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  To my long-suffering husband, Dave

  I couldn’t write about love if I didn’t have yours.
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  Los Angeles, California

  Monday, June 22, 1942


  One whole delicious week together. Allie Miller clung to her best friend’s promise and to the train ticket that would deliver it.


  Allie followed an inlaid marble pathway through Union Station and breathed in the glamour of travel and the adventure of her first trip north. Anticipation trilled a song in her heart, but the tune felt thin, a single line of melody with no harmony to make it resonate.


  She glanced at her boyfriend, who walked beside her. “I’m sorry you can’t come.”


  Baxter shrugged, gazed at a knot of soldiers they passed, and pulled the cigarette from his mouth. “The war didn’t stop just because Betty Jamison decided to get married.”


  Allie shrank back from the discordant note. Her bridesmaid duty might seem trivial, but she honored it as much as J. Baxter Hicks did his duties as business manager.


  They entered the waiting room, which blended Spanish Colonialism and modern streamlining. A wood-beamed ceiling peaked overhead, and iron chandeliers illuminated hundreds of men in Navy white and blue or Army khaki and olive drab. None of the men cast Allie a second glance. Yet when Mother rose partway from her seat and beckoned with a gloved hand, she attracted dozens of stares with her blonde beauty.


  Father gave Allie his seat. “Your ticket? Is it someplace safe?”


  “In my handbag.” She smiled at his protectiveness and settled into the deep leather chair. “And yes, Mother, I asked the porter to be careful with my luggage.”


  “Good. Oh, the thought of anything happening to that dress.” She clucked her tongue. “Such a shame, this silk shortage, but you did a lovely job with my old ball gown. Why, you almost look pretty in that dress.”


  Allie stiffened but said, “Thank you.” Mother meant well, and Allie could hardly expect a compliment. Nevertheless, sadness swelled in her chest. Noself-pity was nothing but pride in disguise, and she refused to indulge.


  “So, Stan, any word on that parts shipment?” Baxter and Father strolled away to lean against the wall. The men could pass for father and son with their brown hair and blue eyes, well-tailored suits, and love for Miller Ball Bearings.


  Mother picked a piece of lint from the sleeve of Allie’s tan linen suit. “You’ve only been home one month since graduation, and off you go, gallivanting across the state.”


  Allie clutched her purse containing the ticket, purchased with the labor of overcoming Mother’s objections. “It’s only one week, and then I’ll be home to stay.”


  “Not for long.” Mother directed her large green eyesthe only good trait Allie inheritedtoward Baxter. “You’ve been dating almost five years. He’ll propose soon.”


  Baxter stood between towering windows, a dark silhouette framed by shafts of light slanting down through the haze of cigarette smoke.


  Sourness shriveled Allie’s mouth, her throat, her stomach. Did all women feel queasy at the thought of proposals? “Time for the arranged marriage.”


  “Pardon?”


  Allie snapped her attention back to her mother. “That’s not what I meant to . . . I meant”


  “Good heavens. You don’t think this is arranged, do you?” she asked in a hushed voice. “Yes, Baxter’s the only man your father would ever pass his company down to, but your welfare is our highest consideration, and”


  “I know. I know.” Tension squeezed Allie’s voice up half an octave, and she tried to smile away her mother’s worries. “I know Baxter’s a gift.”


  Mother’s expression hinted at the approval that eluded Allie. “Isn’t he? He’s a fine young man and he’ll make you so happy.”


  Happy? Baxter Hicks would never fulfill her childhood dreams of love, but he could give her a family, Lord willing, which would be enough to satisfy. Besides, this marriage was best for her parents, for Baxter, and for Allie herself. A dream made a worthy sacrifice.


  So why did her heart strain for the missing notes?
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  Lt. Walter Novak leaned back against the wall at Union Station, one foot propped on his duffel. The coolness of the wall seeped through the wool of his uniform jacket. Felt good.


