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Disclaimer

Love Letters Home is a work of fiction. All incidents and dialogue, and all characters, with the exception of some well-known historical and public figures, are products of the author's imagination. Where real-life historical or public figures appear, the situations, incidents, and dialogues concerning those persons are fictional and are not intended to change the imagined nature of the work. In all other respects, any resemblance to persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.
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​Introduction
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It was at least fifteen years ago when she found a cache of letters hidden in the attic of her family home. Her mother had died and her father was moving into assisted living. Everything in the house had to go and the box of old envelopes was just one more thing to toss into the rubbish. Just more paper for the recycle bin, she thought. But then, just by chance, one of the letters escaped the box, slipped from its envelope and landed on the old wood floor in front of her. 

Her father’s handwriting was still clear. The letters were private but she couldn’t help herself as she started to read. She had stumbled upon a real treasure trove: love letters from a soldier sent home to the woman he had left behind. She couldn’t just toss them out. They were worth preserving. 

It took her nearly three years to read and transcribe the more than 400 pieces of correspondence: Airmail letters, VMail, telegrams, yellowing lined pages—each in its original envelope and neatly organized according to the date received. The box contained one side of a nearly four year correspondence. All the letters she found were written by her father to her mother, during World War II—the war years of 1942 - 1945. Unfortunately, due to constant reassignments, and limited space, her father had not saved any of the letters her mother sent to him. They had been discarded before he returned home at the end of the war. 

. . . She had to imagine her mother’s side of the conversation.
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​Chapter 1
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Boston • Fort Devens

The streetcar was late ag­ain. It was always late on Tuesdays. Who knew why? Who knew anything any more? The whole world was going crazy. The air was cold and the sky still dark when Ruth stepped onto the crumbling station platform at Neponset. The thin fabric of her worn overcoat did little to keep out the harsh morning air as she buried her hands deep in the pockets and pulled the front of her coat ever tighter against her body. 

"I should have worn a hat," she berated herself, as she stamped her feet on the hard stone surface, trying to stay warm. She waited. 

As she slowly paced back and forth on the nearly deserted platform, a young newsboy stepped out from the alley behind the station house, two heavy bundles of the Boston Daily Globe's first edition weighing him down. 

"Morning, Miss," he called out, and grabbing the first clean copy from the top of one bundle, he headed straight for her. "Paper, Miss?"

Ruth handed him three pennies and added another penny for his trouble.

"Thanks, Miss. Thanks a lot." He grinned and backed off down the platform.

She looked down at the headlines. The news wasn't pretty. "New York and Detroit Can Be Attacked, Roosevelt Warns." "Tension Grows in Sweden." "Japan Pincer Pushes Southeast." She could only read the large print in the dim light. The rest would have to wait until she got on the trolley where she could devour all the details. World politics had never interested her before, but now that her Jim had joined up, every news item was important.

She folded the newspaper and put it into her satchel, glancing at the outside pocket where she had carefully placed the latest letter from Jim. Ruth had already read it five times, but she had brought it to read again on the way to work. The ride to downtown Boston took about a half hour. Plenty of time for both the newspaper and Jim's letter, provided no one bothered her.

Why, she wondered, had he volunteered? Ruth was still angry. Her sister's boyfriends were still around. They were talking about enlisting but she knew they were stalling. If they waited any longer it was likely they would be drafted. And that would be a mistake. 

What Jim didn't understand when he walked into the enlistment office was that as soon as he signed his name to the papers and solemnly swore to defend the USA, he was no longer his own man. In the front door and out the back. He was measured for a uniform, given his kit, lined up and marched to a waiting bus. No going back. No going home to say goodbye. 

Jim's first letter, written from Fort Devens, arrived the day after he had been inducted. Ruth still carried it in her satchel, but she found it difficult to read. 

He left without saying goodbye. 

His family had called her to say he had left and that was that. He was off on the great adventure of his life and she could not help but feel abandoned.


Monday, February 9, 1942 



Dear Ruth,



Please excuse this ruled paper. It is all I could get (borrow) in the barracks. We have been ordered not to leave the building.



I passed the exam. The last man to examine me was a French doctor. He was swell. He told me I was a good specimen. I was surprised myself.



We were shipped to Devens at 12:30 and arrived here in the pouring rain. I had on an old pair of shoes. We had to walk to the barracks from the station where the trucks unload and did I get wet!



As I am an enlisted man, we were pushed through ahead of the draftees. Eight of the original eighteen sent with me from Boston are still with me in the barracks. All except one are out for the Air Corps. The 8th is going to be a parachutist.



I'm sorry I had to leave without saying goodbye. But I couldn't stay very long on the phone and so I killed three birds by calling my home. They phoned the office to tell them I was joining up, and I told my mother to phone you.



The barrack that I'm in is for enlisted men only. The selectees are in different barracks. There are showers and dressing facilities—a mirror and washbowl.



I may be here 8 days, but I really can't say how long. Eventually we will be shipped to training stations and assigned to a regular company.



Ruth, thank you very much for the wonderful picture and frame. I'm crazy about it, and about you too as a matter of fact. I can't take that picture along however. I treasure it. Thank you darling. I shall let you know when I am to be shipped out. 



Please excuse my writing. I'm using the top of my toilet set as a desk, sitting on top of my bunk. The Sergeant took one look at my toilet set and asked me how long I expected to keep it in this _____ hole. They issue a kit anyway.



Well dear, there's the bugle for late mess. I've got to sign off. I'll write again soon. Please write me.



With love, Jim.



––––––––
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THE ONLY CONNECTION now with Jim would be his letters. This morning, waiting in the cold for the next trolley to Boston, Ruth felt more isolated than ever. 

Her work as a commercial artist kept her busy enough during the week but evenings and weekends were quiet. She wasn't exactly engaged to Jim, but Ruth knew he was the one guy for her, and she had decided to stop dating anyone else seriously. She would wait for Jim to come home from the Army, even if it took a whole year! Besides there was always the crowd of friends to go dancing if she wanted to go out. But she didn't want to. All she could think about was Jim and how far away he was from her right now.

It had only been a few weeks since he enlisted, but already several letters had arrived. 

––––––––
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Wednesday, February 11, 1942 - Heading South 



Dear Ruth, Well, we're leaving here today.



I have not received any mail from anyone. If you haven't written yet, why not hold off until you hear from me further. I don't know where I'm going. There are all sorts of rumors but no one really knows.



I've been through what the boys call "The Mill"—that is, outfitted, examined, and interviewed along with an IQ test. 



I was given three shots this morning so I feel a bit off "high gear." My right arm is a bit sore but that will go away soon.



I'm feeling fine. We have reveille at 4:30 am, ½ hour to dress and make bunks. I learned to make my bed, and are they fussy! We then stand out in the Company Street for roll call. Mess is at 5:30 and details are at 6:30.



I was assigned to a detail at the Quartermasters Supply Store. My job was to measure the men's feet as they stood back against a pole. There was an army regulation chart right on the floor. I merely put their heels well back against the block and shouted out their size to a sergeant. They were then issued socks. As I was going along and getting weary, somewhere around the thousandth man, one guy yells down, "Hello Jim!" It was Harry Black, a draftee. Was I surprised! I haven't seen him since, as the draftees got pushed right through.



Please write me now, when you get my new address. I mailed my letter to you last Saturday night. I've gone to confession so I'm ready for what comes.



Give my regards to the folks at home. I miss you terribly. This is 100% different from civilian life. I get pretty tired at night from a full day's work so I retire at 9pm - lights out.



Keep writing and send me your picture. I'll write again soon.



Bye Darling. 



With love, Jim.







UNTIL NOW THE WAR HAD not been real for her. The battlefront was always happening someplace else—in a world on the other side of the globe, far away. Now that Jim had enlisted, the war was very real, and the realization that he might be killed or injured fighting this thing put fear in Ruth's heart.

By the time the 7:35 streetcar finally arrived, the platform was filled with commuters heading into town. She headed for the last car, which she knew was usually less crowded and found a seat next to an older gentleman in a rumpled coat who looked half asleep. Ruth opened her newspaper and settled in for the ride. 

She had only begun to read when she felt a hand on her arm. The man leaned over and whispered, "Don't read it." His breath was heavy with the smell of whiskey. "Don't read the news. It's all bad. All bad. Damn war will be the end of us."

Ruth looked at the man's hand on her sleeve. Scar tissue ran like rivers across the pale surface. He looked older than his years. And very sad. 

"I don't read the papers anymore," he continued. "Not since Pearl Harbor." He looked at her. "You shouldn't read 'em either. Pretty girl like you. You shouldn't be filling your head with all this world war nonsense. Read the fashions. Read the comics."

