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Foreword
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I have tried to portray time travel research more realistically than the manner in which it is typically depicted, where a character might arrive in the past by stepping through a door, or might wind up in the past as a result of some accidental occurrence.  I wanted to show time travel research as it might actually occur, in the same cautious manner in which projects Mercury, Gemini, and Apollo progressed.
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Chapter 1
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World War Two. August 1944. England.

As the Royal Air Force, Hawker Hurricane pilot, Lieutenant Clive Hill, cruised at 15,000 feet, northwest of London, he kept watch for German V-1 unmanned rocket-powered buzz bombs.  The V-1s came from the east, appearing over the coast on their way to London or other British cities.  Hill's assignment was to fly a few thousand feet above the altitude that the V-1s flew at and scan below for the V-1's shape, silhouetted against the English countryside.

The thin cirrus overcast at 21,000 feet, let through enough sunshine that the lower puffy cotton ball cumulus clouds cast shadows that slowly moved across the patchwork of forested areas and green fields which were bordered by hedgerows.  Good forward visibility allowed Hill to see a couple of darker areas a dozen or so miles off to the west.  Hill identified one darker area as Thorpe Abbotts Airbase, the other the town of Diss a few miles from the airbase.

Hill spotted a silhouette beneath him—the unmistakable outline of a V-1.  It looked a lot like a fighter plane, it had wings, and a tail section, but no cockpit or canopy.  Although the V-1 was faster than any British fighter, Hill had altitude, and altitude could be converted to speed.  He winged over and dove, feeling the g-forces increase as he accelerated.  His windshield filled with the green landscape beneath him.  He fought the g-forces, keyed the radio and told the flight coordinator that he was in pursuit of a V-1 east of Diss, knowing that if he couldn't catch it, some other British fighters would be alerted to look out for it farther along.  

Lieutenant Hill picked up speed as he dove, and now had enough speed to at least get within firing range of the buzz bomb.  Since the V-1 was not far from Thorpe Abbotts, Hill didn't have time to amuse himself or challenge himself with a technique that RAF pilots liked to use to deal with V-1s.  Sometimes when they wanted to save ammunition, or if they just wanted the challenge of precision flying, and when they had absolutely enough speed from a dive to do it, they would fly up alongside the V-1, get a wing under the wing of the V-1 and tip the V-1, causing the gyro to tumble, making the V-1 plummet to the ground.

Right now he decided to settle for lining up a nice deflection shot on the V-1.  Hill's gun site lined up a shot just enough ahead of the V-1 that the bullets and the V-1 would arrive at the same spot at the same time.  He'd fire when the V-1 was past Thorpe Abbotts.  The radio call came in that a flight of Spitfires was climbing to altitude 15 miles west of Thorpe Abbotts in case the Hurricane pilot didn't bring down the V-1.  The Spitfires were at 19,000 feet and would dive on the V-1 if it was still flying after the Hurricane pilot fired on it.  The idea was to shoot down V-1s in a forested area or farmland.  

Lieutenant Hill hadn’t yet fired at the V-1, but saw a flash from the engine of the V-1, then a puff of smoke.  The V-1 started to lose altitude and plummeted toward the air base.

“Bloody Hell!”  He got on the radio and notified Thorpe Abbotts tower that the V-1 was going down on the air base.  There wasn't much that could be done, but at least they could alert the base fire department and set off the alert sirens.  Eyes would be on the sky then, and maybe personnel could get out of the way.  Even at his altitude Hill could make out dozens of B-17 bombers parked on the ramp near the runway.  He hoped the V-1 would go down in an empty area of the base and not take out a squadron of B-17s.
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A few months had passed since D-Day, in 1944, and Charlie Belanger felt confident that it wouldn't be long before he'd be home in Salem, Massachusetts with his wife Jeanette and his son John Paul.

He was in his barracks getting ready to head out for his shift at the signal corps warehouse, where it was his duty to coordinate shipments of communication supplies that were going across the channel to France.

Charlie Belanger had just walked out the door of the barracks when he heard the sirens start up.  He heard the sputtering of the V-1 engine and looked up to see if he could spot it.  Watching V-1s pass over was a favorite thing for soldiers to do, but what were the sirens for?  Maybe a flight of German bombers had been picked up on radar and were headed this way.  He spotted the V-1 descending rapidly towards the base and noticed the V-1's shadow moving along the ground, both steadily converging on the same point, and realized the V-1 and the shadow would merge right near the barracks.  He started to run toward a pile of sandbags, then remembered the men still inside the barracks, some in bed, some at a table playing cards, a few sitting on foot lockers reading or writing a letter, all probably ignoring the sirens, figuring the fighters or anti-aircraft would take care of whatever it was.  Charlie stopped, clenched his fists.  The sandbags were within reach.  He hesitated a moment.

“Shit!”  He ran back, opened the door, and yelled “V-1 Incoming! Take cover!”  Belanger ran towards the line of sandbags again.  The men in the barracks dove under beds, huddled at the side of foot lockers, or pulled a duffel bag over them.

Charlie had just a few more yards to cover, but it was too late now to escape.  The V-1 crashed nearby, destroying a large part of the barracks, killing Charlie Belanger instantly, as 200 pounds of explosive went off.

Later, as men from the barracks were pulled out of the rubble, they told how Belanger had yelled for them to take cover.  Nobody in the barracks was badly hurt.  They all credited Belanger with saving their lives.  He was posthumously awarded the Silver Star medal.
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August 1944. Salem, Massachusetts.

Ruthie LaBonte looked forward to a visit from her boyfriend, Johnny Latham, who was on leave from the airfield in Maine, where he was assigned as a member of the base fire department.  He had just arrived in Salem at the big wooden railroad station.  He and his friend from the airfield, Dennis Pender, stepped down from the Boston & Maine railroad car.  The conductor stood and watched for the last passenger to leave the train  Johnny wore his Army uniform, sergeant stripes on the sleeves.  Dennis wore a suit and tie.

Dennis Pender was from a wealthy family in Maine who owned a string of car dealerships along the coast.  Dennis was a volunteer fireman in his home town and was also assigned to the base fire department because there was a lot more need for fire response at the air base than in the town.  The entire volunteer fire department was assigned to the army air force base for the duration.  They were still civilians but were assigned to help with situations on the base.  Dennis and Johnny worked together and became friends.

The lowering, late afternoon sun filled the inside of the station with shadow as the last of the passengers got off.  Dennis looked around at the inside of the huge old wooden station, which was more of a giant building that the trains drove through than a traditional station that the trains just pulled up next to.  They took a taxi to Palmer Street where Ruthie lived with her father Napoleon, or “Nap,” as everyone called him.  They lived on the second floor of a tenement, a three decker in a block of three decker tenements.  Latham knocked on the door.