  Almost as good as the mattress the night before at the home of Frank Kilpatrick, his best friend in the 306th Bombardment Group. His last furloughten good nights’ sleep, thirty good meals, then back to base and off to combat. Finally he would get to use his God-given talents as a pilot and do something worthwhile.


  Walt peered inside his lunch bag. Eileen was awfully nice to make him a chicken salad sandwich. After all, she had her husband home for the first time in months, three whooping little boys, and a belly swollen with another Kilpatrick.


  Walt pulled out the best part of the mealan orange from the Kilpatricks’ treelarge and glossy and chockful of sugar. He planted a kiss on the skin, as nubby-smooth as the leather of his flight jacket. “Hello, sweetheart.” To get this prize, he’d used a ladder to bypass dozens of lesser oranges in easy reach. Frank called him pigheaded.


  Walt grinned at the memory. “Not pigheaded. Persistent.” After a year of Army food, he longed for fresh fruit. As boys, he and his two older brothers would sprawl on the grass and eat nectarines until Mom pestered them to save some for jam, and they’d sneak plums just before they were ripe and claim the birds must have nabbed them.


  A voice on the loudspeaker mumbled something about the Daylight. Walt plopped the orange in the bag, slung his duffel over his shoulder, and worked his way through the lobby as big as a hangar and swarming with servicemen. At his platform, a billow of steam evaporated to reveal the San Joaquin Daylight’s black paint with red and orange stripes. Nope, the train wasn’t ready for boarding yet.


  Walt reined in his excitement, checked in his duffel, and jammed his service cap down over the dumb curl that always flopped onto his forehead. Then he wandered back inside to a newsstand to study the magazines. If he bought Time, he’d still have enough money for tipping the porters and for a couple of Cokes on the trip.


  A pretty blonde in a blue dress stood in line at the newsstand. Her gaze fixed on the silver wings on Walt’s chest and the gold second lieutenant’s bars on his shoulders, and a smile dimpled the corner of her mouth.


  Walt’s throat constricted. Every limb froze in place. He couldn’t have spoken even if he’d had something to say, which he didn’t. That was why he was stuck kissing oranges.


  Frank Kilpatrick, who could make friends with a doorknob, didn’t understand, but for Walt, women came in two varietiesthose who were taken and those who weren’t. And those who weren’t taken scared him more than a stalled engine on takeoff.


  The young woman’s gaze drifted to Walt’s face. One nostril flicked up, and she looked away. He knew what she’d seen the chipmunk cheeks and the Novak nose like an upside-down kite. Yep, unattached women were different. They hunted, scrutinized, judged, and he never measured up.
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  Allie stepped outside. Steam swirled about, heavy with the smell of burnt oil, and the train chuffed out a beat that quickened her internal melody.


  “All aboard!”


  Allie turned to her parents. “Thank you for this trip. I can’t tell you how much this means”


  “We know,” Father said with a warm smile. “You’d better go if you want a seat. Now, you’re sure the Jamisons will meet you in Tracy for that train transfer?”


  “Yes, and I have Betty’s number and the information on the transfer just in case.”


  Mother adjusted the jeweled pin on Allie’s lapel. “Remember everything we told youkeep your baggage claim check safe, keep your belongings close, and watch out for servicemen. A uniform alone doesn’t make a gentleman.”


  Father chuckled. “Mary, you’ll give Baxter nightmares about soldiers stealing his girl.”


  “Never have to worry about that,” Baxter said.


  Allie’s tune dropped into a minor key. If only his trust lay in her faithfulness rather than her unattractiveness.


  Father engulfed her in a hug. “I’ll sure miss you, sweetheart, but have a wonderful time.”


  In the arms of her lifelong defender, Allie felt her heart rise. Then she turned to Baxter. Surely, he’d be moved by the romance of the train station, the departure, and the couples in sweet embrace.


  Baxter bounced a kiss off her cheek. “Go along now. Have fun.”


  Her heart slumped down into its usual location. Just once to have a man look at her as if she were lovely and special. Just once.