"My boyfriend is over there. At least he will be. He just joined up and I need to know what's going on," Ruth answered.

The man turned away. "Stupid, stupid, stupid." 

"I don't think he's stupid," Ruth countered. "I think my Jim is brave to join up."

"Brave?" The man twisted in his seat and glared at her directly. "You don't know what you're talking about. I was there. I know. I was there."

"Where?"

"There. I was right there in the thick of it. 1918. France." 

Ruth wasn't sure what to say. 

"You got any idea what your boyfriend is in for? Huh? You got any idea? He's not brave. It's the stupidest thing he could have done. Joining up. He's going to get himself killed. That's what he's going to do. It's the smart ones who are staying out of the war."

"But we've been attacked. Thousands of people are dying. Somebody's got to stop Germany and Japan from taking over the world," Ruth argued. "War is awful. I'm sure it must be. But someone's got to stop Hitler. And I think it's brave for someone like my Jim to step up and do his part."

The man shook his head and turned away. "Rubbish," he mumbled. "All rubbish. That's what's happening. Rubbish."

Ruth did not respond. Clearly, the man was convinced the world was going to hell in a hand basket, and her Jim along with it. 

She put the paper down and shut her eyes. She tried to picture Jim and the last time they had been together. 

He had taken her to dinner in town at a small pub they liked, just down from her Milk Street office. The place wasn't fancy but it served good food that didn't cost much. Being together was more important than the surroundings. Ruth would have sat on a park bench eating sandwiches in the cold if that's what it took to be with Jim.

They talked about the war. Jim couldn't get enough of it. He was thinking of joining up. "The guys in the crowd are all talking about going down to the recruitment office, Ruth. Even Jerry's thinking of going in, but I think he's going to wait awhile. If he holds off until he graduates in June, he can start right off in officer's training school." 

"I know it's important, Jim, but do you have to be the one to go? Maybe it'll all be over before you know it and if you only wait a little while longer, you won't have to join up at all."

Jim poked at the meatloaf he had ordered. "This war's not going to go away. Haven't you read the papers? Hitler is only getting stronger and we've stayed out of this mess for too long. It's time the country took a stand and I mean to be a part of it."

"When will you go?"

"I don't know. I was thinking of joining up right after the Japs went after us in December, but wanted to get through the holidays before I did. One guy in the office enlisted a couple of days ago. He came in to show off his uniform. You should see it. Guy looked real smart. But he was Navy. I'm thinking of going for the Army where the real action is. None of this floating around at sea for me. I hear they've got a whole new division they call the Army Air Force and they're looking for engineers. They say if you enlist instead of waiting to get drafted, you can choose what you want to do. So that's what I'm thinking." Jim looked at Ruth. "I realize this is hard for you to understand. But I've just got to go."

Ruth reached out and touched his sleeve. She could see the worn edge of his shirt cuff and a loose thread barely holding the button in place. She wanted to grab Jim right then and keep him from going to war and leaving her behind. He was not a rich man, but Jim was smart. If he wanted to enlist and become an engineer, he would join up no matter how she felt. 

Ruth studied his face. "I have faith in you, Jim. And I know you'll do the right thing. But..." she hesitated... "but please, don't go without telling me. Make sure you let me know when you're going to join up."

"Don't worry," Jim sipped his coffee. "I'll be sure to give you plenty of warning. Besides, I'm not even sure when it'll happen. Got to do some asking around first."

That was a month ago. He had gone down to the recruiting station to ask a few questions, like he said he would. But once they got a hold of a willing subject, they were not going to let him go. Jim was signed up, sworn in and shipped out within an hour of walking in the front door. Now, riding on a cold trolley to Boston, remembering their last meal together, Ruth could only sit back in her seat and sigh. 

Half an hour later she walked up Milk Street and entered the Sunley Building where she rented a small office space on the fifth floor. Actually, it was more of an office corner. Her desk, with its tilted workspace, was pushed up against a back wall facing out. Surrounded by shelves full of inks, pens and paper, she could work on her designs and still see everyone coming and going in the office. It was noisy, but she liked that. Ruth had tried the quiet, isolated office they had first given her in the back of the building, but it almost drove her crazy to be so alone. She liked the hustle and bustle of people around her. Working for herself as a solo commercial artist was difficult enough. No sense working in isolation.

That's how she had met Jim. He worked upstairs as a clerk for one of the accounting firms. She ran into him on the stairs one day and he seemed like a nice guy. From her desk she could make out the landing of the fifth floor's staircase and once in a while he would stick his head in to "just say hi," on his way up or down stairs. 

Shy at first, it took some persuading and a little bit of her feminine guile to get Jim to ask her for a date. He eventually did and since that first time more than five months ago, they had gone out at least once every week to a show or, more often, a dance hall. 

Their favorite place had been Norumbega Park's Totem Pole Ballroom in Newton. Almost every Saturday they would take the trolley that ran between Boston and Auburndale and spend the day walking around the amusement park, stopping to eat a picnic lunch Ruth had packed, or if Jim had just received his paycheck, they would eat at the park's Pavilion Restaurant, then rent one of the canoes and take a paddle down the Charles River. Norumbega was always crowded with young people and by evening they would arrange to meet friends at the ballroom and dance the night away.

All that was before the war. 

Once at her desk, Ruth took out her pens and focused on putting the finishing touches on a box design for the Polar Ice Pack Company. Big blue letters stretched across an art deco style image of a polar bear sitting on an iceberg. She was almost done when she heard a knock at the open door. David Doherty, Jim's older brother leaned against the door frame.

"Hey, Ruth. Thought I might find you here this morning. We got a letter from Jim and there was another letter addressed to you stuck inside the envelope. I knew you'd want to open it right away." David grinned. "Don't know why Jim put the letter in with the one to Hazel, but..." he shrugged. "Anyway, here's the letter. Unopened. Safe and sound." He held out the envelope.

She could see her name neatly scrawled across the front. Jim's handwriting was small and precise and she recognized it immediately. No postage mark. Perhaps he had simply tried to save Uncle Sam a few pennies and put two letters into one? It didn't matter.

She wanted to open the letter, but not in front of David. Jim's letters were personal and she always tried to savor each and every word in private.

She held the envelope gently. "Thanks, David. I appreciate you bringing the letter." She paused and then, when he didn't move, "Well, I have to get back to work. I'm almost finished with this special job and it's due by five tonight." David still didn't move. "Maybe we can meet for lunch another time?"

Suddenly, as if a light bulb went off in his brain, David finally got the hint. "Oh sure, Ruth. No problem. It's time I return to the station." He turned to go, "Hey, you want to come over to dinner this Saturday? Hazel invited Eddy's new girlfriend to come. I think you should come too. We'll have a lot of fun."

Ruth hesitated. Eddy was Hazel's son and Jim's step-brother. They didn't get along. But if Jim's family were inviting her over, it would be smart to say yes. If her future was to be Jim's wife, and she strongly suspected that would be the case, offending his step-mother Hazel was the last thing she wanted to do.

"I think I could make it Saturday." 

"Sounds good. I'll tell Hazel to expect you. I'll pick you up at your place. How about five o'clock?"

She nodded and he was gone.
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​Chapter 2
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Mississippi • Keesler Field

Ruth glanced down at the envelope. Should she open it now or wait? Sometimes waiting made the reading all the sweeter. It had been almost two weeks since Jim's last letter and she was eager to know where he was and what was happening to him. Using her pen knife, she sliced across the top of the sealed opening and carefully unfolded three sheets of paper.

––––––––
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Saturday, February, 14, 1942 - Valentine's Day—Air Corps Technical School, Keesler Field, Mississippi



To My Valentine:



She looked again at the date. He had written the letter over a month ago! Why had it taken so long to get to her?



Ruth darling, I'm many miles from you now. We shipped Thursday and arrived here 2 hours ago. I'm still dirty (but fed) from the trip. What an airfield. You could put East Boston Airport in the corner and lose it. The weather here is about like Boston in June. And the fellows say that today is cold! (It's about 50.) By the way, I don't think I'm going to like the southerners.



Seriously, they actually gritted their teeth and gave us some pretty dirty remarks at chow. We are the first group of any size to arrive here from the North. They booed and cat called us from their barracks when we marched in from the station about 1 ½ miles. But I'm going to make them like me. I felt funny marching along carrying my heavy overcoat and traveling pack and then looking at the peculiar and sometimes unpleasant expressions on their damn rebel faces.



That drawl of theirs can be dirty. I'll be all right tomorrow after a night's rest. We're right down on the delta, you couldn't get much farther south, except maybe Florida.