To compare Ruthie to her slightly older sister, Jeanette Belanger, who lived on the top floor with her son, John Paul, would have been like comparing apples and oranges.  Both had their qualities.  Ruthie was a bit shorter than Jeanette, but never tried to make up for it by wearing heels if she could avoid it.  She was also a bit heavier than Jeanette.  Ruthie loved drinking beer, not the lady-like drinks she would have been expected to favor, such as martinis, or cocktails.  She loved partying, having fun, joking, kidding people, and doing anything that a life-of-the party might be expected to do.  She was usually described as pretty in a tom-boyish sort of way.  Her short, setting-sun, sailor’s delight, color of hair, inherited from her Irish mother, often got her called cute.  She inherited her hair color from her mother, but she got her eye color, the traditional brown of French Canadian ancestry, from her father Nap.

Jeanette would have been described simply as pretty.  No other term or qualifier was necessary.  She was just pretty.  Jeanette stuck more completely to the French traits of brown hair and brown eyes.

Although Ruthie had been a really good athlete in high school, Jeanette was a bit trimmer than her sister, not due to watching her weight, but instead to the decreased appetite that she had felt since her husband Charlie had been shipped over to England.  Anyone just meeting Jeanette, would have come to the conclusion that she was the serious type, subdued, and a bit reserved, a result maybe of her husband being overseas.  Ruthie kidded Jeanette that she was getting old, the “What ever happened to the crazy Jeanette that used to live here?” quip.  But whether they were up to carefree antics in the pre-war days, or were in the more serious times of 1944, they were still as close as two siblings had ever been.

Ruthie opened the door and Johnny Latham grabbed her, and gave her a big hug.  He looked into her eyes for a moment, then gave her a long kiss.  When they separated, Ruthie peeked over Johnny's shoulder and gave Dennis Pender a wink to acknowledge his presence.  She said, once again over Johnny's shoulder to Dennis, “Hello.”

Johnny broke the clutch.  “Oh, I'm sorry, Ruthie, this is my friend Dennis Pender.  He's gonna be spending a few days at my place while we're on leave.”

“Hi Ruthie.  Nice to meet you.  I've heard a lot about you.”

She gave Johnny a hit on the arm and kidded, “A gentleman's not supposed to tell.”

Pender laughed.  “I mean he says you're a great athlete.  Another Babe Didrickson.”

“Not quite, maybe back in high school, but high school’s way in the past.  Come on in you two.  Let's plan something for this evening.”

They went into the living room and sat down.  Twilight was setting in and a lamp high on a post in the parking lot outside the tenement shone through the white lace curtains.  The window was open, letting a slight breeze cool the apartment.

The curtains moved gently and the parking lot light cast moving patterns from them on the wall  A framed painting of Tower Bridge and the Tower of London with the Thames River in the foreground hung on another wall.  Charlie had sent a few paintings home, rolled up, and Ruthie had liked this one and had it framed.  Beneath the painting was a large console radio flanked by photos of members of the family.

A couch and three large chairs with plush cushions were arranged in a semi circle in front of and facing the table with the radio.  Ruthie and Johnny sat on the couch.  Dennis rearranged one of the chairs to face them.  Ruthie's father, Nap, had left a 16 millimeter movie projector set up on a table behind the couch.  Next to the table with the radio hung a movie screen.  A few reels of film sat on the table next to the projector.

Ruthie pointed her thumb behind her at the projector.  “My father loves his movie camera.  One of his hobbies.  He's got tons of home movies of Christmas, New Years, birthdays, mostly pictures of people trying to hide from his camera.”

Ruthie got up.  “Beer, Dennis?  I won't even ask you, Johnny. I'll just bring two or three in for you.”

Johnny countered, “Yeah. And bring a case for yourself.”  Another hit in the arm from Ruthie, then Johnny added, “You make me sound like a real class act.”

Pender said, “I know Johnny likes his beer.  And I do too.  Sounds good.”

Ruthie came back in with the beers and said, “Hey, I'm going upstairs to see if Jeanette is back.”  She turned to Dennis.  “My sister.  She should be back from work by now.  My father, Nap, is probably watching John Paul...Jeanette's son.  Or maybe they're in his shop at the other end of the parking lot.”  She gestured in that direction.  “He's got a radio and appliance repair shop and does sound work—public address work, for fairs and things.”  She hesitated a moment, then added, “And he does his mad scientist type things in there.”  Without explaining, she left for the upstairs apartment.

After Ruthie left, Dennis said, “Nap?  Mad scientist?”

“Everybody calls him Nap.  Even his daughters and grandson.  That's the way he wants it.  His name's Napoleon.  And that mad scientist thing.  Don’t worry.  No monsters with bolts through their neck.  He likes to experiment.  Always doing something with electricity.”

Dennis Pender said, “Jeanette's married?  She has a son?”

“Yeah, her husband Charlie's in England, somewhere around London.” Johnny shook his head.  “I can't remember the name of the base, but anyway Charlie lucked out.  His Signal Corps unit was assigned to go over to France shortly after D-Day, but he was assigned to stay behind in England to take care of communications equipment on the base and coordinate shipments of supplies to his unit in France.”  He nodded, then added, “A lot safer.”

“I bet she was happy to hear that.  Her husband not getting shot at by any Krauts.”

Johnny agreed, then added, “It was Charlie who brought me home for a weekend leave.  Ruthie and I hit it off.  The rest is history.”  Then Johnny said.  “Did I ever tell you how I became friends with Charlie?”

“Just assumed that since you're both from Salem...”

“Never met before the war.  We were at the base in Maine, at the club, both sitting at the bar and a guy near us, really drunk, just wanted to talk I guess.  He said, 'Where you guys from?'  Both of us said Salem at the same time.  It was funny.  Charlie turned to me and said, ‘Oregon?’

“I said, ‘Mass,’ then I asked him, ‘Oregon?’ and he said ‘Mass.”

“So you never knew each other in Salem before the war?”

“No.  Went to the same schools.  Never met.”

Ruthie came back down, followed by Jeanette and John Paul, Jeanette's son.  She made the introductions, then said, “I just remembered, there's an open-air concert at the Willows.  Count Basie.”  She looked at Pender and added, “Salem Willows.  An amusement area and park.”

Pender said.  “Sounds good to me.  The five of us?”  Then he added, in case Jeanette thought he had anything else in mind, “Just as friends.”  Then he smiled at Johnny, “Except for you two.  Yeah, it would be a great way to spend the evening.  Would you and John Paul be willing to accompany us?”