  Allie joined the crowd filing onto the train. At the top of the steps, she turned to wave but couldn’t see over the Marine behind her. She stepped into the car, coughed at the dense cigarette smoke, and made her way down the aisle, avoiding open seats next to soldiers. The train filled quickly.


  “Excuse me, miss. Would you like to join us?” A dark-haired woman indicated the seat facing her, already occupied by two small children. The woman held a baby and sat beside an older boy. “If you don’t mind, that is. You’d be a bit cramped, and”


  “That would be lovely. Thank you.” Allie settled into the seat of muted red cloth edged with darker red leather.


  “I’m tree.” The little girl to her right held up four plump fingers.


  “Oh, what a big girl you are.”


  “Humph.” The boy next to her thumped his foot against the wall of the train. “She can’t even read. I can.”


  “Barely,” said the older boy across from Allie.


  “That’s enough, children,” their mother said. “Don’t bother this nice young lady.”


  “They’re no bother at all.” Allie noticed the woman’s illfitting red suit and felt self-conscious of her own elegant outfit. “And . . . and I could help with the children if you’d like.”


  “I’d sure appreciate it.” She poked a bottle into the baby’s mouth. “So, where are you going?”


  “I’m visiting my best friend in Antioch, up on the Sacramento River Delta. I can’t wait to see her again. Betty was my roommate at Scripps College over in Claremont. She’s getting married, and I’m in the wedding.” Allie cringed at her babbling. Why did she always do that when she was nervous?


  “How nice. That’ll be fun for you.” She nudged the boy to her right. “Donnie, pick up your sister’s doll, would you? Lonnie, stop that thumping.”


  Allie smiled. This mother didn’t seem to need any assistance.


  Then her smile collapsed. A lady stood in the aisle of the packed train, and none of the servicemen offered her a seat. Perhaps they would if she were young and pretty, or a frail grandmother. But she was heavy, middle-aged, and colored. “Ma’am?” A man stood and motioned to his seat, a man in olive drab with an officer’s cap over black hair.


  The lady gave him a big smile, sat down, and grasped his arm. “God bless you. I pray for all you boys in uniform, ask the Almighty to keep you safe. What’s your name, son?”


  “Walter, ma’am, and thank you. I’d rather have prayers than a seat any day.” He tipped his cap and stepped forward, closer to Allie, with a smile on his full face.


  A uniform might not make a gentleman, but kindness and good manners did. Allie savored this deep new note and the rich chord it produced.


  2


  A vise tightened around Walt’s throat.


  Did she smile at him? That young lady with brown curls? Yeah, she did, and the vise cranked shut.


  Then she turned striking green eyes to a boy and girl on the seat beside her. Oh, she was a mom. Taken. Breathing resumed.


  The train jerked, lagged, and crept forwardWalt’s favorite part. Always, for one suspenseful moment, he thought it couldn’t be done. Then power kicked in, momentum built, and the train surged down the tracks.


  A woman in a red suit said something to Green-Eyed Mom, who replied with a smile that grew as steadily as the train’s speed and erased her schoolmarm look. Yep, any joke her husband told would be well rewarded.


  The boy next to Red-Suit Mom grinned at Walt with teeth too big for his face. “Are you a pilot, mister?”


  “Donnie, mind your manners.”


  “I don’t mind.” Walt smiled at the boy. “Sure, I’m a pilot.”


  “Wow! Shot down any enemy planes?”


  Walt chuckled. “Haven’t had the chance. Got my wings in April, and last week I finished four-engined bomber training in Albuquerque.”


  “Oh!” Donnie bounced up in his seat. “Four engines B-17 or B-24?”


  The kid knew his planes. “B-17 Flying Fortress.”


  “Oh yeah? Where are you headed?”


  “Hmm. Promise you won’t tell? Loose lips sink ships, you know.” When the boy nodded, eyes wide, Walt leaned closer. “Wendover, Utah.”


  The boy’s nose scrunched up, and the women laughed.


  Walt joined them. “We’re still training. How about you, buddy? Where are you off to?”