I get feeling a little alone now and then but all I have to do is think of you. If I could only get a letter from you soon telling me about those little things that only lovers understand. I guess I got it bad.



Since I arrived Ruth, I can't tell you much about the place, but we did get our general orders from the commanding officer and it looks as though the picnic is over. We're really going to buckle down now. I'm glad I enlisted while the opportunity was there. 



New Orleans is quite near, but we were warned that venereal disease is prevalent there. Not that I would partake of any illicit relations (I love you too much for that) but there's always the chance of being touched or touching things or people.



There are theaters and ball fields on the post. I'm told we will be kept quite busy studying. Reveille is 5:00 am. Must be in by 9:00 pm. Lights out at 10:00 pm. No leaves will be granted for 15 months. 



We might as well both understand now that we will be away from each other for a long time, unless I'm fortunate enough to be transferred north again. Maybe Mitchell Field or Boston?



I don't have much time to write letters (other than yours). Will you send me your picture and tell me about your family and of course about you? You know how I look forward to knowing everything you are doing. I'll write again. I think you're the sweetest person alive.



With love, Jim







RUTH PUT THE LETTER down as she felt tears begin to well up. He loved her. And he missed her terribly. 

She closed her eyes and tried to picture Jim in a barracks, hunched over, writing his letter on the back of his shaving case, dozens of soldiers in the background. She could only imagine what it was like for him to be so far away. 

Their lives were going in very different directions.

•••
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SATURDAY MORNING DAWNED—THE day of the Doherty family get together. All week she had debated whether she would go or not. She knew she should; it was Jim's family after all. He had never said outright what his childhood with Hazel as stepmother had been like, but he had hinted enough around the edges of the story for Ruth to get an accurate picture.

Jim's mother had died when he was only eleven years old. His father, John, saddled with four teen-aged children didn't waste any time finding a new wife. Hazel's husband had died suddenly, and according to the neighborhood rumor mill, she was determined to find a new one as fast as she could. 

John always stopped into Tuckerman's Pub for a few pints on his way home from his job at the Ironworks and it was there that Hazel and he met. Whatever magic spell Hazel wove, Jim never knew, but within a week of their first encounter, John was bringing Hazel home to meet Jim, his sister Brigid and brothers David and George. A month later, John and Hazel were married and she moved into John’s Jamaica Plain flat, bringing her eleven-year old son, Eddy, along with her. Jim was relegated to the attic and Eddy got Jim's bedroom for his own. 

"We have to be nice to Eddy," John ordered his son. "He's family now. And he's new here. He needs your room. You," and he pointed to the ceiling, "you set yourself up above. And don't be complaining."

It didn’t take long before all three of Jim's siblings moved out. George and David rented a small room in Davis Square and Brigid decided to visit a cousin in New Hampshire for the summer. Eleven-year-old Jim was left behind to fend for himself. 

Things did not go well. Eddy and Jim were constantly fighting about one thing or another. If they had been blood brothers they might have patched things up, but instead they became fierce rivals, and neither would give an inch on anything. Hazel was constantly breaking up one confrontation or another, and more than once, John took the strap to Jim to keep him in line. As the years went on, the divide between the boys grew even deeper. Once Jim reached the age of seventeen he was out of the house for good. 

He tried living with his brothers, George and David, but there was very little room in their small apartment and he only lasted two weeks before they kicked him out. His sister Brigid and her new husband, Herb, had set up housekeeping in Arlington, north of the city. Jim asked if he could stay with her for a while. Reluctantly, the new bride agreed. "But you'll have to sleep on the couch, Jim. We only have the one bed." 

That arrangement didn't last a month. 

Finally, Jim moved into the YMCA and there he stayed, calling his tiny room "home" for the next year and a half until he graduated from English High, got a job and could finally afford his own place. Once he was out on his own Jim's relationship with his father and stepmother improved a bit, but things were never quite smooth.

By five o'clock Ruth was dressed in her best dress, the one with the small daisies at the collar that Jim liked. She stood at the bay window, winter coat over her arm, looking up Bromfield Street, waiting for the first sign of David's '32 Ford Sedan turning the corner. He was nowhere to be seen. 

She put on her coat, stepped out onto the wide veranda and pulled the collar up against the cold. 

It was half past five and Ruth was getting nervous when she finally caught sight of David's car as it turned into the far end of the street. He pulled the Ford to the curb, and rolled down the car window. "Sorry," he said. "Got a flat!" He pointed to the left front tire." 

Ruth studied the tire. It seemed all right, but there was some odd kind of patch on it.

"I fixed it temporarily. Should get us to Jamaica Plain, I think." He paused and looked at Ruth. "You ready to go?" She nodded. "Well, then, get in. We're off to another family drama!"

David drove up Bergin Parkway and headed north into town. They were already a half hour late. He stepped on the gas and the old Ford cut out into traffic. "What time is it?" David asked.

"Almost 5:45. How long will it take us to drive there?"

"Don't worry. We'll be ok. Hazel may be stern, but she's not totally unreasonable. Besides, my Dad will act as a buffer zone. By this time they'll both have had a drink or two so things will be fine."

It took the better part of an hour to drive the rest of the way to Jamaica Plain. David made a wrong turn somewhere near Huntington Avenue and they ended up circling through the Arborway in the wrong direction. By the time they reached Marker Street, both David and Ruth were a little nervous. One thing they both knew for certain, you didn't keep Hazel waiting.

As Ruth got out of the car, she looked up at the top floor of the three-decker. In the dim light from the street lamp near by she could just make out John Doherty leaning over the wooden porch railing, a tall glass of beer in one hand. He had on his old fedora hat but no coat. 

"Hello, you two!" John shouted down at them. "You're late!"

"Sorry, Dad." David called up. "Got a flat."

"You shoulda taken the bus." John lifted the glass to his lips. "No matter. Hazel's got everything ready. We've been waiting on you. Come on in."

David and Ruth hustled up the front stoop and entered the front door. There was no need to knock or ring. The door was always left unlocked so the other tenants could come and go. As she hurried up the two flights of stairs, Ruth caught a whiff of corned beef and cabbage boiling on a stove. It would be traditional Irish fare.

"Hello, hello," Hazel cried out as they entered the apartment. She held open her arms towards Ruth. "Sure and it's good to see you, darlin'." Ruth was swallowed in one strong embrace as Hazel wrapped her arms around her and pressed Ruth to her ample bosom. "'Tis good at last," she repeated. "And about time too." She stepped back and studied the two of them. 

"And what took you so long, David, I'm asking?" Hazel's thick brogue was hard for Ruth to understand, but there was no mistaking her intent as she slapped David's shoulder. "You know my dinner is nearly ruined, thanks to the likes of you." 

"Sorry, Hazel. The Ford got a puncture. Took a while to fix it."

John came in from the porch. "Oh leave the boy alone," he said. "A flat could happen to anyone." With that, he put an arm around Ruth's shoulder. "And how are you doing, miss pretty? Still doing that art thing of yours?"

"Oh yes, still doing that art thing."

"Don't understand how you can make a living drawing such doodads," John drawled, "but I guess somebody must need what you do."

David took her coat and with his own, hung them both in the tiny hall closet. "So, what's for dinner?" he asked Hazel.

"Now, don't rush me, young man. Plenty of time for that." She smoothed the flower print on her apron. "Why don't we sit a bit in the parlor, first." She led the way into the front room and pointed to an oversized stuffed chair near the door. "Put yourself down there, Ruth, and we can chat a while. Have you heard anything from Jim?"

Ruth glanced over at David as he settled onto the couch. He was busy fussing with the pleats in his trousers and did not look up. Ruth was hoping for a signal from him. Should she tell Hazel that Jim had already written to her several times? She knew instinctively that it would make Hazel jealous to think her step-son was not putting his family first on his correspondence list. 

"Yes, he sounds well and very busy. I don't think he gets much time for letter writing."

"Hmph. You'd t'ink he'd have a little more time for his own family." Hazel responded.

Ruth fell silent. She didn't know where to go next with this conversation. Luckily she didn't have to, as at that moment Eddy, the infamous favorite son, came bounding up the stairs, his girlfriend in tow.

"Sorry, we're late, Mum." Eddy crossed the room in two steps and planted a big kiss on his mother's forehead. "How you doing?" He turned to John, ignoring David and Ruth.

"Fine. Fine. David here got a flat in that old rattletrap of his." John gave a laugh. "Shoulda taken the bus, I say."

Eddy turned to his girlfriend. "You remember Laurel don't you, Mum?" 

"Certain I do." Hazel smiled warmly and held out her arms. Laurel was given a proper bear hug.