“Sounds like fun,” Jeanette said.  Then she cautioned, “And then afterwards we can take the trolley back and Johnny and Dennis can stay at Johnny's house and Ruthie and John Paul and I can come back here.”

“I'm looking forward to it,” said Pender.

Ruthie suggested, “Let's go down town for supper and then off to the Willows.”

“Okay,” said Jeanette.  “I'm gonna go and tell Nap what our plans are.  He was watching John Paul and when I got back they went to the shop.  He's working on one of his mysterious electricity experiments, after hours.”
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They finished their meal of seafood, fried clams, onion rings, and fries, and then got on the Eastern Massachusetts Street Railway streetcar and headed out to the Salem Willows.  The evening was mild, the trolley windows were open and the breeze felt good.  Johnny and Ruthie sat in front of Jeanette and her son, John Paul.  Dennis sat across the row and talked to Jeanette.

Jeanette owned an older car but it was up on blocks.  She couldn't get tires, and fuel was limited because of rationing.  Many people were in that situation.  As a result, trains and trolleys were always crowded.  There was an occasional zap sound from above the trolley as the streetcar's electric power catenary on top momentarily lost contact with the power lines as it crossed a joint in the lines.

As they rode along, Jeanette thought about how people commented that Johnny reminded them of Frank Sinatra, probably due to the same brown hair and blue eyes, and similar facial features.  Jeanette could agree with that but thought that Johnny wasn't quite as slender, and was a bit taller than the five foot seven Sinatra.  She knew some of those characteristics from the tabloid magazines.  As she listened to Dennis talk she imagined that he looked a lot like Gary Cooper.  She pictured Dennis in Gary Cooper's role in 'High Noon,' standing in the dusty street, his brown hair and blue eyes shaded beneath his cowboy hat, all of his six-foot-plus, solidly built self standing alone on the streets of the western town, abandoned by the townsfolk, having to face the outlaws by himself.  Dennis wasn’t quite as tall, or quite as athletic-looking as Cooper, but Jeanette still thought he’d pass as a movie star anytime.

The streetcar rolled past the Hawthorne Hotel and a short distance later went past the side street on which The House of Seven Gables stood.  Though everyone except Dennis had seen it a hundred times they craned their necks or leaned over across the aisle to get a look, in the streetlight, at the famous brown, gabled house that Hawthorne had written about.  The harbor came into view as they got closer to the promontory of land that was Salem Willows.  

“What do you do, Dennis?” asked Jeanette.

He told of his membership in the local volunteer fire department and left out the part about his family owning a string of car dealerships and just said he worked as a car salesman.

“So, you're not in the military?”

“I tried to sign up, but they insisted that my work with the local volunteer fire department was more useful.  They said they can't have all the police and firemen joining up.  It wouldn’t leave anyone to fight crime and fires back home.  So they firmly insisted that I reconsider enlisting.  So, I’m just a volunteer fireman...and a car salesman.”

Johnny said, “Car salesman?  That's putting it mild.  His family owns a string of car dealerships along the coast in Maine.”

“But I really was a car salesman.  My father believed in starting family members at the bottom.”  Dennis smiled, then said, Was is the correct word.  Haven't been allowed by the government to sell any new cars since '42.  Except  to doctors and police departments.”  He smiled, then added, “And fire departments.”

Dennis turned his attention to John Paul.  “What do you like to do, John Paul?”

“Hoppy.” was John Paul's reply.

“His grandfather, Nap calls him Hoppy since he likes Hopalong Cassidy.”

“Oh, you're a Hopalong Cassidy fan, are you?  I like Hoppy too.”  Dennis sat on the side edge of his seat and leaned into the aisle to be closer to Jeanette and John Paul.  Maybe we can take in a Hopalong Cassidy movie sometime when I'm visiting.”

“Okay.”

Jeanette said, “If you aren't allowed to sell any new cars, what's your family doing right now?  Is their business okay?”

“We've had to really get creative.  We expanded the repair department.  The repair business is really booming now, since nobody can get a new car.  We're even finding it hard to get enough skilled repair people.  My father hired and specially trained a few injured soldiers to repair cars.”  Then a smile appeared.

“What?” Jeanette said, when she saw the smile.

Dennis answered that the family had turned the new car showrooms into bowling alleys until there were once again new cars to sell.

The streetcar pulled in to the parking lot at the Willows, and the five of them got out and headed for the grassy area where the concert was about to begin.  The parking lot lights were out, and the shops and amusements had blacked out windows.  Only the open signs that hung on the doors of establishments that were open late, let people know that business was being conducted.  The lights around the stage were well shaded so that they were not visible from a distance and only shone straight down.  German subs had used the lights on shore to pick out the silhouettes of shipping until the government caught on and instituted the blackouts.

The stage faced away from the sea, so the lights were permitted there.  Count Basie was doing one of his many small town, one night stands that he did now that swing was beginning to give way to other forms of music.

Jeanette gazed off to the east, over the water, wondering what Charlie was doing right now.  It must be around midnight over there, she thought.

They laid down the blankets they had brought to sit on.  A popcorn vendor had set up on the outskirt of the concert area.  Occasionally he would yell out, “Popcorn, get your popcorn” as he pushed his wheeled popcorn cart around.  The pleasant scent from the popping corn drifted across the concert area.

Jeanette looked to the north, across Beverly Harbor.  Absent were the lights along the shoreline that she loved the sight of—lights winking along a shoreline across a dark body of water at night.  She had always thought it looked romantic.  They too were blacked out to thwart the German subs.  Now the view across the harbor just looked foreboding.  She looked back toward the stage and didn't look out across Beverly Harbor again that evening.

Days later.

Jeanette Belanger gazed out of the Boston and Maine railroad car on her way home to Salem from the Charlestown Navy Yard, where she worked.  It was a long commute home, after working all day, and the rhythmic sound of the train wheels moving over the joints in the rails frequently put her to sleep, but the job made her feel like she was doing her part.  Today, the shadows and light occasionally combined to create a mirror-like effect in the train car window.  She examined her looks, pushed a stray hair back in place, pursed her lips to liven up her lipstick, and rearranged her hat atop her brunette hair, which she wore in a slightly wavy style that was popular.  Her eyes showed the concern that she had felt ever since her husband Charlie Belanger had received orders ending his assignment at an air field in Maine, assigning him to an air base northeast of London.  Right now she was drowsy, and maybe that was why she actually couldn't remember the name of the base.  Something Abbott, she thought.  Her husband said in his letters that all the personnel on the base just referred to it as Diss, the nearest town, anyway.