  “Fresno. We’re staying with my grandparents for the duration. Papa just got inducted,” he said with the nonchalant pride of a boy with a new word. “Someday I’m gonna be a fighter pilot.” He did a vrooming, ack-acking fighter imitation, echoed by the younger boy across from him. Donnie’s mother shushed them both.


  Walt squatted next to the seat, and the boys fired questions faster than a machine gun. If only women liked planes. These ladies seemed interested, but they had sons, so they had to be.


  The train crossed the High Desert, dotted with tumbleweeds, Joshua trees, and the small towns of Palmdale and Lancaster. When they passed Mojave, not far from Muroc Army Air Base, Walt stood to kick out kinks in his legs, and he felt the change in his pocket. “You kids want a Coke?”


  “Yeah! Can I” Donnie glanced at his mom. “May I go with him, please?”


  “Yes, dear, and take Lonnie.”


  The boy on the other seat hopped to the floor, and Walt led both boys down the aisle. They were brothers? Then Green-Eyed Mom only had the little girl.


  Walt paid for the Cokes with his last free nickels. They wove back through the forest of uniforms to find Green-Eyed Mom alonewith Red-Suit Mom’s baby in her arms.


  “Your turn to share with Connie,” Donnie said to his brother.


  “Nuh-uh. ’Sides, she’s not here.”


  The train lurched. Walt grabbed the seat back and looked at the young lady in confusion. Who was Connie? The little girl? But . . .


  “Her mother took her to the ladies’ room. She let me hold little Bonnie. Isn’t she sweet?”


  She wasn’t a mother at all. No ring on her left hand. He had to speak before paralysis set in. “Wait. Donnie, Lonnie, Connie . . .”


  “And Bonnie,” she said, voice taut.


  “We rhyme,” Lonnie said.


  Green Eyes ducked her chin. “So you do.”


  Walt let out a laugh. The young lady shot him a look though too polite to laugh, she shared the joke. She wasn’t bad. No scrutinizing or judging, like a normal human being.


  Red-Suit Mom returned with Connie on her hip. Right after they sat down, a tunnel snuffed out the sun. The kids squealed.


  Walt took a bubbly swig of cola and squatted down again. “You’d better get used to tunnels. Eighteen through the Tehachapi Mountains. And the best partin a few minutes we’ll be at the Tehachapi Loop. Track runs in a full circle. You’ll love it.”


  The boys flattened their noses against the window. Soon the train broke out of another tunnel and entered the loop, spread around an oak-studded hill. Walt pointed out the features, glad he remembered his research for that civil engineering class.


  After the descent into the Central Valley and the stop in Bakersfield, Walt unwrapped his sandwich. His mom would have a fit if she saw him eat in the passenger car, but with the number of dining cars reduced for the war, he had no choice. He took a bite and closed his eyes in satisfaction. Base food was always mushy or tough, but this chicken was cool, firm, and mixed with onion and celery andapple? yes, apple.


  “Mama, I’m hungry,” Lonnie said. “When’s lunch?”


  “At Grandma’s. Another hour or so.”


  Walt’s sandwich didn’t taste so good with all those little eyes watching him.


  “Can’t we buy something?” Donnie said.


  “No, and quiet. We’ll eat in Fresno.” Her face matched her suit, and Walt suspected her purse was as empty as his wallet.


  All he had left was an orange. One perfect orange. He pulled out the fruit, the same size as the hole in his stomach but not nearly as big as the holes in the children’s stomachs.


  “An orange?” Walt drew his face into a grimace. “Would your kids like an orange?”


  “Oh no, thank you.”


  “No, really. Stayed at my friend’s house last night, and his wife packed my lunch. I can’t stand oranges.”


  She accepted. Walt dug his thumbnail into the peel and released a mist of fragrant juice, all citrus and summer and sunshine. He passed out slices, and the children stopped whining. More than anything, Walt wanted to lick his fingers and get a hint of flavor, but he used his handkerchief instead.


  When they reached Fresno, Walt returned little boy salutes and received thanks for Cokes, orange slices, and stories.