Eddy looked around, finally noticing David and Ruth. "Oh, hello you two. Looking fine there, Davey boy." He turned and took Laurel's hand. "You remember my girl, Laurel?" David and Laurel exchanged nods of acknowledgment. "And this here," Eddy gestured towards Ruth, "this is my brother Jim's sweetheart, Ruth. She's an artist."

"Really?" Laurel exclaimed. "A real artist? Like with paints and things?" She was clearly impressed.

"I'm a commercial artist," Ruth replied. "I do a lot of work in advertising for companies and the stores in Boston."

"Oh," said Laurel, her voice dropping a notch, clearly disappointed. "So you're not a real artist."

"She's a real artist, all right," David interrupted, "and she's talented, too." He encouraged Ruth, "Tell 'em some of your clients, Ruth—who you work for."

"Well, I don't think..." Ruth's answer was suddenly interrupted. John had entered the room, holding several bottles of beer in his fists. 

"Come on, everyone. Have a beer. Enough of this 'getting to know you, stuff.' Here Laurel, have a Pabst!" He handed a tall neck bottle to Laurel and steered her towards an empty chair. Eddy grabbed another and plunked himself down on the nearby ottoman. 

"David, you'll have a beer?" He handed a third bottle to David and then turned to Ruth. "And what'll you be wanting, pretty lady? How about a beer? Or would you want something else? We have whiskey, a'course." 

Ruth hesitated. She didn't like the taste of beer, but it was a better alternative to the whiskey he offered. "I'll have a Pabst, thank you." She hesitated as John handed over a bottle. "Could I have it in a glass, please?" 

"O'course." He looked around, puzzled. He had already downed a few bottles of his own before his guests had arrived, and now he appeared to not know where a glass could be found.

"Now, let's not get fancy, here." Hazel crossed the room to the corner hutch. "Here's a glass for ye." She handed it to Ruth. "One thing we have in this house, is lots of glasses," she chuckled. "Wouldn't you say that, Eddy?"

"Yeah, Mum. Lots of glasses for every drink you can name." He raised his beer bottle high. "Hey, let's have a toast!" He looked around the room, eager to have everyone join in.

"And what shall we toast, Eddy boy?" asked John.

"I say we toast to ourselves, and all good things to come."

"And to Jim, too. Let's toast to Jim." Ruth chimed in.

"Hear, hear. Sláinte!"

"And to all the boys who are going off to war," added Eddy.

"Let's toast to a quick end to this war," said David. 

"That's for sure. Here, here." They all added as they raised their bottles high and clinked and clanked bottles against bottles and glass.

Finally, the room was quiet.

"So," John spoke up, "what's the news from the front?" He turned to Ruth. "We got a couple notes from Jim after he left Boston. Do you know where he is now?"

"I'm not exactly sure, I did just receive a letter, but it was dated some time ago. He was down south—Mississippi, I think. He's not overseas yet. That's certain."

"Maybe he'll be lucky and this whole damn thing will be over before he has to go," Eddy said.

"I don't know about that." David remarked. "It's sounding as if things are going to get a lot worse before they get better. I was reading in the paper that Germany is sending more troops into Poland. The Russians are determined to knock 'em back.

Laurel turned to David. "Are you planning on joining up?"

John and Hazel exchanged glances, embarrassed for David. But he answered her directly. He was getting used to the question. "No. I tried to join a few weeks after Jim did. But they won't have me."

"Why ever not?" Laurel asked.

"I have a medical condition," David replied. Laurel suddenly looked sorry she had asked. "Don't worry, it's not life threatening, Laurel. I have flat feet."

"That's all?" she asked, incredulous. "That doesn't seem like a good enough reason."

"It is when you consider how many miles you have to walk as a foot soldier." David took another sip of his beer. "I didn't think it was a big deal, either, but they explained that a guy with flat feet can't keep up with the unit. He becomes a burden to the other guys. So that's that. If you've got flat feet they don't want you."

"Oh." Laurel sat back in her chair, thinking. She turned towards Eddy. "And do you have flat feet too?"

Eddy's face flushed beet red. "Laurel, I told you why I'm not going in."

"You mean, that secret thing you told me about?"

Eddy didn't know where to look. "Laurel, just drop it, ok. You know why I'm not joining up."

"No, I don't Eddy." Laurel prodded. "At least I didn't think you meant it. What you told me."

The rest of the room was now listening intently.

"What's this all about, Eddy?" John asked. "I thought you were planning on going down to the recruiting station last week. I don't want to see you off to the war, but it's your duty, and you've got to at least let them know you're willin'."

Eddy held the beer bottle close to his lips as he answered. "I didn't go down to the recruiting station. I know, I should, but I didn't. Some of the guys at the shop were talking about waiting a bit more to see what's going to happen."

"But if you don't sign up, they're sure to draft you." John warned.

"We'll see. I may not have to go in any case."

"What are ye talkin about?" Hazel asked.

"It's nothing, Mum." He looked at the worried look on his mother's face. "I wasn't feeling so well the other day and checked in with the shop doctor. Seems I've got some kind of problem with my breathing. They think I've got some form of asthma."

"You think that might have something to do with the fact you smoke?" John spoke sharply. "I've told you to quit dozens of times. It's a nasty habit."

"If smoking keeps me from breathing right and keeps me out of this rotten war, then I'll keep smoking," Eddy shot back.

Laurel reached out and touched his arm. "Don't talk to your father like that."

Eddy pulled his arm away. "He's not my father." He turned on John. 

"You have no right to set after me. If I want to smoke, I'll smoke."

"Now stop all this, you two," Hazel cut in. "I won't have you ruining a perfectly good family meal, talking about this sort of thing. Eddy, show Laurel where the loo is and wash your hands. I'm laying the table." She turned on John. "And you leave him be. He's my son and I'll not have him under your thumb. Now go wash up."

Hazel headed towards the kitchen, John to the back porch and David and Ruth sat quietly waiting for dinner to be served. One thing Ruth remembered from all that Jim had shared with her, family dinners at Hazel's were always guaranteed to be full of some sort of drama. This evening was not an exception.

•••
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JIM'S NEXT LETTER ARRIVED a few days later. Ruth took it to work so she could read it again during her morning break.

––––––––
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Saturday, February 21, 1942 - Air Corps Technical School, Keesler Field, Mississippi - 5:45 pm





Dearest Ruth:



Things haven't been too well down here the past couple of days. We got a double dose of typhoid toxin and oh boy what an after effect. Six fellows in our barracks alone were taken away in ambulances. The shot in the arm kicks up about 5 hours after injection. It runs a fever and there is quite a pain in the arm. What a night I spent. 



I couldn't get comfortable because of the pain and my fever was growing until about 3 in the morning. I thought I had caught something or other. And the sight of those stretcher bearers lugging out the fellows didn't help any. I pitched and tossed all night. I was in a sort of semi conscious state. I remember trying to get to sleep by thinking of holding you in my arms. It usually works every time. But the pain kept me awake.



In the morning there were 3 more fellows who were unable to get up. Well, we fell out in the Squadron area at 5:30 for setting up exercises and sure enough another fellow flops over. 



It's cold and damp around here in the early morning and the fellows began to complain, but the sergeant just told us that we were supposed to be soldiers, not boy scouts.



Some fellows believe we are jinxed because we shipped down here. Friday the 13th on a 13 car train and we're housed in Block 13. But I'm not suspicious.



I got a letter from my friend Steve today. He just got a shot for yellow fever. He should be in these parts and get a double dose of typhoid along with 2 shots of tetanus, 1 shot for diphtheria, 1 shot for yellow fever, 1 shot for scarlet and a blood test along with a test for venereal diseases fever (to protect us from that O'Hara gal.) 



So help me, I feel like a guinea pig. And I understand there is a peach of an injection waiting for the fellows that go further south - that one is a special injection for malaria. You hit the floor when that old needle stabs.





RUTH COULDN'T IMAGINE what it was like to get so many different needles all at the same time. No wonder soldiers were dropping like flies.




I heard from home today. They mentioned having called you up. Well dear, you know I'm writing you the most and I send them a letter every four or five days. Should I write them more? I suppose it would be asking you too much to call them occasionally and let them know the latest, or would that make them feel sort of left out of things? What do you think, honey? 



My brother David wants to keep your picture. What's the penalty for murdering a brother? Now, don't get ideas! I'm not going to tell you any more about him.



I miss you dear, but there will come a time when I can see you again. Just write me whenever you can. Give my regards to your folks. 



Jim



––––––––
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RUTH CAREFULLY FOLDED the letter, put it back in its envelope and placed it in the front pocket of her satchel. This was the fifth time she had read it over, savoring each and every word. She missed Jim more than she thought she could ever miss anyone. His being so far away and out of reach felt like some heavy burden sitting on her chest, not painful really, just an ache that wouldn't go away. 

