with a laugh. “Having lots of children is part of the religion, although I’m sort of disillusioned with the church.”
Her eyes narrowed, and her mouth skewed to one side. He would’ve bet money that she was a regular churchgoer.
“Anyway, my father has worked for the same construction company all of his adult life, and now my brothers work there, too. I was lucky enough to be a decent football player, so I got a college scholarship. I went to Georgetown, and my roommate and I got involved in R. O. T. C., so when we graduated, we went into the Army.”
“So that’s you in a nutshell,” she said.
“Well, you don’t expect me to give away everything, do you?”
They were silent for a few moments while they finished off their sandwiches. They’d had such a good time getting to know one another that he hesitated to bring up the subject that had been foremost on his mind for the last two days.
“I understand that you’re going out with Jimmy this weekend,” he said and tried not to sound disappointed.
“Yes. He’s going to take me dancing at his father’s country club.”
She must’ve seen a look of disapproval on his face, because she started to explain herself.
“Look, I know he’s a little hard to take at times, but I think he’s really a nice boy. He has a great sense of humor…”
“Hey!” He interrupted her. “You don’t have to explain yourself to me. Just …oh, never mind.”
“Just what? Go ahead. What were you going to say?”
The last thing he wanted to do was argue and that appeared to be the way the conversation was heading. He backed off. “No. It’s none of my business.”
She looked at her watch. “I’d better go back to work.”
“Yeah, me too,” he said.
He walked her to the bus stop, but she didn’t say more than a couple of sentences. Why the hell had he brought Jimmy into an otherwise pleasant lunch? He should’ve kept his mouth shut. Now, he felt quite sure that she’d never want to be around him again.
The next Tuesday, Katie walked into Lucy’s and was taken off-guard when she saw Ron at her usual table in the corner. She stood at a distance, unsure as to whether she wanted to talk to him again. She wondered if he was there to chastise her for continuing to see Jimmy.
Betty walked past and winked at her. “I think your friend is waiting for you, Katie.”
He looked up and smiled at her in a way that lifted her spirits. She ambled over to the table not wanting to appear too anxious to eat lunch with him again. Betty had called him her friend. There was nothing wrong with that. She wouldn’t mind being his friend.
“May I sit down?” she asked.
He stood up and pulled her chair out for her like the gentleman that he was.
“By all means, please join me.”
Chapter 6
Potted palms and candelabras on silver stands decorated the elegant ballroom of the country club. The tables were covered with white linen tablecloths and arranged in a circular pattern around the room. Jimmy had made sure to reserve a table large enough to seat three couples. It was too close to the bandstand for Katie’s taste. She felt as if she had to yell to be heard over the brass section.
“I think it was very nice of you to arrange invitations to the Thanksgiving dance for Ron and Billy, too.”
He scooted his seat a little closer to hers. He looked older and even more handsome in his tuxedo.
“Well, of course. They’re my friends, and I thought they might enjoy seeing how rich people live.”
Leave it to Jimmy to ruin a moment. She’d almost been tempted to give him a little smooch.
Ron and his date, along with Billy and Sally, arrived a few minutes after her and Jimmy. As they made their way to the table, Ron kept his eyes fixed on her. What was he expecting? Jealousy?
As the weeks since they began sharing lunch with each other had gone by, she’d found herself falling for him, but he hadn’t given her any indication that he wanted something other than friendship.
For some reason, he still disapproved of her seeing Jimmy. She could sense it even if he wouldn’t say it. She’d never told Jimmy that she and Ron were keeping each other company at lunch once a week. She didn’t know how he would feel about it, and she didn’t want to cause a rift between two roommates.
“Jimmy, Katie,” he said. “This is Pamela.”
She was a tall, auburn beauty, who could’ve easily passed for a film star. Her dark lipstick accentuated her full lips, and pink rouge showed off the line of her cheekbones. She removed the fur stole from around her shoulders, revealing the extreme plunge of her neckline. The snug fit of the gold lame dress was leaving very little of her ample bosom to the imagination. Both Jimmy’s and Billy’s eyes popped open.
“I’m so pleased to meet you,” Katie said to her.
“Likewise,” Pamela answered. “It’s always nice to meet friends of Ronnie’s.”
She thought that Pamela was giving her a strange look, but it could’ve been her imagination.