  “Oh, miss,” Red-Suit Mom called over her shoulder to


  Green Eyes. “Make sure to give that seat to this nice young man.”


  “Oh. Oh yes. Of course.”


  Walt looked around in desperation, but enlisted men filled the aisleno women, none of his elders, and not one man who outranked him. Two sailors took Red-Suit Mom’s seat and settled in for a nap, so no one could even rescue him in conversation.


  Walt had no choice. He sat. “Thanks.” He managed not to swallow his tongue.


  “You’re welcome. I think you’ve stood long enough.” A quiver in her smile stirred something bold in his chest.


  “Yeah. Yeah, I have.” The train pulled from the station with a burst of steam and passed a bunch of warehouses. What could he talk about? “So, enjoying the trip?”


  “Oh yes. It’s nice to have a change of scenery.”


  “Same here. I’ve been in the desert too long. Can’t wait to see grass again, even if it’s brown. I like winter bestreal green.” Like her eyes, which were brighter up close, so bright he struggled to keep his airway open.


  “So I’ve heard. I’ve never been up north before.”


  “Really? Where are you from?”


  “Riverside.”


  Walt nodded. “Flew some training flights into March Field. Riverside’s a great town.”


  “Thank you. I think it’s the most beautiful city in California.”


  Could he tease her? One way to find out. “But you’ve never been up north.”


  Long brown lashes lowered, but her smile rose. “True. I should reserve judgment, but even if I find a more beautiful city, Riverside will always be my favorite.”


  Riversidethe name poked up a March Field memory. As an engineer, Walt always bugged the mechanics so he could learn the planes inside and out. One day he’d been banished to sit on a crate to watch. The crate hadn’t come far . . .


  “Ball bearings,” he said with a grin. “Miller Ball Bearings, Riverside, California.”


  She drew up her mouth so tight it almost disappeared, and she looked down at her book.


  He stared at her. What? What did he say?


  She turned a page with long fingers.


  Roger and out. He sighed and pulled the rolled-up magazine from his pocket. If he couldn’t talk to the girl, at least he could read the news, and finally some good news. Earlier in the month the U.S. naval victory over the Japanese at Midway ended six solid months of defeat.


  After they passed through Merced, a magazine ad caught Walt’s eyea wife in a frilly apron served cake to her furloughed husband. Maybe Mom would have a cake tonight. Or a pie. His stomach gurgled, and he shifted position to make it stop.


  He flipped some pages and read about the German advance on Sevastopol. The train swayed and bumped Walt against Green Eyes’ shoulder. He mumbled an apology. No woman had to worry about an advance from him. Couldn’t even make small talk.


  Modesto whizzed past. Not long before he’d see Mom and Dad and have a big dinner, maybe roast beef. No, beef was scarce. His stomach rumbled, loud and insistent.


  “Pardon me.” The young lady rose, and Walt stood to let her pass.


  Swell. Scared her off with ball bearings and stomach gurgles. He grumbled and read President Roosevelt’s announcement of a rubber scrap drive, since Japanese conquests had cut off 92 percent of the rubber supply.


  The next article made Walt burn: the Germansthe Germans themselvesannounced the Nazi massacre of the Czechoslovakian village of Lidice. Stories like that heightened his desire to go to combat, and soon.


  “Excuse me.” Green Eyes looked down at him.


  Walt swallowed his surprise in time to remember his manners and let her take her seat.


  “Which would you prefer?” She held an apple in one hand and an orange in the other.


  His gaze bounced between red and orange and back up to green. “Huh?”


  She shifted her square jaw to one side and frowned at the fruit. “I wanted a snack and thought you might like one too. You were so kind to give part of your lunch to the children. This isn’t as lovely as the one you had earlierit’s rather palebut there’s also an apple, and I’d be happy with either.”


  Walt smiled at her rapid speech. “Thanks. An orange sounds good.”


  She handed him the fruit. “I thought so. You said you hated oranges, but your eyes said you loved them.”