Now, sitting in front of her work easel, with piles of paper and bottles of inks scattered about in front of her, she began to organize her desk. It was always easier for her to think while she distracted herself with tidying up.

David had promised to take her dancing at Norumbega Park later in the month. She wondered if she should mention that to Jim. Would he be jealous? Maybe he was kidding around, but Ruth could read hints of unease between the lines of Jim's letter. He did want her to have fun while he was away. She knew that. Just not too much fun. 

She would have worked right through the lunch hour if Helen from the office one flight up, had not stuck her head in the door. "Going to lunch?" she asked. "Girl's gotta eat sometime."

Helen was one of Ruth's closest friends and the best fashion critic she knew. Tall and stylish, Helen could always be counted on for honest advice, whether about the latest trends in women's wear or how to handle the opposite sex. 

Ruth looked down at the half finished ad layout. It was due the next morning. She'd have enough time if she wasn't gone too long. 

"Where were you thinking of going? I only want a sandwich. Nothing big. And I can only take a few minutes. Got to finish this ad before the end of the day."

Helen came closer and glanced over the drafting board at Ruth's drawing. "Who's it for this time?"

"Jordan's. They've got a big sale on handbags for spring coming out next week. This is just one of a dozen ads we're running." She turned the sheet so Helen could see it more easily.

"Nice look. Not leather though. I hear they're beginning to ration that."

"I think they call it some sort of faux leather. It's made of crocodile or alligator or something. It's supposed to be very durable which is smart. Since this war began we have to make everything last a lot longer. There's also a whole collection of canvas bags that are coming out too."

"Hope they've got one that'll go with my old best dress," Helen wondered. "I don't think there's going to be a new Easter outfit in my future this year. But at least I can buy a new bag." She paused, "So, are you coming to lunch, or not?"

"Let me get my coat," Ruth answered. "Let's try that new deli on the corner of Devonshire and Franklin. I hear they give free pickles with every sandwich."

"Now, that sounds like a plan." Helen agreed, and the two friends headed down the stairs and out to Milk Street.

•••
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THREE DAYS LATER, JIM's next letter arrived. Ruth saved it to read on the trolley ride into town.






Saturday, February 21, 1942 - Air Corps Technical School, Keesler Field, Mississippi - 7:10 pm



Dearest Ruth,



The reason I can write this now is that we were forced to quit drill because of a terrific downpour and it will last several hours. This is the rainy season down here now, and it pours three or four days each week. The cotton is all planted and this rain will get it growing. They have terrific lighting storms. The other night I saw a bolt of lightning strike the top of the huge water tower. There was a big flash and a noise like the cracking of a whip. "Crack - Boom" and I said "whew" pretty close. 



I'm sorry if I said the southerners were hostile. That was my first impression. But now, I understand that they usually give rookies the razz anyway. But they keep much to themselves. Outside of an occasional wise crack, everything is peaceful.





Ruth had to smile, imagining Jim struggling with the weather, the accents, and southerners in general. He had never traveled much and she knew what a homebody he was, always more comfortable with the known than the unknown. She gazed out the window as the trolley rattled past row after row of three-deckers lining the tracks. She tried to picture Jim so many miles away.




We march in review tomorrow in full ceremony. They are dedicating Keesler Field and graduating the first class to go through the school. I wish you could see the field and hangars. They have 6 hangars and a great big runway in several directions. They also have a building they call the test block. They set the engines in this building and test them. What a roar! You'd get a kick out of seeing the P40s and 41s flying up and down. Any day I expect to see them smack into the ground the way they bank after taking off. A lieutenant was killed here 2 months ago.



Say a little prayer that I'll get into technical school. I'm still in basic training here and after 4 weeks will either go to school or ship out. A crowd of fellows (2,700) shipped out at 3 am today. They were fully equipped for a trip south—mosquito netting and sun hats - khaki etc. They think they are going to Trinidad, but then again, who knows?



Don't worry darling, I'll tell you in plenty of time what's going on. You don't mind me getting into aviation mechanics do you? I have already been classified as office clerk but am trying to see if I can't pick up a trade and see if I can succeed. I'm fighting for you honey, all the way. You understand that once in the Air Corps you cannot transfer to any other branch since the Air Corps is considered Highest Rank. I'd like to work on those big bombers and "keep 'em flying."



We got our third shot of typhoid today. It is not as tough as the second, but my arm is a bit sore. My cold is much better thanks, it's just in my head a little now. I didn't have any medicine, just plenty of water and tried to get as much rest as possible. You see, sick calls go on your service record and I'm trying to keep that as clean as possible.



Besides, unless you're pretty sick the usual remedy for colds, stomach aches, headaches, backaches, and general fatigue is a good dose of GI pills. (Castor Oil.) Boy, what results!



We are all set for three years on typhoid shots but will get tetanus every 21 days. I guess by now you think that all we do is eat, sleep, and take the needle, but this stuff is just what the recruit must go through at the start.



––––––––
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RUTH CAREFULLY FOLDED the letter, slipped it back into its envelope and placed it in the inside pocket of her satchel where it would be safe. She sat back and rested her head against the hard metal edge of the trolley seat. The weather had turned and through the foggy window she could just make out Boston Harbor in the distance. The rain was steady now; a cold, hard, early spring rain, the kind that seemed to pierce the toughest weather gear. Ruth had nothing more than her thin winter coat. 

She couldn't help thinking of Jim, somewhere in Mississippi, watching his own rain fall, warm, hot and humid. They were separated not just by time and distance but by the weather. How different their worlds were becoming. She, in Boston, working on ads to sell handbags to women who already had too many handbags, and Jim learning how to repair plane engines so that bombers could keep on flying and drop bombs on foreign cities. 

"This war is going to change everything," she thought. 

By the time the 7:35 reached South Station the rain had turned into a downpour. Passengers disembarked from the car and ran for cover, scattering like beads on glass, running into the shelter of the cavernous central station or into the doorways that lined Atlantic Avenue. Ruth grabbed the newspaper from her satchel and holding it flat above her head as her only protection, joined the crowd surging towards the first available entrance into the station's rotunda. By the time she got inside, the newspaper was a mass of wet pulp and her coat was soaked. The dampness seeped through the coat's thin woolen layer. It would take hours for her clothes to dry out.

"What I wouldn't give for a cup of real coffee, right now," she mused. Coffee was becoming harder to find as it was one of the first foodstuffs to have been rationed. The lunchroom in South Station was now selling a coffee substitute called Postum, made from wheat bran and molasses. She didn't like it. 

Ruth looked across at the marble mosaic in the center of the rotunda. Tiny puddles trailed after an old woman heading across to the ticket counter, her umbrella dripping as she padded along. Gathered near the newsstand on the far side were dozens of men in uniform heading out for who knows where, their canvas duffel bags stuffed with army regulation gear. They all appeared so eager and full of excitement for the adventure ahead. She silently wished them well and god speed. One of them, a boy who looked no more than eighteen, approached her. 

"Got a light, ma'am?" he asked. He held a cigarette between the fingers of his right hand and gestured with it. "Got a light for a future hero?" he grinned down at her. He was tall and lanky and too thin for the uniform he had been issued. She instantly felt a wave of compassion for him. This kid had no idea what he was in for. His life was going to be altered in ways he could never imagine. What would he see? What would he be forced to do? Would he even survive? She shook her head. She couldn't think about all that. Not with Jim soon going into the thick of it.

"Sorry, I don't smoke. But you should be able to find a book of matches at the Tobacconists." She pointed to the small shop at the far end of the station.

"Thanks, ma'am." The boy started to walk away.

"Wait." Ruth stopped him. "Where are you boys headed? You just join up?"

"Heading south, ma'am. Biloxi, Mississippi they tell me. Supposed to be hot there. I can't wait to get out of this rotten New England weather."

"Well, good luck." Ruth answered. "I hear from my boyfriend, Jim, that Mississippi is ok. People are nice and friendly." She decided not to tell him of Jim's first impressions. What was the point? All soldiers, both north and south were the same. They're all in this together.

She glanced up at the large arched windows that faced towards Summer Street. Enormous blackout curtains had been drawn back for the day and she could see that the rain was still coming down. She decided to order a cup of tea at one of the counters. This rain can't last that much longer, she thought.

She took one of the empty stools that were up against the far counter in the lunch room, and settled in to wait out the rainstorm. She took out the letter from Jim and continued to read. 

He had written this portion of the letter a couple of days after the first.






Good news tonight honey. I passed the entrance examination for Aviation Technician and will begin school soon after my basic training period. I hope I'm doing the right thing.