Ron and Pamela took their seats at the table between the other two couples. Ron sat next to Katie, and Pamela was on his left sitting next to Billy.
“I’ve known Ronnie forever,” Pamela said to Katie. “We grew up together in Hammonton, our hometown. I hadn’t seen him for years until he was posted at Fort Dix.”
“So you and Ron are dating?” Billy asked Pamela.
Katie saw Ron glance at her with a curious smile on his face. She ignored him and fixed her eyes on the band singer who was crooning Isn’t It Romantic.
“Not now,” Pamela said. “But we have in the past. We were high school sweethearts.”
As the evening went on, it didn’t escape Katie’s attention that Jimmy couldn’t take his eyes off Pamela. Unless she was mistaken, it seemed that Pamela was encouraging him to take notice of her. How typical of a woman who was so openly flaunting her feminine charms.
She felt herself grow hot with jealously when Pamela leaned close to Ron to whisper in his ear. The hussy placed her hand on his shoulder and pressed her breasts against his arm. Of course, for all she knew Ron and Pamela might’ve been intimate with one another in the past if not the present.
She breathed a sigh of relief when they left the table to dance.
“Leave it to Ron to know someone like that,” Billy said.
“I don’t think she has a stitch of underwear on under that dress,” Sally said.
“Yeah,” Billy said. “When she leaned over a minute ago, I thought everything was going to fall right out onto the table.”
From somewhere under the table, Katie heard a popping sound.
Billy shot up straight in his chair and turned to Sally. “What did you slap my thigh for?”
Through clinched teeth she said, “I want to dance.”
They left the table, and Katie turned to Jimmy with the intention of asking him if he wanted to follow the other couples onto the floor. She changed her mind when she saw his eyes glued to Pamela’s backside while it bounced up and down to the jitterbug beat of In The Mood.
* * *
Before leaving the dance floor, Ron pulled Pamela close to whisper in her ear. “I think it’s time for you get Jimmy alone and offer him a night to remember.”
“So that you can get Katie alone,” she said. “I thought she was going to turn pea green when you kissed me a little while ago.”
“But remember, I only want to make her a little jealous. I don’t want to hurt her.”
As luck would have it, they were only back at the table for a few minutes when Jimmy started to complain about it being too warm in the ballroom.
“I’m going to step outside on the terrace,” he said and reached for Katie’s hand. “You wanna come with me?”
She shook her head and wrapped her arms around herself. “Oh, no! It’s too cold out there, Jimmy. I’d freeze to death.”
He shrugged his shoulders as if it didn’t really matter to him. “I’ll be back,” he said and left the table, heading for the row of French doors at the far end of the ballroom.
Under the table, Pamela squeezed Ron’s thigh. “I think I’ll visit the powder room,” she said. “Please excuse me.”
When Jimmy and Pamela were out of sight, he turned his attention to Katie. He took a long look at her, drinking her in with his eyes. She was so beautiful in the jet-black, off-the-shoulder dress that emphasized how white her skin was. She had her hair swept up into a French twist and was wearing more eye-catching makeup than usual.
He leaned close to her so she could hear him over the music. The band was playing a rather loud and lively arrangement of Tuxedo Junction. “So what do you think of Pam,” he asked.
She glanced around the room as if she were more interested in surveying the crowd than in answering his question.
“Well, she’s beautiful. Just the type of girl I would expect you to attract.”
He looked down into his champagne glass and smiled. She was trying very hard to hide it, but she was jealous. He had no doubt about it.
“I told you. She’s an old friend from Atlantic City.”
“Oh, a friend,” she said with a nervous giggle. “Just like me. You seem to have a lot of friends.”
“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were jealous.”
She turned to look him straight in the eye. “Oh, no. I’m not.”
Despite his promise to himself never to discuss it with her again, he could no longer keep silent. For two months, Jimmy had complained to his roommates that Katie wouldn’t go all the way with him. He’d tried to convince Jimmy to break up with her, but the boy was determined. She was lucky that Jimmy was so young, and Ron suspected, not nearly as experienced as he claimed to be. He knew men who would’ve been much more persuasive and forceful with her.
“You have to stop stringing that boy along.”
“What do you think I’m doing?” she asked. “Using Jimmy for his money or maybe even…dare I say it…sex?”