She thought of Dennis Pender, and what a good time she had at the Willows, and she thought of her younger sister Ruthie, and how serious she seemed about Johnny Latham.  It probably wouldn't be much longer until they were married.  A smile formed as she thought of how Ruthie was always talking about just getting on a train and going west to Hollywood.  “Just to see the place,” she said.  But it was always Jeanette that rode the train.  At times like this, when she could barely keep her eyes open, she felt that she would gladly give up the commute and let Ruthie be the one to ride the train.  Ruthie had a job at Almy's Department Store in downtown Salem and only had a ten minute or so walk home.  If it was raining, she'd take the trolley, which passed right by the end of her street.

Jeanette would usually get home and walk up the two sets of stairs to the third floor of the three decker to her apartment.  Ruthie would be long since home and would often be there with Jeanette's son John Paul, and his grandfather, who would watch him while Jeanette worked.

Nap would watch the four-year old, either in his or Jeanette's apartment, where they would spend their time playing games, or he would bring John Paul to his radio and appliance repair store, where John Paul would be amused, watching the electrical equipment at work.  He especially liked to watch an oscilloscope that made interesting patterns that seemed like something out of science fiction.  There was a large tube-testing device as big as a refrigerator that Nap would use to test tubes that were used in the radios he repaired.

The conductor yelled, “Salem!...Salem!,” stirring Jeanette from her thoughts.  The train was plunged into shadow as it pulled in to the big wooden station.  The sounds of brakes and escaping steam, got her out of her seat.  She stepped down onto the platform, headed out of the station, and took the two streets that led to Palmer Street, where her block of tenements stood.

Jeanette bought some groceries, part of her daily ritual, wrapped an arm around the paper bag and headed to her apartment.

She opened the back door and started up the two flights of stairs  The door to her apartment was wide open.  This was strange.  It had been a habit, since back when John Paul became able to crawl, to make sure that the door was closed so that he wouldn't get out into the hall and fall down the stairs.

She walked into the apartment.  Napoleon and Ruthie sat at a table in the kitchen.  Neither said anything.  John Paul was not in sight.  Her father had a letter in his hand.  He tried to speak but couldn't.  He held out the letter and shook his head.  Jeanette saw that Ruthie was crying.

“No.” Jeanette said softly, shaking her head.  She set the bag down on the table.  Her legs felt weak, and she put a hand on the table to hold herself up.

Nap got up, hugged her, and let the letter drop to the floor.

“No,” she said again, barely audible.

Tears came to Jeanette's eyes now.  “England,” she said.  “How?  He's in England.”

Ruthie came over and hugged Jeanette too.  “A V-1,” Ruthie said.

Then Jeanette separated from Nap and Ruthie a bit and said, “John Paul?  Does he know?”

Nap said, “He's in the spare room.  I've been checking on him every five or so minutes.  He won't come out.  He won't say anything.  He's just sitting in the corner on the other side of his Lionel train layout.”

Ruthie said, “You'd better see to your son.”

Jeanette nodded, wiped her eyes, and made her way to the spare room, her legs about to give out.

Nap and Ruthie watched from the doorway to the spare room.  John Paul sat in a corner with his legs drawn up to his chin, in something resembling a fetal position.  There were no tears, just a stare straight ahead.  Jeanette sat down next to him.

“We've got to look out for each other now,” she said.  “Daddy warned us that this could still happen.  Even though we all felt he was safe when his unit left for France and he was left behind in England to handle shipments of supplies to them.  There was still German bombers and ...the V-1s.”

John Paul was as immobile as a catatonic sitting in the corridor of a mental institution.  Jeanette said, “Can you talk to me.  Please.  Tell me you'll be okay, that we'll be okay.”  Nothing but the straight ahead stare, a strand of brown hair, touching one of his brown eyes.  Jeanette knew it must be uncomfortable even if it appeared that he wasn't noticing it, so she pushed the strand back anyway.

She kept trying to elicit some response from John Paul, but after many minutes she again burst into tears and came out of the room, leaving the door open.  “Should I get the priest?  Should there be a priest here?”

“I don't know,” said Ruthie.  “When's the last time we went to mass?  Maybe back at Christmas?” She looked back at John Paul.  “He's only four.  I've heard that children are more resilient about things like this.  Maybe in time...”

“There was another letter,” said Nap, “included at the request of his commanding officer.”  He shrugged.  “Charlie is a hero.  He saved a lot of men.  John Paul should be told that.”  Nap went on to tell Jeanette about how Charlie had died, and then he said, “The commanding officer is recommending him for The Silver Star medal.  Third highest award.  Apparently the Medal of Honor and the Distinguished Service Cross are reserved for...deaths in combat with the enemy.  The commander said that if he could, he would have recommended him for the Medal of Honor because he felt that Charlie's bravery deserved it.”

Nap shook his head.  “Maybe the medal will mean something to John Paul someday.  Oh, the commander included a banner that a local ladies club in England made.  He said they make the banners to send along to the relatives.  They make them by hand, and send them, out of respect.  It's a gold star banner.  It's to put it up in the window to let people know.”

Jeanette picked up the letter, then took the banner and secured it in the window with a few pieces of tape.  The three of them just stood for a while, looking at the Gold Star banner, sent by the womens’ organization.  The banner had a gold star sitting in a white rectangle, bordered all around by red, then she went in to the spare room and just sat next to John Paul, pulling her knees up to her chin, just like him.
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John Paul hadn't spoken for around a week and he just picked at his food.  The rest of the time, he sat near his Lionel Train setup in the spare room.  It was normally a happy place where he and his father would add a train car or an accessory to the layout from time to time, then spend an hour just watching it work while they ran the trains.

The most recent addition was a log loader that rolled logs onto a flatcar.  John Paul could push a button on the control panel and logs would be released from a platform and roll onto the flat car.  But now he didn't even turn the set up on, just staring at it for hours as if willing his father to appear next to him, with a new accessory, maybe a semaphore tower that worked when the train went over that section of track, or a crossing gate that went down when the train neared the road crossing.  John Paul would sit next to his father, as the model trains made their circuit of the oval, or dropped off boxcars and picked up others at the sidings.  After hours playing with the trains, he would fall asleep by the set up and his father would lift him up and take him to his bedroom.

Now, sometimes Jeanette would get up during the night and find that John Paul wasn't in bed, but had gone out to the spare room and was lying on the uncarpeted, unpainted floor near the train layout.  The unfinished walls and floor matched his life now, something incomplete, that his mother wondered if he'd ever be able to resume.  A week without saying a word.  She wondered, Was it possible that he'd never speak again?