As you know, I was classified as clerk and could probably earn a rating with more pay in the finance dept. But I feel I'd like to branch out into a trade to see what it's like. They don't advance you as fast in the early stages of the game simply because it takes quite a while to become expert with airplane engines. If I were a clerk with my education and experience I could knock off a corporal rating inside 3 months. Then to a sergeant and possibly staff sergeant but not likely much higher.



Against this though, I have the possibility of being proficient as technician and a first class mechanic gets the same pay as First Sergeant although he has no stripes. A first sergeant makes $84 per month. I doubt if I'd make this in the finance dept. I understand there is politics there and the fellows who have a little cash on the outside seem to get the breaks. Perhaps I shouldn't say this because I have no proof, but it's the general opinion of the non-coms, some of whom have been in the army quite awhile.



But darling, it's not the idea of being a big shot in the Army that counts. It's my idea to see if I am adapted to that type of work, and as I say, if I can become expert at it, I could probably use my training quite advantageously in the outside after this damm mess is over.



A first class mechanic is not a grease-monkey. He is the man responsible for the performance of the engines on ships to which he is assigned. He climbs into the ships and puts the engines through their paces. A ship cannot leave the ground until he approves the action of the engines, because it's his neck if they conk out "up there."



He directs a crew of men in the breaking down and overhauling and servicing of the engines so you see, he must know a little about what he is doing. They have what they call flying mechanics also. They travel on large bombers, the engines of which can be repaired while in flight. It all sounds interesting and sort of appeals to me, so I hope I'm doing the right thing in choosing the trade instead of finance. 



He had decided to become a mechanic and go back to school? It seemed a bit of a waste not to use all the education and experience he already had in accounting—but if learning a new trade fixing airplane engines kept Jim in school stateside, then Ruth thought it was a great idea.




I'm enclosing the insignia of the Air Corps at this field. Keep it, won't you? Darling, I miss you so much it hurts. If I go to school here (5 ½ months) at least you'll know where I am for a while. Your letter gave me a lump in my throat where you say your eyes are blurry. I wish I could have been there to see them. I would have kissed the blur right out of them. I'll write again very soon dear. 

Good night my love. Jim.



––––––––
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RUTH COULDN'T HELP feeling pride at Jim's success in getting into the aviation class. She could tell he was feeling pleased with himself. His family couldn't afford to send him off to college, and she knew he had barely kept himself clothed and fed with his small salary as a clerk. But Jim was smart and now that he had found a subject he really seemed to love, she knew he would succeed. Not only that, but she realized he was already making plans to advance up the military ladder as far as he could go. As she fingered the small blue cloth insignia he had enclosed in the letter, she had to smile. She was proud of his ambition. Her Jim was going to be okay.

"And so am I," she thought. The rain was starting to ease up and the sky beginning to brighten. She glanced at the great clock above the concourse. She would have to hustle. Her best client was expecting her with new design sketches within the hour.

•••
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A LONG LETTER FROM Jim arrived by post the next day.

––––––––
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Sunday, March 1, 1942 - Air Corps Technical School, Keesler Field, Mississippi



Ruth my love:



I just have time for one letter tonight and although I should write my folks, I feel as though Sunday should be given over to thoughts and remembrances of you. I have to shampoo my hair and wash some clothes. It's raining pretty hard out so I will dry them over my bunk. Nothing can be left hanging in barracks after 7 am. They are pretty strict here as to the making of bunks, hanging up outside clothing, having shoes placed just right and floor spotless. We have foot-lockers in which we keep various clothing and equipment. Everything in the locker must be just right.



Of course there is nothing difficult about this; if you follow instructions and obey orders. 



We were issued a large amount of summer clothing and a flight jacket and summer flight cap. I got a pretty good fit in everything except a pair of off duty trousers and shoes.



Our meals are wonderful. We can have as much as we want. Steak, chops, everything is there for us.



Biloxi is a little Boomtown due to the location of this field. I saw quite a few southern gals here Friday. It was visitors' day and they were the first girls I have been near since I joined the Army. It gave me a funny feeling to see the southern fellows taking their girls arm in arm and showing them around.



I wanted so much to have you down here then, so I could walk you around. I'd show some of these Rebels what a real girl looks like.



––––––––
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RUTH REREAD THIS LAST paragraph and shook her head. Her Jim was becoming a true romantic. She had never expected it from him as his outward demeanor was often a bit rigid. In fact, her sister Justine had long questioned what Ruth saw in him. 

"He's so... so... , I don't know—stiff, Ruth. He stands like an undertaker at a funeral parlor! Have you ever seen Jim relax?"

"He's perfectly relaxed when he's with me. You just need to spend time with him and get to know him a little better."

"And he's so religious! All that church stuff he's always talking about. Is he serious? Does he really go to church every morning?"

"Jim grew up in a very Irish Catholic family. His mother was a real churchgoer. I think he takes after her just to keep her memory alive."

"Well, as long as you don't turn into one of those church widows with their husbands always hanging about with the priests or passing the baskets at every service on every weekend all year 'round. Remember what happened to Mrs. Flaherty down the block. Her husband might as well have joined the monastery for all she ever saw of him."

Ruth laughed. "No chance of that with my Jim. He likes his church all right, but he has more important things on his mind." She remembered her last conversation with him before he joined up. He was focused on only one thing that night and it had nothing to do with church! In fact, it was the type of conversation you didn't mention in church unless it was in the confessional. She had to suppress a laugh as she continued to read.

––––––––
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Ruth, will you please send me one of your handkerchiefs. I'd like to have something like that of yours, as a lucky piece. You might also put the imprint of your lips in one corner. I'm blushing, while I write this, but it's what I want. I hope you don't think I'm silly. I got it bad I guess. 



The other day the fellow that bunks next to me showed me something quite confidential. It was a combination of clock mirror and picture. On the back of the picture of his girl he had the impression of her lips and a lock of her hair. I thought that would be just what I would like from you. Dear, I'm way down here and I've got to have something of yours to cherish and sort of look at once in a while.



––––––––
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RUTH PAUSED. WHAT COULD she send him? A lock of hair seemed a little too dramatic to her, but if that was what he wanted, then she could easily send him a bit in her next letter. Perhaps she could buy a small wallet to keep it safe. She wondered if the army would approve. She guessed Jim would be happy for any small token from her and made a mental note to check in Jordan's next time she was downtown.






I have finished my basic training here today. And I have a bit of news. I was notified today that I would be shipped out tomorrow. I am going to a private school many miles from here. They want to train us as quickly as possible and the school here is filled already. Why we particular men were selected I do not know. I will be able to tell you more of course when I get there.



The boys are planning a little blow up tonight in the squad room. We can buy canned beer at the canteen. You know, a sort of farewell to the fellows left behind.



I've met a few nice fellows. But I doubt if we will become real chummy until we are stationed at our permanent bases. 



We think we are going to get different uniforms since the Air Corps is a separate unit. Rumors are it will be similar to the R.A.F. Marine blue or something, with Gold Braid. Sam Brown belts and everything, I betcha.



I met a fellow last week that knew my friend Eddie Barry. This morning I saw him marching as a prisoner under guard. He had told me he was going over the hill and he did but got caught. 



Don't work too hard dear. I think you're quite wonderful. I better cut out thinking thoughts of you so much or I'll be driven to "go over the hill." 



But seriously, I'm glad I have a girl like you at home. I know I will stay on the straight and narrow.



Good-bye for now my lovely one. My next letter will be from ?



Jim.



––––––––
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RUTH STARED AT THE question mark in the letter's last line. Jim was being moved. But to where? Would it be to a base near enough to Boston to visit him? Unlikely. The only Army base near by was Fort Devens and there was no school located there as far as she knew. It was an embarkation center where the men who were drafted were trained before being sent overseas. At least three of the old crowd had been sent to Devens when they got the call. Charlie Bates, Mike Provo, and Louis Bridge had been shipped out from there. 

Charlie's girlfriend, Midge, had been very upset that she never had a chance to say goodbye. The Army was moving the men through training so fast, there had been no time for the usual farewells. 
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​Chapter 3
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Missouri Aviation Institute • Kansas City

Four months had passed since war had been declared and the one thing Jim still had going for him, Ruth realized, was that he was still in the country. 




"Tuesday, March 3, 1942 12 noon

Air Corps Training Detachment, Missouri Aviation Institute, Kansas City, Missouri." 



Ruth, my darling—I dreamt about you last night. It was a "short feature." You were sitting on a sofa, and I was on the arm and I was teasing you about something or other. You bit on my fingers and I woke up. I'll get you for that, you wait and see if I don't.





Ruth wondered what he had been drinking the night before. Jim liked his beer well enough, but he must have had a toot too much! She shook her head and kept on reading. 