He laughed aloud. “I know you’re not doing that.” Not only did he suspect that Katie was still a virgin, but Jimmy would never be able to keep his mouth shut about it. “Believe me, if you had slept Jimmy, I would’ve heard about it in graphic detail.”
At once, a grimace appeared on her face.
“See,” he said. “You don’t even like to think of him that way. Break up with him, Katie, before you get hurt.”
“Don’t you mean before he gets hurt? After all, I am stringing him along.”
He sighed and shook his head. He didn’t want to argue with her, or hurt her feelings, but the time for worrying about that had ended. He had to convince her to end her relationship with Jimmy even at the risk of losing her friendship.
He leaned across the table. “Katie, listen to me. I know you’re not the kind of girl who can just sleep with a man, and I know you don’t want to marry him. So this relationship, if you can call it that, has to end.”
She munched on one of the fancy petit fours that were on silver trays at each table. Pretending to ignore him, he’d wager.
“Do you really think you can continue letting him take you dancing on Saturday nights when you know he only wants one thing from you? How many more times do you think you can say no?”
Her posture stiffened, and she looked away from him. He’d said too much. He was afraid of that. Still, every word had needed to be said whether she wanted to hear it or not.
“Well, I hope we’re still friends,” he said.
“I guess so,” she answered with a quick shrug. “If lunch on Tuesdays makes us friends.”
“I’d like to think that we are,” he said. “I enjoy your company.”
It was as close as he’d ever come to telling her how he really felt, but he couldn’t do that as long as she was seeing Jimmy. With any luck, Pam was on the terrace helping to put an end to their little dalliance.
As if on cue, the band began to play the romantic ballad The Nearness of You. It was one of his favorites.
Seizing the opportunity, he held out his hand to her. “Since our dates have deserted us, will you dance with me?”
He almost expected a little dissent, but to his surprise, she placed her hand in his and rose from her seat.
He drew her close to him, and she didn’t resist, so he pulled her against him until the whole length of their bodies were touching. Her dress was cut low in the back, and he relished the feel of her silky smooth skin under his palm. He squeezed her hand, and she turned her face toward his. He’d dreamed of touching her this way, and it was all he could do to keep his hand from roaming down to her round bottom. Moved by the music and the moment, he placed a delicate kiss on her forehead.
As if she suddenly became aware of how close they were, she pushed away. “Jimmy was right. It’s really warm in here.”
Her face was flushed, and he suspected that it wasn’t caused by the temperature of the room.
“I think I need some air,” she said, sputtering out her words.
He watched her sprint to an outside door—nearly knocking over a plant stand as she went. He smiled, knowing without a doubt, that his feelings for her were reciprocated.
He walked back to the table and saw Pamela making her way back in from the terrace. As if to keep up the appearance they had intended to make, she embraced him and gave him a quick kiss on the lips.
“Mission accomplished, sweetie,” she whispered to him when they sat back down at the table. “I hope that you get what you want out of this.”
“You make Jimmy so happy that he breaks up with Katie, and I’ll get what I want.”
“Well, I’ve invited him to Atlantic City next weekend. I’ll do my very best to make him forget the sweet little thing,” she said, mimicking Katie’s southern accent.
* * *
When Jimmy escorted her home, she wasn’t surprised that he didn’t seem to want their evening to end. He’d tried before to invite himself into the duplex apartment she called home. She’d never been receptive to his advances, and tonight was no exception.
“Well, goodnight,” she said while she unlocked her door.
“Goodnight? Aren’t you going to ask me in?”
She shook her head and turned her back to him while she pushed the door ajar. “It’s late, Jimmy, and I’m tired.”
He put his hand against the door and leaned closer to her to kiss her. She let him do it, but she felt nothing.
“Damn it, Katie, we’ve been dating for almost three months. When are you going to let me in?”
She noted the irritation in his voice. “Three months is not a long time.” She hadn’t wanted to break up with him on this night, but perhaps the time had come. “Jimmy, maybe we shouldn’t see each other any more. I think we want different things.”
He straightened, took a deep breath and looked as her as if he understood some unspoken meaning in her words. “Oh, so I guess you’re looking for a husband. Is that it? You’re one of those girls who hold out for the ring.”
She was taken aback by his accusation. The last thing she wanted was for Jimmy to think that she wanted to marry him. “That’s not what I said. I do like you Jimmy, but I think that you and I are too far apart—not only in age, but in other ways as well.”