  He shrugged. “If she knew I wanted it, she wouldn’t have taken it.”


  “Perhaps. But I believe every dilemma has a truthful solution.”


  “Not always.” Walt peeled the orange. No juice sprayed this time.


  “Oh. I assumed you were . . . well, never mind.” She fussed with the apple in her lap.


  He stared at her. She assumed he was a man of integrity, and a man of integrity never told a little fib for a good cause? Baloney. “I keep my word. Butwell, a white lie’s okay if your motive’s right. Keeps things running smoothlylike ball bearings in the machinery of society.”


  She jerked her head toward the window.


  Walt grinned in victory. What was her problem with ball bearings? Did Daddy lose a fortune on ball bearings in the Stock Market Crash? Or was her family in some rival industry, and mentioning ball bearings to her was like mentioning Stanford to a Cal man like himself? Or had she lost her true love in a freak ball bearings accident?


  He pried off an orange slice, popped it in his mouth, and made a face. Bitter. Almost as bitter as his victory. What’s wrong with me, Lord? She buys me an orange, and I make a mess of things.


  The young woman chewed on the apple and gazed ahead at the round hills that edged the San Francisco Bay and the Delta. Her hair curled up around the base of her hat.


  Walt cleared his throat. “I guess silence is a truthful solution to a dilemma.”


  Her gaze flowed back to him, a refreshing green river, and a smile bent her lips. “Yes, it is. Truthful and effective.”


  “I should try it sometime.”


  “Perhaps you should. How’s the orange?”


  Walt bit back a lie and made a show of shrugging and looking away.


  She laughed. “Not very good?”


  “A little bitter. How’s the apple?”


  “Dry. But I’m spoiled. We have an orchard full of apple and citrus trees.”


  He knew he liked something about her, besides her attention to his flying stories. “My parents also have fruit trees. My friend Frank says I miss the fruit more than my family.”


  “Is that true?”


  “Nah.” He swallowed the last orange slice. “Just that it’s manly to grumble about the chow, but you’re a homesick mama’s boy if you miss your family.”


  “I understand.”


  The train slowed. Walt’s sigh echoed the long, low whistle. First time he’d had a conversation with an available woman, and now he’d never see her again. He balled up his bag full of orange peel and got to his feet. “Well, Tracy’s my stop. Thanks for the orange.”


  Green Eyes sat up taller and peered out the window. “Tracy? That’s my stop too.”


  “Really?” She looked too sophisticated for the cow towns in the area. He stepped aside and followed her slim figure down the aisle. Once they disembarked, she looked around the platform and stepped into a phone booth.


  Walt inhaled fresh Central Valley air to clear his lungs of cigarette smoke and his mind of Green Eyes. Then he headed for the station to buy a ticket for Train 53. The Daylight passed right through his hometown but didn’t stop. Too bad he couldn’t jump off.


  “Walter! Walter!”


  He turned to see his parents, and he braced himself for his mother’s hug. For a small woman, she sure packed a wallop. “Hi, Mom. What are you doing here?”


  She laughed. “Fine way to greet us after a year. We thought it would be fun to surprise you.”


  “Thanks. Swell idea.” He pulled away to shake his dad’s hand.


  “Let’s see those wings,” Dad said. “Very good. Like Ray and Jack. Of course, Jack made captain.”


  Of course. Always one step behind.


  “Goodness.” Mom gripped him by the shoulders. “Hard to believe you’re my baby. You get taller and broader in the shoulders every time I see you.”


  Walt grumbled, glad his traveling companion was out of earshot. “Let me get my bag, and let’s get home. What’s for dinner?”


  “Not so fast, young man.” Mom reached for Walt’s arm. “Betty’s friend from college came on the same train, and the Jamisons asked us to meet her.”


  Green Eyes? Could it be? He turned to the phone booth.


  She stood in the doorway with the receiver to her shoulder. “Excuse me, Lieutenant. Is your name Walter Novak?”


  He nodded, his tongue wooden. She’d be at the wedding. He’d see her all week.