The class in structures finished last night and today we begin the study of hydraulics. I understand if you can draw well you will get a good mark. There are something like 63 drawings of parts to be made.



You people are having quite a few blackouts aren't you? I don't imagine Kansas City will ever have one. They don't even have a Civilian Defense Committee here. They really don't know a war is on. And if I stay here long enough I won't either. Everything is so peaceful like. Not many soldiers. No army trucks banging through the streets. Absolutely no sailors. Very few bar rooms. This is quite the city. Their city hall is a bigger building than your Boston court house.



I would sure like to see you Easter morn. I bet you will look real beautiful. I hope the day is sunny. I'll be thinking of you all the day. 



Goodbye now dear, and have a nice Easter. 

Jim.



––––––––
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RUTH PUT THE LETTER down and looked out her bedroom window at her neighbor, Mrs. Wilson, working in her garden across the street. The cold rains of early spring were finally over and the last few days of sunshine had had the effect of drawing everyone out of hibernation for the first time since the last hard frost.

•••

[image: ]


THE NEXT DAY SHE STOPPED by the accessories counter in Jordan's and purchased a small, inexpensive wallet. That evening when the house was finally quiet, she snipped a short lock of her hair, tied it with a thin gold ribbon and carefully placed it inside the wallet and wrote Jim a short note.

––––––––
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My darling, Jim



Here is a lock of my hair for you to hold as a keepsake. I send it with all my love and wishes for you to return safely to my arms. Stay happy and healthy until we meet again. 



Yours, Ruth







SHE DID NOT KNOW HOW long it would take for her little gift to be delivered to Jim, but determined that it be delivered before the holiday, she mailed it first class. 

•••
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"I'M GOING TO WALK UP to the corner store, Mother," Ruth stuck her head into the kitchen where Mrs. LeBlanc was mixing something in a large bowl. "You need me to pick up anything for supper?"

"I could use some sugar if they have any," Mrs. LeBlanc answered. "I think you'll find at least a few ration coupons in that drawer." She pointed a large mixing spoon in the direction of the kitchen cabinet.

"What are you making?" Ruth asked, poking her head around her mother's shoulder to view a doughy brown lump in the bottom of the bowl. 

"A surprise," her mother answered. "I've never made this before. Found the recipe in the morning paper. It's supposed to be a substitute for angel food cake, but without the sugar, I'm not sure how it will taste. Ask Mr. Mazzioli if he can manage a small bag of sugar for us just in case."

"Ok," Ruth answered. She found the ration book and removed a few stamps. "I'll see if these will work. I'm still not sure how many we need."

"It changes all the time. But Mr. Mazzioli will know. Ask him."

It took only a minute or two to walk to Mazzioli's. The small grocery had been at the corner of Bromfield and Wollaston for decades. Everyone in the neighborhood stopped in for the essentials of life: newspaper, bread, milk, and of course, the latest gossip.

"Hey Missy LeBlanc!" Mr. Mazzioli called out as she pushed open the old glass door. The small bell above the transom signaled her entrance to the one or two patrons standing at the counter. She recognized one of them as Mrs. Evans, the widow from across the nearby playground. Her son Charlie had gone off just before Jim had signed up and Ruth knew he had already shipped out to the South Pacific. 

"Morning. Mr. Mazzioli. Mrs. Evans." She nodded to them both.

"What can I do for you this beautiful day?" Mr. Mazzioli was eager to please.

"Any chance you have any sugar? My mother's making a new recipe and it calls for sugar or something we can use as a substitute."

"We don't have any sugar in stock. Getting harder and harder to come by." Mr. Mazzioli shook his head. "But some cooks are using corn syrup instead. We have lots of corn syrup!"

"But you have to be sure to use enough syrup," Mrs. Evans interrupted. "You need at least two cups for a recipe that calls for a cup of sugar. And be careful not to use too much. The syrup gets too gooey. The last time I baked was for little Jessie's birthday. No matter how I tried, the cake was all runny and wouldn't settle. Try maple syrup instead."

Now Ruth was confused. Corn syrup, maple syrup? Which was better? She turned to the grocer. "Which is better for baking a cake?" She looked again at Mrs. Evans. "I guess I'll try the maple syrup." Mrs. Evans nodded her agreement.

"Any word from Charlie, Mrs. Evans? Any news?" 

"We got a letter a bit ago. He's off to fight the Japanese somewhere in the Pacific. But no details. They're being very strict about details." Mrs. Evans continued. "But he sounded fine and I think he's with a good group of men. Most of them are from New England. They all signed up together, and that's a good thing, don't you think?" Mrs. Evans grasped her shopping bag a little more tightly and Ruth could see she was uncomfortable talking about her son and his being so far away. "How's your young man? Jim, isn't it?"

"He's fine, thanks. He sends letters all the time. He signed up for the Army Air Force and is in training somewhere in the Midwest."

"That sounds important." Mrs. Evans responded. "Is he a pilot?"

"No, he'll be working on the engines and keeping the planes flying."

"So he won't be going overseas?"

"I think once he finishes his training they will send him wherever they need him. Here or over there. No word yet."

"Well, let's hope it all ends soon and he won't have to go at all." Mrs. Evans paused and Ruth could tell she was on the verge of tears. "I want all them boys to come back home. Now. You'd think they could settle these things without them killing each other. Makes no sense to me."

"Now, Mrs. Evans," Mr. Mazzioli spoke up. "We got to fight to stop Hitler and those people who bombed us back in December. We have to fight back. Look at the headlines." He pointed to the stack of newspapers on the counter top.

"Brits Bombed Again" "Navy Convoy Losses Mount" The extra bold type filled the entire top of the page. Just under the headline was a large photo of a bombed out street and people running for their lives. Ruth's stomach gave a lurch. This was the world her Jim was about to face.

"You're right, Mr. Mazzioli. And I realize we have to go over there and stop it. I wish there was another way."

"No other way, Missy LeBlanc. Too late for that now. If we don't stop Hitler..." 

"And that Mussolini character from your Italy," Mrs. Evans interrupted.

"He is not from my Italy!" Mr. Mazzioli countered. "Mussolini—he is a fascist! A traitor to my family and all of Italy." His voice was getting louder. "Do not tell me about this Mussolini. Don't talk about him."

Mrs. Evans was too stunned to continue. "I'm sorry, Mr. Mazzioli. I only just heard on the radio..."

"The radio lies. It tells nothing but bad things about my country. I don't listen no more." He paused, realizing his voice had betrayed his anger. "I'm sorry to be so mad, Mrs. Evans. Not your fault." He began to stack her few parcels on the counter to ring them up. "Is this everything? You need anything else?"

"No, nothing else, Mr. Mazzioli." Mrs. Evans handed the storekeeper a canvas sack and together they bagged her groceries. 

Ruth turned away and walked down the center aisle of the small store in search of a jar of maple syrup. The shelves were still full of products but there were a few spots where the tins were beginning to thin out. Ruth had heard rumors that prepared foods were becoming scarce and she guessed from the look of these shelves that the rumor was true. No sugar, no tins of coffee, and in the spot where there were usually racks of candy bars and sweets, bags of pretzels were spread out to give the appearance of a fully packed shelf.

She found the maple syrup on the top shelf at the end of the aisle and was heading back to the counter when she remembered why she had headed to Mazzioli's market in the first place. She needed nylons. A one stop shop, Mazzioli's wasn't the biggest market, but it was one of those places that always carried at least a few of everything you might need in a pinch. And Ruth needed nylons. Her last pair had a ladder just above the knee that she knew was going to show beneath her skirt’s hemline in no time.

Mazzioli kept the personal care items like nylons, and hair brushes on a rack near the pay phone at the front of the store. Maple syrup in hand, Ruth headed back towards the front counter. The rack where nylons were usually displayed was totally empty.

"Mr. Mazzioli, where are all the nylons? You usually have a whole variety."

"Gone, Missy LeBlanc. "All gone. Two days ago the salesman came in and told me that was it. No more nylons for ladies. Everything is going to parachutes for the war."

"What?" Ruth was incredulous. "You've got to be kidding."

"That's what the salesman said. No nylons. And I don't know when more come in. But we got socks. Lots of socks. Bottom shelf on the right." He pointed in the direction of the bottom shelf, but Ruth was not interested in socks and shook her head no.

All the way home Ruth turned this latest piece of information over and over in her mind. This war was getting serious. No nylons. All materials going to parachutes? What was she going to do?

Justine was equally incredulous. "No nylons? What are they thinking? What are we supposed to do without nylons? Go bare legged? I can't do that."

"Well, we've done it before. When we were kids, we always went bare legged."