He took a few steps back with an insolent look on his face. “Well, you know what? I’m going away next weekend, and who knows, maybe I’ll find a girl who’s not afraid to give a man what he wants.”
“Jimmy, I don’t blame you for being hurt or even a little angry with me, but don’t raise your voice like that. My property owner lives in the other apartment. She might hear you.”
He turned away from her as if to leave the yard without looking back, but he stopped and turned back to her. To her surprise, he had an apologetic look on his face. She wondered if Ron had been wrong in thinking that Jimmy only wanted sex from her.
“I’m going to Manhattan to see my mother next weekend,” he said. “I won’t be back until late next Sunday night. When I come back, we’ll talk again and maybe things will be different.”
“Jimmy,” she said, but he held up his hand to quiet her.
“One week,” he said. “Just think about us for one week. Then we’ll talk.”
He left before she could say anything else and all at once, she felt drained. One week wouldn’t make a difference in her feelings toward Jimmy, but Ron was another story. She’d grown up with many straight-laced notions about sex. It was reserved for marriage and only for the man’s pleasure. A woman simply had to endure it in order to have children. She’d never realized that she could want a man in that way until she’d gotten to know Ron. When he’d held her close and kissed her on the dance floor, she could hardly breathe, and she couldn’t ignore that feeling. But what did he want from her? She’d never given herself to a man, and she wasn’t going to give in to Ron unless she knew that he was in love with her.
* * *
Ron drove Pam back to her hotel, and wasn’t surprised when she asked him to come in for a while. What he’d told Katie about Pam was only partially true. He’d known her his whole life, and at one time, they’d planned to marry each other. She was the first girl he’d ever made love with, but after high school, their lives had gone in two very different directions. He’d not realized how different until years later when he’d returned to New Jersey.
“I haven’t seen you since August, Ronnie. Why don’t you come in and spend what’s left of the night with me,” she said while leaning against him with her arms wrapped around his shoulders. “After all, I know what you like in bed, and I don’t come with all those strings that are attached to good little girls.”
She kissed him on the lips and let her hand roam down the front of his open jacket. She almost, but not quite, reached far enough to influence his decision.
After their lips parted, he sighed and leaned back against the wall. “I don’t think so. Not tonight.”
She stood back with an astonished look on her face.
“Oh, my God. You’re in love!”
“Maybe.”
“There is no maybe, Ronnie. I know you too well,” she said with a laugh. “You wouldn’t turn me down for any other reason. You and your faithful heart. So, you’ve finally gotten over…what was her name?”
“I don’t remember.”
“Well, Katie’s a lucky girl,” she said.
“That remains to be seen. I want Jimmy to come back from Atlantic City with Katie only a distant memory in his mind.”
“Ronnie,” she said and leaned close to him again. “I’ll do for him what I was going to do for you tonight. Will that be good enough?”
He took a deep breath, knowing exactly what Pam had in mind. She was right. He had to be in love to turn her down.
“Oh yeah,” he answered. “That ought to do it.”
Before he walked away, he took out his wallet and passed her a fifty-dollar bill that she stuffed into her cleavage. If he’d felt any remorse about what he was doing, it was drowned out by his desire for Katie.
Chapter 7
When Ron awoke early on Sunday, December seventh, it was to work on a paper that was due before Christmas break. It was good that he was alone with all the peace and quiet he needed to work. His roommates had both left for the weekend. Billy had gone to a family reunion, and under the guise of visiting his mother, Jimmy was off in Atlantic City for his tryst with Pamela.
He’d been plowing through a stack of books on the Civil War, researching the battle of Antietam. So far, he’d been able to write about half of the twenty-five pages that were due. Needing a break, he got up to make a fresh pot of coffee and turned on the radio to hear the play-by-play of the New York Giants football game.
“We interrupt this broadcast to bring you an urgent news bulletin. This just in from the Associated Press wire service. The U.S. Navy’s Pacific fleet stationed at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii is under attack by forces of the Japanese Imperial Navy. The attack began at approximately seven fifty-five a.m. Hawaii time. Details are still coming in…”
The steel coffee pot slipped through his limp fingers and made a loud crash as it landed in the porcelain sink.
“Oh, shit!”
* * *
Katie entered the apartment building with a certain sense of trepidation. Ron would be alone, and she fully intended to tell him how she felt about him.