She would go get his blanket and a pillow and tuck him in near the railroad setup, the spot where he felt the most comfort, one week after learning of the death of his father.  Before she turned off the light to the spare room, Jeanette would watch him for a while and tears would come to her eyes.  She'd leave the light on in the living room and leave the door open in case he woke up there in the spare room when it was still dark.
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Nap led John Paul out of the spare room, sat him down at the table and said, “I'm gonna take you to the Willows.  Would you like that?”  John Paul just looked down and didn't say a word.  Nap turned to Jeanette.  “Don't cook anything for yourself and Hoppy.  I'll bring back some chop suey from the Chinese place there, when we're done.  Maybe getting out of the house will help.”

He walked with John Paul to the end of Palmer Street, passing a big warehouse type building that had been some kind of business that he sort of remembered.  Something to do with clothes-making.  He had never thought much about that big old building, but now it seemed sad, sitting there empty with no activity in it, as if the building, along with the business that had been in it had died.  They waited at the end of Palmer Street for the streetcar that would take them downtown, where they'd catch the trolley to the Willows.

Nap watched John Paul as the trolley made its way toward Salem Willows.  Even at age four, he looked a lot like his father—the same brown hair and eye color—but that was inevitable with both parents being of French Canadian ancestry.  He had the same facial features as his father too.  A nice face.  He'd be fighting off the girls not too long from now, Nap thought.

Nap, at age fifty-two, was pragmatic about his chances for a long life.  He didn't have a living relative older than him and he was the youngest of six.  All his older brothers and sisters were gone.  His parents gone too in their 60s.  Heart disease was the common cause.  Nap suspected chain smoking and a diet heavy on meat at every meal including breakfast and even for snacks was to blame.  Everybody seemed to smoke, but as he saw the members of the family that were older than him die, he came to the conclusion that smoking at best didn't help anyone, despite the ads in magazines to the contrary, and at worst was shortening lives.  Nap had smoked until a few years ago and his voice was a bit scratchy as a result.  The deaths of his parents and brothers and sisters had left him feeling a bit alone.  Then he had met Betty and they were married, but he always felt that fate was constantly stalking him and his family, waiting to pounce, like a tiger circling a herd of antelope, waiting to pick one off.  He was extremely protective of his two daughters, always cautioning them to be careful when they would go out to play as young girls.  He often worried that he might stifle them by being so cautious, but both of his daughters had grown up well-adjusted, full of fun, and they were happy.  But the feeling that fate was always looking for an opening plagued Nap.

Since Charlie had been assigned to England, Nap had noticed that Jeanette had become more like him than like her sister.  She didn’t smile as much, or kid around as much, as if she was expecting that fate would strike the family again, just as it had so often with her father’s family.  Nap couldn’t help notice that when the mail arrived, Jeanette seemed relieved when there was nothing bad in it, and she was able to get back to some semblance of her formerly happy self, at least for the rest of the day and evening.  Nap worried that his fear that fate was stalking his family might have rubbed off onto her.

The trolley windows were open and the air flow blew his hair around a bit.  It was still mostly the brown, along with the brown eyes that accompanied his French Canadian ancestry, but there were a few strands of gray.  Occasionally he'd unconsciously reach up and push a few out-of-place hairs back in place.  Hoppy, as Nap called John Paul, just stared ahead.  Nap put his arm around John Paul to comfort him.  Neither said anything.

The trolley pulled into the parking area at the Willows, and they got out.  Nap took John Paul along the sidewalk to the Merry Go Round, bought a ticket and put him on.  Children were yelling, smiles everywhere.  But from John Paul there was no sign of enjoyment, no smile—he just sat on the horse until the ride was over, seemingly wanting to get it over with and return to his thoughts.

Nap and John Paul stood in front of the window where people could watch salt water taffy being made.  It faced away from the ocean so it wasn't painted black.  “Let's get some,” Nap said, and they went inside and bought a box.  They sat on the bench outside the taffy place and Nap unwrapped a salt water taffy and showed it to John Paul.  “A red one.  Those are pretty damn good,” he said trying to elicit a response from John Paul.  He held it out to John Paul and he took it but just held it as if he wasn't even aware that it was in his hand.  Nap moved John Paul's hand up to his mouth and directed the salt water taffy into it.  John Paul chewed on it with as little awareness of its taste or its feel in his mouth as he would have experienced with an hour-old wad of gum

“Let's bring the rest of the box home to your mother.  You know how she loves these.  But don't let Ruthie know.  She'll eat the whole box,” he joked, to try to elicit a laugh which didn’t come.

Nap bought John Paul a ride on the train across the park area.  While the other kids laughed, yelled, and fidgeted, John Paul just sat there as the train went around, as if he had the weight of the world on his shoulders.

Nap lifted John Paul down from the train ride.  He’d give up for now, and try to figure out some other way to help John Paul.

“Okay, let's get some chop suey so your mother doesn't have to cook anything.

Nap lifted John Paul up to the running board of the trolley, and they climbed aboard.  After they had taken a seat, Nap noticed that someone had left a book on the seat opposite them, and one row behind where they sat.  On the cover was art work of a man sitting in a device that looked like a huge version of the toy gyroscopes that kids play with.  In front was a control panel and the man's hand was on a lever.  The title was The Time Machine by H. G. Wells.  Nap looked at the cover for awhile and then he had an idea.  He thought about it most of the way home, as John Paul slept with his head on Nap's leg.
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Chapter 7
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The big white sign with black lettering on the front of Nap's radio sales and repair shop read, LaBonte Electric, and Sound System.  Beneath that, was smaller lettering that read Radio sales and service.  He made his living, from repairing and selling radios and doing public address work for fairs and for any event that needed a public address system.

His shop always reminded people of what they imagined a smaller version of Edison's laboratory might look like.  There was the large device to test tubes.  Bins of spare parts stood along one wall.  A long workbench held various types of power tools, a drill press, a grinder, and a scroll saw.  There was a mounted magnifying glass for close work, the oscilloscope that John Paul was fascinated by, and a soldering area.  A pegboard on the wall behind the bench held numerous tools, cutting pliers, wire strippers, and other tools that he used to repair radios.  There was a book case containing manuals, and there was a roll-top desk at which to do his record keeping.  One wall was left unused, except for tables on which were kept repair projects he couldn't finish right way, maybe waiting for a part to arrive.  Sometimes he would use these tables to hold an electrical experiment that he was working on.  Nap looked at the tables for a moment, then pushed them aside, removed a few things that hung on the wall, including a calendar and a clock, and moved them elsewhere in the shop.  He brought in some 2X4's he had purchased.