"Right. But we were wearing ankle socks and Mary Janes, Ruth. I can't wear heels without nylons. What do they think we're going to do?"

"We'll just have to make do with what we've got I guess." Ruth thought about her one last pair of nylons that she was saving for special occasions. They were in her second drawer carefully wrapped in white tissue paper. She decided they would stay there.

"I've got a ladder starting on the pair I've got on now, Justine. Do you have any nail polish or a bit of glue I can use to stop it?"

Justine sighed. "This is the way it's going to be from now on, isn't it? Patching this, taping that, no nylons, no sugar, no new leather belts. My friend Judy was telling me her dad's car ran out of gas on the way home yesterday, and they won't have new gas ration stamps until next month. He's really upset."

"I guess he'll have to take the bus like the rest of us."

"He's putting in for an exemption. He's in sales, after all, and he's got to keep driving or there won't be any sales. No sales, no money. No money, they'll all be out on the street."

"Now you're exaggerating, Justine." Ruth was losing patience with her sister. Justine had developed a very narrow view of the world that only revolved around her little group of friends and their best buddies. She was still too young to know anyone who was off to war, though a few of her high school friends were very likely to be drafted once they graduated in the spring. That would change Justine's view for sure, Ruth thought.

That evening the family gathered for supper and Mrs. LeBlanc's angel food cake a la maple syrup was a great hit. Though the cake was gooey and a little hard to cut, the maple syrup supplied just the right amount of sweetness. They all agreed that one good thing that might come out of the war would be alternative recipes for old favorites.

•••
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DURING THE NEXT TWO weeks Ruth waited anxiously for Jim to write. She checked the small table by the front door each time she went in or out of the house, but no letters arrived. Worried he might have already been shipped overseas, she began to scan the newspapers for news of troop deployments. So much information was kept secret from the public. It was the not knowing that was driving her crazy.

Finally, on Saturday, when the morning mail arrived, there were two letters from Jim, both of them postmarked from Kansas City. He was still in the states! At least he was when he posted the letters.

Anxious to savor Jim's words in private, Ruth pressed the precious envelopes to her heart and hurried up the stairs to the quiet comfort of her bedroom. Grabbing Aunt Cora's quilt for warmth, she fell into the overstuffed armchair by the window, and settled in for a long read.






Wednesday, March 4, 1942 11:50 pm - Air Corps Training Detachment,

Missouri Aviation Institute, Kansas City, Missouri



Hiya Honey:



You won't get this until Monday so allow me to say I hope you spent a pleasant Sunday.



My buddy, Ray, is playing the mouth organ so instead of just lying in bed waiting for him to shut up, I thought I'd utilize the time and drop you a word or two. Today we started our new class in "Hydraulics." We had to make 6 drawings of various parts. 



The only thing that bothered me today was the standing in one spot all the time. The subject itself I don't think will be too difficult. It's lots cleaner work than engines. This morning, not having too much work to do, I went downtown and viewed a Messerschmidt 109. It was quite a sight. It is a very fast plane.



I don't think the construction on German planes will equal our ships however. It is of a very simple design and they didn't take great pains in putting the fuselage together. It didn't have half the rivets that are in our ships.



An Irish lad shot this one down over London. The German pilot was an Ace. He had five veterans marked on his vertical fin. 



Every night, I drop off to sleep thinking of you. It works every time. It's because I can become fully relaxed when I dwell on pleasant thoughts. What could be more pleasant. 



Love, Jim



––––––––
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RUTH FOLDED THE LETTER back into its envelope. She tried to imagine Jim sleeping in his bunk, the sound of a far-away harmonica softly wooing him to sleep. If only she could cross over time and space and be with him in that bunk. How warm and tender that moment would be. She sighed and opened the second envelope. Jim had written it the following day.






Thursday, March 5, 1942 - Air Corps Training Detachment, 

Missouri Aviation Institute, Kansas City, Missouri



Dearest Ruth,



I tried to start this letter while waiting for chow but I just got the date down and had to run for it. You have to fall out when that call sounds or you don't eat.



When we came back to the barracks after mess we were called out again for special detail. "K.P." I washed pots and pans for 6 hours, served the stuff at the evening meal, and went back to pots and pans until 9:15 pm. 



Tuesday we spent the whole day in rough country. Early in the morning the drill instructors called for 12 volunteers to train in skirmish fighting so that they in turn could train a squad of fellows. This was necessary because there is a shortage of drill instructors at this camp. I volunteered and he gave us full instructions as squad leaders. Then, I was given charge of 11 men and told to take them anywhere in the area and run through skirmishes.



I got my marks from that test. I was second highest in our barrack. Imagine me getting such a mark in a mechanical test, after studying accounting! There were 20 questions in math and as many as you could answer in 40 minutes in the subject of machinery and gears. I guess I have what they call "mechanical aptitude" or sheer luck - maybe. 



Thank you darling for the picture. It was exactly what I wanted and fits my wallet perfectly. I glance at it many times during the day. I feel excited every time I look at it. How I long to run my fingers through those lovely blond tresses, and hold my face close to yours. I'm in love with you darling, and it's the grandest feeling I have ever yet experienced. I miss you very much, my sweet, but I keep telling myself, "I'll go to her soon." 



Have you got the family buggy all fixed? I was sort of planning to have some fun with you this summer. We could go on some picnics, and moonlight sails, and kind of spoon under the warm summer moon. If you ever find yourself spooning with someone else darling, please don't mention it. I don't know what I'd do but the thought of it depresses me.



Love is certainly a funny thing. It can be just as painful as it can be pleasant. I never want to be jealous; I'd rather have any sickness you can name than be sick at heart from jealousy.



Be watchful of men in uniform. Especially if they have been confined for a length of time in camp. That song of "From Taps to Reveille" fits me fine. Pleasant dreams, 



Good night my love, 



Jim



––––––––
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RUTH REREAD THE LETTER. Did she detect hints of jealousy between the lines? If anyone had encouraged her to go out and have a good time while he was away, it was Jim. She liked his brother David all right and was happy to join the crowd each weekend at one of the local dance halls where she and Jim used to go, but there was no one she was interested in more than Jim. Still, she was secretly pleased Jim at least considered the possibility he could lose her.

•••
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RUTH'S HOPE FOR AN early end to the war was crushed the next Sunday morning when she picked up the newspaper from the front porch. "Hitler's Forces and Hirohito's Battalions Hope to Join Hands in India," screamed across the page. There were pictures and first person accounts. The paper was full of it. This war was not going to stop any time soon.

"Did you hear the news, Mother?" Ruth asked as she tossed the paper onto the kitchen table. "The Germans are joining up with the Japanese."

"What are you talking about?"

"Look. Just look at the headlines this morning. It's awful. This war is just getting worse and worse. At this rate, Jim will never come home."

Mrs. Leblanc stopped beating up scrambled eggs and wiped her hands on her apron. "Let me see." She reached for the paper and read the large print. "Oh dear," she muttered. "It's horrible what's happening. You must be worried, but you said Jim is still in that school? Maybe they'll keep him there? School can take a long time, you know."

"Jim's a very smart man. He'll learn everything they have to teach in no time and be on the first ship out." She pulled one of his last letters out of her dress pocket. "He's learning all about planes and engines and how to fix them. They wouldn't be spending so much time and money on him if they weren't going to ship him out."

"You may be right, dear, but no sense worrying about it today. Jim's safe at the moment, and that's something. 

Fr. O'Brien's sermon that Sunday was all duty and patriotism and doing God's will—an about face for Fr. O'Brien. Up until the bombing of Pearl Harbor the priest had been dead set against the country going to war. His solution was to pray for those who were fighting, but otherwise stay out of it! He wasn't alone. There had been a lot of talk about remaining neutral and just not getting involved. Politicians and priests together had warned about the dire consequences of committing the country to the battle. But with the Japanese attack on U.S. ships in Hawaii, all opposition disappeared. Now both politicians and the church were calling for a full frontal effort. Justice demanded action. Ruth felt that Fr. O'Brien's changed attitude was one of the reasons Jim had responded so quickly to the call to arms. 

After Mass, Ruth headed down Hancock Street towards home. It was unusually warm for an early spring day and she felt like taking the long way home. The sky was a deep blue with just a few wispy clouds, and the early afternoon sun made everything seem fresh and new. Spring crocuses were just beginning to appear along the Wilson's foot path, and the bright yellow forsythia in the Babcock's front yard was just coming into full flower. If the warm weather kept up everything would be in full bloom by mid-April.

Rather than take her usual route down Mason, Ruth continued down Beach Street towards the sea wall and Wollaston Beach. So much had happened in the last four months. She needed time and a long walk to just sort it out.
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