She’d come home from church and turned on the radio while she prepared her lunch. She was so horrified by what she’d heard, she couldn’t even eat. Her only thought was that she needed to be with Ron, so she’d taken the nearly empty bus across town to his apartment.
She entered the second floor hall and flinched when she heard a door open. It was Ron’s next-door neighbor, a boy named Christopher. He was an old friend of Jimmy’s from the private high school they’d both attended. She’d met him once at a country club dance.
He nodded at her in recognition and continued on his way.
* * *
Ron was so intent on listening to the radio broadcast that the ringing of the phone startled him. He gathered his composure and answered it.
“Ron, have you heard?” his friend, Captain Jason Lewis asked.
“Yeah, I turned on the radio. My God, I don’t believe it.”
“Janet and I went out to eat after church today, and when we got home, the phone was ringing off the hook. It was the General’s aide from HQ telling me not to leave the post. All army personnel have been confined until further notice.”
“That’s about what I’d expect,” Ron said. “They can’t take a chance that the Germans aren’t preparing to attack us on this coast.”
“Janet was supposed leave for Pittsburgh this afternoon to spend the week with her parents, but I don’t think I’m going to let her go. If something else were to happen today, I’d want her here with me instead of on a train to Pennsylvania with the kids.”
“Oh, man, you have a family to worry about,” Ron said. “I can’t imagine what it would be like.”
“Actually, it’s keeping me from bouncing off the walls. I have to put on a brave face for them. Do you remember that old colonel we had in R. O. T. C. who used to say that every good officer should have a family? It would bring stability to our lives.”
“Yeah, but that was just his polite way of saying that we shouldn’t be out drinking and spending money on whores.”
There was a short pause on the line.
“Well, at least one of us listened to him.”
He couldn’t help but laugh. If there was anyone who could’ve made him laugh, it was Jason. He had a way of being funny without putting any effort into it. The wit came from somewhere inside and popped out at the right time.
“I might surprise you before long,” Ron said.
“Oh really? Are you talking about marriage?”
“Yeah, I am, but she doesn’t know it yet.”
“You’d better not waste any time doing what you’re going to do. You know that after today, you could be recalled to active duty soon.”
“I know. But it won’t be just me. All of the people who’ve hated the draft haven’t seen anything yet. In a few months, this place is going to be an all-girl school.”
A gentle tapping on the door interrupted their conversation. The sound was so soft that he had to listen closely to make sure it was coming from outside his door.
“Jason, I’ll call you back. Someone’s at the door.”
“I’ll call you if I hear anything urgent. Bye now,” Jason replied and Ron heard the click as he hung up the phone.
When he opened the door to see Katie standing there, he thought that he must’ve been subconsciously wishing for her. He couldn’t think of anyone he needed to see more than her.
“Have you heard the news?” she asked.
“Yeah, I had the radio on. You do know that Jimmy’s not here.”
“I know,” she answered without looking at him.
He felt the beating of his heart speed up a little. She was there to see him. Suddenly self-conscious, he raked his fingers through his hair. He hadn’t combed it all day. She’d also caught him wearing an old, faded denim shirt that he never wore outside of the apartment.
“Well…come in, please,” he said.
Her eyes went to his books that were spread out on the table. “Am I disturbing you?”
“I was working on a paper I had to write, but now I’m too distracted,” he said and then paused for a second to breathe.
For some reason, he was having trouble catching his breath. It could’ve been the perfume she was wearing or the look she had in her eyes. He’d seen that look on her face the night he’d held her on the dance floor.
“I made some coffee. Would you like some?”
“Yes, I would. Thank you.”
He took two cups from the cupboard over the sink and poured the coffee. She took off her heavy black, wool coat and laid it across the back of a chair. She was dressed modestly in a black, cotton shirt and dark gray, pleated skirt. Hell. She could be wearing a burlap sack, and he’d still think she was sexy. He took a deep breath to calm himself down a little. He didn’t know why he was so nervous. It wasn’t as if he was an inexperienced high school boy.
She took a seat on the small sofa, and he saw her look around the apartment. Damn. His bedroom door was open, and he hadn’t made his bed that morning. Before handing her the coffee cup, he pulled the door shut.
“I think I remember how you take it,” he said.
“Thank you. I’m sure it’s fine,” she said while taking the cup. He couldn’t help noticing that her hands were trembling. “Do you think we’ll be going to war?” she asked.