After a week had gone by, he had a futuristic assemblage of gauges, whirring belts, flashing lights, sound effect generators, levers, and, out in front, was a full scale model of the device he had seen on the front of The Time Machine book he had found on the streetcar.  Thick cables led from the control panel he had built on the wall to the top of the device, and the control panel had a readout that showed dates, including the year, month and day.  Nap's spare parts bins looked a bit depleted now, but he stood back and proudly examined his “time machine.”

John Paul still hadn't left the spare room, except to get washed and to make attempts at eating.  He was losing weight.  A visit from the doctor left them with some pills that Jeanette suspected were some kind of vitamin intended to perk him up.

Nap crossed the parking lot and rushed up to Jeanette's apartment.  He stopped at the top of the stairs to catch his breath .  He thought how maybe not smoking wasn’t quite enough and that maybe he’d need to take up some kind of exercise if he wanted to add many more years to the middle age he had attained.  “I wanna show him something in the shop,” he said to Jeanette.

She went into the spare room and led John Paul out by the hand.  “Nap wants to show you something in the shop,” she said.

Nap led John Paul across the parking lot, submerged now by late afternoon shadows cast by the tenement buildings that surrounded the gravel parking lot.  Off in the distance a trolley bell rang as people returned from their work day.  Jeanette had asked for leave from the Navy Yard, and was told by an understanding supervisor, to take all she needed

Nap led John Paul in the back door that opened on to the parking lot, and then, after walking a few feet along the hall, he opened the inside door to the work shop area.  He hesitated a moment and looked across the hallway to where a barber shop shared the building.  If the barber was there, Nap would give a friendly wave, but the barber shop was closed, so he went inside his radio shop.  The room lights were out.  A wall full of flashing lights, whirring belts, spark generators, sound effects, and moving gauges met John Paul's eyes.  Wires all over the place ran in bundles from one part of the device to another.  Nap had installed a row of semi-circular gauges each with a needle registering some parameter.  On one section of the panel was a block of lights that flashed at random and three brightly lit TV tubes stuck out of the panel.

Although John Paul couldn't read much yet, Nap couldn't resist embellishing the device, and a rectangular light about two inches by four inches shone bright green and was lettered, “capacitance normal” and another rectangular light the same size, but red and not lit, read “Max temp. Exceeded.”  Nap had installed a large oscilloscope that he used for radio repair.  It occupied a corner of the panel, and a sine wave oscillated on it.  A swivel chair in front of the panel, allowed the operator to pull up to a desk-like surface which contained levers and circular rheostat-like devices, and a control stick that looked like something a pilot would use in a fighter plane.  There were rows of switches.  One clip light, clamped to the edge of a peg board, flood-lighted the large gyroscope-shaped device that stood a bit away from the control panel.

Nap looked down at John Paul, who looked up at as if to ask what it was.  Nap smiled.  “I've been working on it for a week.  Once we get it perfected, we're going back in time to save your father.”

The time travel device was not real but it had achieved the result nap wanted.  Hoppy was back.  He walked over to the experiment area, and examined everything—touched, listened.  He ran his hand along the curved surfaces of the gyroscope-shaped time travel device itself.  He turned back to Nap and said his first word in weeks.  “When?”

“I don't know.  It's an experiment.  It's just a start.  I'm gonna need your help.  There's gonna be things that need to be done that take two people.”

Gone was the dark cloud that had hung over John Paul like a death shroud the past few weeks.  His eyes had life in them again.

“You're gonna have to learn a lot about science, Hoppy, and I will too.  This is more of a project than I ever imagined I'd be working on, but we have to try.  We'll do experiments, add equipment, test things out, work on ideas.  Hopefully we can do it.  It might take years.  But when we're ready, we'll go back and warn your father to get out of the barracks, and get away from it, and get the other men out too.”  Nap nodded. “Yeah, we'll try to get him back with you.”

Jeanette walked in.  “I just wanted to see what all the excitement was about, and what you wanted to show John Paul.”

“It’s a time travel machine, Mom.  We’re gonna go back and save Dad.  When we get it working, I mean.”

“John Paul, would you go back to the apartment?  I’ll be right along, okay?”

John Paul left to return to the apartment and Jeanette said, “I know your intentions are good.  You made this pretend time machine to help John Paul cope, to get him back to living again, but I wonder if it’s right.  Maybe we should just let him get to that point on his own, naturally.  If we keep his hopes alive, he may never come to terms with his father’s death.”

Nap thought a moment and Jeanette could tell that Nap was feeling down, wondering if he had actually made things worse by building this fake time machine to give John Paul hope that he’d see his father again.  She said, “Let’s just let him have that hope for awhile.  But I think that maybe we should tell him in the not-to-distant future, that the time machine isn’t real, and see if he’s accepted his father’s death by then.

Nap said, “Okay.  You’re right.  So I should just leave things as they are right now, at least for a while, with John Paul thinking that this machine is real?”

“Yeah.  Who’s to say whether father or mother knows best.  Maybe it’s grandfather that knows best.”  She gave her father a hug.  “You did a good thing.”

October 1946. Charlestown Navy Yard.

The young candidate for Congress from Massachusetts’ 11th Congressional district stood outside the gate of Charlestown Navy Yard, just across the mystic River from Boston.  The Bunker Hill Monument, looking like a smaller version of the Washington Monument, stood tall not too far away, a reminder to him of the nation's capitol where he wanted to represent Massachusetts as its congressman.

The sea breeze tossled his hair, and he'd occasionally reach up and move a few strands of hair back from his forehead.  He shook hands with the workers as they left after their shift.  He smiled, joked with some of them, listened to concerns of others, offered them brochures, and answered their questions patiently as the press snapped photos.  John Kennedy, the war hero, PT boat skipper, who swam across dangerous seas to get help for his stranded men, now climbed the stairs to the speaker's platform.  Cameras clicked and the crowd gathered to hear John Kennedy's speech.  On either end of the platform were posters saying “The New Generation Offers a Leader, John F. Kennedy for Congress 11th District,” with a photo of Kennedy in the center.

Napoleon Labonte and his grandson John Paul Belanger watched from Nap's panel truck behind the crowd.  They monitored gauges for the sound equipment that Nap had set up for Kennedy to use.  The lettering on the truck said “Labonte Sound System.”

Kennedy spoke of how, although the current leaders had been the ones to lead the country to victory in the war, they were also the ones who had not prevented the war in the first place.  When he finished, he stepped down and spent time once again shaking hands and talking to the crowd.