  She spoke into the phone, hung up, and walked toward him. He had to speak, had to speak. He nudged his mouth into a smile. “Looking for your chaperone?”


  “Um, yes. I, well, Betty . . .” Her hand fluttered toward the phone booth.


  Walt’s chest felt fuller, wider with some need to ease her nervousness, and that need melted every frozen muscle. “Let me guess. Betty changed plans and didn’t tell you.”


  “Um, yes.” A breeze blew a brown curl across her cheek, and she tucked it back in place. “As bright as Betty is . . .”


  “Sometimes she’s a scatterbrain.”


  They laughed together, and an odd, warm sensation under Walt’s ribs made him want to laugh with her again.


  “You must be Allie Miller.” Dad shook her hand. “I’m John Novak, and this is my wife, Edith. You’ve already met Walter?”


  “Yes.” Her gaze darted up to him. “Well, we sat next to each other on the train.”


  “But we didn’t know who each other waswereI didn’t know who she was, vice versa.”


  “Well, come along.” Mom took Allie’s elbow. “Pastor Novak will transfer your luggage for you. Goodness, Betty talks about you so much I feel I know you already.”


  Walt followed his father and retrieved his duffel. Allie Miller. Yeah, Betty talked about her, but Betty talked too much about too many people. Now he wished he’d paid attention. For instance, did Allie Miller have a boyfriend? How come the most crucial detail was the hardest to recall? Oh well, if she had a boyfriend, he’d find out soon enough.


  Walt and his father joined the women on the platform, and Walt grinned at the young lady beside him. He’d looked forward to this furlough for monthshis family, his friends, and all the fruit he could eat.


  But now it could be the best week of his life.
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  Antioch, California

  Tuesday, June 23, 1942


  Allie had heard of whirlwind tours, but with Betty Jamison, a tour was a full-blown tornado. Her feet hurt, her brain hurt, and her elbow hurt from Betty whipping her around corners. “I don’t know how I’ll remember all these names.”


  Dorothy Carlisle, a brown-feathered sparrow of a girl, peeked around from Betty’s other side. “I don’t expect you to keep this cast straight. I can’t keep track of Betty’s college friends.”


  Betty’s smile lifted her plump cheeks. “Honestly, you two are such homebodies. Why do I love you so much?”


  Allie squeezed Betty’s arm. “Because we slow you down long enough to think.”


  “Oh, I hate thinking. Takes away time from the fun stuff. And oh, we’ll have fun this week. I have something planned every day.” Betty swung around a corner, and Allie scampered to keep up. “That’s the end of the tour. We’re early for dinner, but Mrs. Novak won’t mind.”


  Allie glanced down the street lined with trees and well-kept homes, but nothing like her own Magnolia Avenue with its citrus groves and mansions. They crossed the street to a modest-sized Victorian painted yellow and white. A maple tree eclipsed the sidewalk, and an orange tree greeted them by the stepsdepleted of ripe fruit.


  As in so many homes, a white banner with a red border hung in the window. The Novaks’ banner sported three blue stars. “Three sons in the service?” Allie asked.


  “All three, and not even a daughter to keep them company.” Dorothy rang the doorbell. “Is your boyfriend in the service? Baxter’s his name, right? He must be aristocratic with a name like that.”


  Allie’s grip on her handbag stiffened. Dorothy asked so many personal questions. “Baxter’s exempt. His job is defense related.”


  “Hmm,” Betty said. “He matches his first name more than his last. He’s so neat and propera Baxter, not a Hicks.”


  The door opened, and Mrs. Novak untied an apron from around her slender waist. “My, you ladies are early. Well, come on in.”


  Chagrin knotted Allie’s stomach. To arrive early and catch your hostess unprepared was even ruder than tardiness. “I’m sorry we’re early, Mrs. Novak.”


  She grasped Allie’s hand. “No apology is necessary. When the boys were still at home, the young people were in and out at all hours. Please make yourselves at home.”