“I don’t think there’s any question about it. If this thing escalates the way I think it will, we won’t just be at war with Japan, we’ll be in Europe, too.”
Katie looked down at her coffee with a sad, longing expression on her face. He sat down next to her but resisted the urge to take her hand in his.
“I guess that means that you’ll be recalled to active duty soon.”
Her cheeks were flushed pink. It was all he could do to keep from reaching out and caressing her soft skin.
“Yeah, I was on the phone with my buddy from Fort Dix. He said the same thing.” He paused and sucked in a deep breath. “But I’m ready to do my duty. It’s what I’ve been trained for.”
She turned toward him, and he could see little puddles forming in the bottom of her pretty blue eyes.
“It’s so scary to think of what’s going to happen,” she said. “This morning, it was just another Sunday and now everything has changed.”
She couldn’t stop the tears from coming out. She’d wanted to remain calm and composed, but she wasn’t that strong. Ron set his coffee cup on the table and reached across the sofa. He took one of her hands in his, raised it to his lips and kissed her palm.
He looked up into her eyes and whispered, “I love you, Katie.”
She couldn’t breathe. She felt as if she had to fight to get her response out. “I love you, too.”
They held their gaze on one another for a long moment, and then he put his other hand under her chin. He brought her lips to his for a long-awaited kiss that made her dizzy. Their lips parted for only a second, and then he gathered her into his arms and deepened their kiss.
She felt that she was lost, as if in some kind of dream. When their lips parted, she heard him ask if he could make love to her, but she was unable to speak. She nodded and placed her hand in his as he rose from the sofa. Lifting her to her feet, he led her by the hand into his bedroom.
He took his time unfastening the buttons on her shirt, giving her the opportunity to stop him, but she made no protest. He’d known when he held her in his arms on the dance floor that their desire was mutual.
She’d kept her eyes fixed on him, but then she glanced down at the bed. He detected the slight tremor that went through her and stopped as he was about to remove her shirt.
He cradled her face in his hands and kissed her softly on the lips. “I know you’ve never done this before.”
He’d been with many other women, and it had never mattered to him that they weren’t virgins. For some reason, he enjoyed the fact that he was Katie’s first lover.
She fixed her eyes on him again and smiled. He kissed her again while slipping his hands beneath her shirt. Sliding it off her shoulders, he let it drop to the floor. Her alabaster skin was like silk beneath his touch.
“Trust me,” he said. “I love you so much.”
Before removing her bra and panties, he laid her down on the bed. If he remained standing, his knees would buckle. He’d daydreamed about seeing her bare breasts and had taken more than one cold shower because of it. When he unhooked her bra and slipped his hands underneath the course material to cup her full, round bosoms, her nipples hardened at his caress. He slid one palm down her abdomen and heard her breath catch in her throat when his fingertips grazed the waistband of her cotton panties.
After removing the cumbersome undergarments and then getting out of his own clothing, he pulled her close to him and felt the heat of desire flush her skin.
A tingling sensation shot through her when he sucked one of her nipples into his mouth. She felt a twinge in her groin that took her breath away. Arching against him, she felt his arousal pressing against her belly. With one strong hand, he parted her legs and pressed his fingers into her most private parts. A mixture of pleasure and pain caused a moan to escape from her throat.
He ran his tongue from the base of her throat to her ear and whispered, “Tell me you want me, Katie.”
It came out as moan. “I…want…you.”
Instead of entering her, he turned over and pulled open the drawer of his bedside table.
“Damn!” She heard him whisper aloud.
He collapsed onto his back and let out a sigh. What was wrong? She rolled over and placed her hand against his chest. She let her palm move downward across the smooth planes of his stomach and almost touched his still hard erection but was too shy to go that far. She kissed his neck near the bottom of his earlobe.
“I don’t know what’s wrong,” she whispered against his ear. “But please don’t stop. I want you to make love to me.”
He hesitated for a moment and then rolled over on top of her. He took her mouth with a hunger and passion that sent a thrill coursing through her. She wrapped her legs around his hips. He entered her none too gently, and she yelped.
He eased out of her and stroked her face with one hand, wiping away a stray tear that was running down her cheek.
“Just relax, honey. The pain won’t last long.”
“I’m okay,” she whispered. “Don’t stop.”
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