A shipyard worker, probably in his late fifties or early sixties, looking quite weather beaten, wearing coveralls and a wool hat, carrying his lunch box with noticeable dents in it, walked over to Kennedy.  The old worker said, “I hear you've never worked a day in your life.”

Kennedy hesitated a moment, then said, “Well sir, I guess you're right.”

The old man smiled, then said, “Well, let me tell you sonny, you haven't missed a damn thing.”

Kennedy laughed and shook hands with the man.  The old worker headed to the gate.

When the crowd dispersed, Kennedy walked over to Nap's truck.  He looked in the back where Nap was disconnecting some of the equipment.  “Hi Nap.  The sound work was great.  No echoes, perfect volume.  Well done.”

“It was a pleasure.  How's the campaign going?”

“Well, I think it's going to be close.”

“Ah, you'll get it.  I've seen how hard you work.  Ten times harder than anyone else.  You'll get it.”

“Thanks for your confidence in me.”  Then Kennedy noticed John Paul leaning against the front of truck.  He walked over and stuck out his hand.  “You must be Nap's business partner?”

John Paul shook Kennedy's hand.  Napoleon said to John Paul, “'Hoppy', meet the next Congressman from the 11th district, John Kennedy.”

Kennedy said, “I'll bet your grandfather really appreciates your help.”

John Paul smiled, and then said, “I liked your speech.  I hope you win.”

Nap gave John Paul some money and asked him to get a few sodas from the vendor.  When John Paul left, Nap said to Kennedy, “His mother's a gold star wife.  Hoppy's father was killed in England, by a V-1.  Saved a lot of men.  Got the Silver Star medal.”

Kennedy shook his head.  “I thought I detected a sadness about him.  Poor kid.  My family knows the feeling.  My mother's a gold star mother.”

“Your brother Joe,” Nap confirmed that he knew.

“It was supposed to be Joe here doing the campaigning.”  Kennedy fell silent for a moment, then said, “Is your grandson coming around, getting any better...coping with it?”

“He was really bad for a few weeks.  Wouldn't talk—not a word.  Then I saw a book—The Time Machine, and it gave me an idea.  I built a fake time travel machine in my shop.  It's really something to see.  Lights, belts, a spark generator, lots of dials, an oscilloscope. gauges, a whirring belt, tubes flashing off and on.  I maybe shouldn’t have made it—maybe should have let him get better naturally, with time, but luckily, it brought him around, and gave him hope, and he's getting better now.”  Kennedy was listening to the story intently and Nap continued.  “Every week, we add something to it—a new electric device, a new meter.  Eventually he’ll realize that it couldn’t work, but by then, hopefully he’ll be able to cope on his own, without help from the fake time machine.

“I'd love to see it,” said Kennedy.  “Are you driving back to Salem now?”

“After we pack up we'll be on our way.  I'd love to show it to you sometime when you're done with campaigning and have more time.”

“For the son of a hero I've got the time right now.  I can have my driver follow you if it's okay.”

“Sounds great.  But what about your strategy meeting this evening?”

“Dave and Kenny can handle it and fill me in later.”

“John Paul arrived back at the truck with some sodas.  The three of them shared a can opener and they drank their drinks.  After Nap had packed his equipment, he headed onto the expressway and Kennedy followed.  A half hour later they arrived in the parking lot as shadows from the tenements claimed the area.  Nap opened the door to the shop and they went in.

Kennedy stood in the shop and was speechless as he watched the fake time travel machine flash its lights and tick its needles back and forth.  Belts ran around pulleys and an oscilloscope displayed its undulating sine wave.  Nap turned on the spot light, and the device that resembled a huge gyroscope gleamed in the light.  A whirring sound accompanied the light show.

Kennedy turned to John Paul.  “So this is the device that you're going to use to save your father?”

John Paul said, “Well, we're working on it.  We're experimenting.  I'm having to learn a lot about science.  And it's fun.”

Nap said, “I know two people who would really love to meet a soon-to-be congressman.  My daughters.  Do you mind?”

Kennedy joked, “Are they voters?”

Nap laughed, then said, “Well they won't be able to vote for you in this election.  Wrong district—but they'll vote for you when you run for president.”

Kennedy laughed.  “A bit premature.  Let's just take care of this campaign first, with the help of Labonte Sound System.”  Then he added, “I'd be happy to meet them.”

When John Paul left to get his mother and aunt Ruthie, Nap told Kennedy how he had made the time machine.

Kennedy asked, “Is it going to remain a prop or are you maybe getting a little bit hooked on doing some experimenting?”

“I have to admit that I've done some reading in the library and done a lot of thinking about the possibilities.  Like Hoppy said we're having to learn a lot about science.  I have some ideas about experiments we might do with this, but first I've got an idea about an experiment that doesn't have anything to do with time travel.  I occasionally experiment with electricity and I'm going to a surplus auction to see if I can get some big electromagnets that are being auctioned.”  He told Kennedy about the electricity experiment he had in mind, then said, “We'll see about time travel later on.”

“I'm going to write down my number,” Kennedy said.  “If you do experiment with this device and have any kind of significant results, either with this or with your electromagnet experiment, I'd be interested in hearing about it.”

Jeanette and Ruthie arrived at the shop, were introduced, shook hands with Kennedy and wished him luck.

Jeanette said, “This means a lot to John Paul—to have you visit here, to come just to see the time machine.”

Ruthie had brought her autograph book.  She held it out sheepishly.  “Would you PLEASE sign my book for me?”  Kennedy was well known already and was considered one of the most eligible bachelors in the country.  

Kennedy took the book, signed it and handed it back to Ruthie, who said, “I think I'm going to have this framed.”

Before Kennedy got back into his car for the trip back to Boston, he said to John Paul, “I'd like to write to you—You can keep me posted on how the project is doing.  And I'd like to stop in once in a while to say “Hi.”  And I'll be seeing Nap, and you... Hoppy, in Cambridge next month when Labonte Sound System handles some more public address work.”  He turned to Jeanette and Ruthie.  “I thoroughly enjoyed our meeting.  Wish me luck.”

Ruthie said, “You won't need it, Mr. Congressman.”

Kennedy smiled at the premature use of the title, then got into his car and headed back to Boston.

A week later.

John Paul was in the parking lot playing stick ball with a few other kids.  Nap opened the back door to his shop.

“Hoppy, come 'ere a minute.”

John Paul turned.  The gravel crunched beneath his shoes.  He took a few hop skips, then ran to Nap's radio repair shop.

Nap handed him a package.  “This came for you.  It's from Mr. Kennedy.”

John Paul just looked at it in amazement, this being the first time he had ever received anything in the mail.

“Go ahead.  Open it.  Let's see what the future Congressman sent you.”

John Paul started to open the package, the anticipation as enjoyable as finally seeing what was inside.  When he reached down into the box and took out the device that Kennedy had sent him, he had a pleased but perplexed look on his face. Nap knew right away what it was.  “It's called a Jacob's Ladder.”

John Paul found a note inside the box.  It said that although it wasn't Christmas he had seen this in a store in Boston and wanted to send it to him.  Kennedy's note then cautioned John Paul and Nap to be careful with the device so that they didn't get a shock and so that nothing near it would be set on fire, and then the note ended by saying, “I hope this Jacob's Ladder helps you with your research.”

Nap put the device on the control table surface of the fake time machine and plugged it in.  The box at the bottom of the Jacob's Ladder had two antenna-like rods that stuck up from it, the gap wider at the top than the bottom.

John Paul watched, amazed as a spark formed at the bottom between the two rods and slowly made its way up, moving between the two rods until it faded near the top.  One spark after another made its way up the Jacob's Ladder.  Nap turned off the shop lights, pulled the shades, and all that showed were the sparks as they made their way one after another up the device, making a zapping noise as they climbed between the rods.

Late November 1946.

As the snows began to fall up north and the snow line made its way south, covering Salem with a blanket of snow, two important things happened.  Important to the family was Ruthie's marriage to Johnny Latham.  Important to the state of Massachusetts was John F. Kennedy's election to Congress from the 11th Congressional district.

Dennis Pender, Johnny's best man, handed Johnny the ring as the priest stood in front of them.  Ruthie and Johnny held each other's hands, both noticeably shaking, comforting each other as they recited their vows.

The wedding dinner and reception was held in the church activity hall. The reception got under way and Dennis gave the toast, wishing Ruthie and Johnny happiness and the best that life has to offer.  Dennis came over to Jeanette, who was Ruthie's matron of honor, and said, “May I have this dance?”

A local smaller version of a big band played various songs, avoiding anything that reminded anyone of the war.

Jeanette smiled and followed Dennis onto the dance floor.  He took her hand and put his other hand behind her back, keeping a respectful space between them.

I'll be going back to Maine tomorrow, and I'll be coming back to visit Ruthie and Johnny just before Christmas.”  He looked away for a moment, then managed the courage to say, “Would it be possible to visit with you, too?”  Then, concerned that he may have given the wrong impression, added, “I know you may never get over what happened to your husband, and that's proper, but I wonder if I could just keep you company.  I like being with you a lot.  We could maybe take a train into Boston with John Paul, maybe do some Christmas shopping there?”

Jeanette said nothing, not being coy, just hesitant to begin anything that might seem improper.  She was about to say something, but Dennis pre-empted, concerned that she might just outright say no, or say that it was improper for him even to ask.  “It would be enough to just be with you.  That's all.  If I'm out of line, just let me know, if it's too soon to even suggest a friendship.”

“It would be okay,” she said.  “I like being with you too.  We've had fun.”

“Christmas then.  It's a da—I mean we've got an appointment then?”  Jeanette nodded and Dennis continued, “I'll be getting here about a week before Christmas.  I'll call you the minute I arrive.”

Ruthie saw John Paul looking bored, and fidgeting in his suit and tie.  She smiled to herself and walked over.  “May I have this dance, sir?”

John Paul just looked at her, bewildered.

“Come on.  A good-looking young man like you should learn how to dance.  For later on, I mean.”

He stood up, still reluctant to be led onto the dance floor.  She took his hand.  “You're gonna to be a real gentleman when you grow up.  Successful.  I'll bet Congressman Kennedy knows how to dance.”

She led him to the middle of the dance floor where they'd be hidden from view by the other people dancing.  “Here's what you do.”  She moved him around, showed him the footwork.  “Now you do the leading.  She allowed John Paul to try leading.  “Very good, Congressman Belanger.”

John Paul smiled.

“Dancing's not so bad, now is it?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“Let me show you something.  She lifted her hand above John Paul's head and spun him around once, like a skater doing a pirouette.  Then she put her hand behind his back and dipped him backwards.  He broke out laughing.  “See, there's more ways of having fun than hitting a baseball around.  Now you try.”

He tried lifting his hand above her head, but he was still too short so she bent a little and did the pirouette.  Then John Paul put his hand behind her back and tried to dip her backwards, but he couldn't hold her and she ended up sitting on the floor, laughing uncontrollably, as those around them stopped dancing to give the two of them a big round of applause.

“You're gonna make some girl very happy someday,” she said as she got up and led him back to his seat.  After he sat down she bent down and gave him a peck on the cheek.

Johnny saw this and joked, “Already cheating on me huh?”

She gave him a hit on the shoulder and said, “Okay let's see if you're anywhere as good a dancer as John Paul.”

Nap was on the dance floor with his departed wife's sister, Sally.  He saw Johnny and Ruthie arrive on the dance floor and said, “Johnny, you're following a tough act.  I don't see how you two are gonna top that unless you both end up on your rear ends.”

A bit later, as Ruthie and Johnny returned to the head table, Ruthie said, “It's good to see Dad socializing.  He spends so much time in his shop.”

Johnny said, “What about Jeanette and Dennis?  Dennis is a real good guy.  I saw how he behaved with women when we were in the club at the air base in Maine.”  He nodded, then said, “Yeah, he's a real good guy.  I'd love to see her and Dennis together.”  He sipped his drink, then added, “Do you think that she'll...”

“She's probably wondering if it's appropriate.  Eventually she'll get to that point.”

“I think Dennis is the perfect guy for her to be with until she reaches that point.  He won't put any pressure on her at all.  He'll give her as much time as she needs.”

Ruthie glanced over at Jeanette and Dennis talking at the end of the head table.  “I spoke to her, about Dennis before he got here for our wedding.  She said 'Under different circumstances.'  That's all she said about it, 'Under different circumstances.”  She saw Dennis smile about something Jeanette had said.  Ruthie tried to think ahead to how things might be with Jeanette a year from now, maybe two.

The band played Prisoner of Love, a Hit Parade song recently recorded by Perry Como.  The male lead singer sang the words, a slow dance song, a romantic tune.  Dennis and Jeanette got up to dance.  He held her at the same respectful distance, but all he wanted to do in the world was to hold her a bit tighter.  The lead singer sang about a hopeless love.  Dennis started to move his hand farther behind her back to hold her closer but stopped.  Time, he thought.  She needs time, but the way he held her hand tight and the look in his eyes must have left no doubt in her mind about the way Dennis felt about her.
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