  After she left for the kitchen, the ladies removed their hats and smoothed their hair. In the parlor Allie brushed her fingers over the keys of an upright piano. Three portraits of men in uniform sat on doilies on the piano top.


  “You recognize Walt,” Betty said. “These are his brothers. Aren’t they gorgeous?”


  Neither had Pastor Novak’s odd nose or Mrs. Novak’s full cheeks. Walter, however, inherited both. Since Allie also suffered from an unfortunate mix of family traits, she felt an affinity with him.


  “Admiring my boys, are you?”


  Allie looked up and smiled at Pastor Novak. “You have fine sons, sir.”


  “We’re proud of them.” He picked up the first portrait. “This is Raymond, the oldest. He followed his old man into the ministry but joined up when he saw war coming. He trains pilots at Kelly Field in Texas.”


  Pastor Novak proceeded to the next photograph. “Jack’s also in the ministry, but he joined the Air Corps right out of seminary. He’s based in Australia now. Quite a war hero, was in the squadron of B-17s flying into Pearl Harbor during the attack.”


  “Oh my.”


  “Oh yes,” Betty said. “He got written up in the Ledger and everything.”


  “Then there’s Walter.” Pastor Novak gestured to the last portrait. “Chose engineering rather than the call of God. He’s done well for himself, considering.”


  Considering what? Allie already knew the answerconsidering he wasn’t Raymond or Jack and didn’t meet his father’s expectationsas she didn’t meet her mother’s.


  Footsteps sounded on the hardwood floor, and she looked up from Walter’s portrait to his face. Black curls abounded on top of his head, although the sides were trimmed short. Goodness, she was glad the Air Corps didn’t shave the men’s heads.


  “Hi, Allie.” His tone was so warm, she again regretted being so touchy on the train.


  “Look at you. Look at those wings.” Betty sprang forward and grasped the silver wings pinned to Walter’s khaki shirt. “But where’s the jacket? The hat?”


  He drew back but smiled. “Uh-uh. I’m on furlough.”


  George Anello’s laugh rang from the entryway. “Should have known. Betty saw the uniform and forgot all about me.”


  “Nonsense, darling. You know I adore you.” Fair, voluptuous Betty ran over and kissed her dark, lanky fiancé.


  After George shook Walter’s hand, he approached Allie with his uneven gait. One leg was longer than the other, which made him 4-F, “unfit for military service.” His handshake bounced Allie’s arm like a jitterbug. “Hiya, Allie. How was the grand tour? What do you think of Antioch?”


  She searched for the truthful solution to her dilemma. “No town could live up to Betty’s billing.”


  George laughed. “Ain’t that the truth?”


  Walter crossed his arms, a hint of a smile on his lips. “What did you like best?”


  He knew what she was doing. Nondescript buildings flew through her mind, in contrast to Riverside’s showcase of neo-classical, Mission Revival, and Spanish Renaissance architecture.


  “The hills . . . the trees are lovely.” The insufficiency of her answer appalled her. “Oh, and Pastor Novak, your church is a charming slice of New England.”


  He glowed with pride. “Thank you. Mrs. Novak is from Rhode Island, and she couldn’t imagine a church without clapboard and a steeple.”


  Allie listened to him relate the history of the church. She refused to give Walter a glare or a triumphant smile, although either would have been deserved.


  Before long, Pastor Novak excused himself, and Allie found herself alone in a room full of people. When had Betty’s friends arrived? Blending into the ivy-patterned wallpaper was impossible, but joining a group was no less daunting.


  Betty and Dorothy conversed with Betty’s sister, Helen Carlisle, pretty and blonde and still heavy after the birth of her son. If only Helen had the baby along, Allie might have had an excuse to break into their tight circle.


  The men’s group rumbled with laughter. One man wore a blue sailor’s suit that flattered his blond good lookshe had to be Helen’s husband, Jim. The fourth man, a stocky civilian with brown hair and a mustache, cast a glance at Dorothy. Oh, what was the name of Dorothy’s admirer? Oh yes, ArtArt Wayne.


  Allie’s stomach twisted. She enjoyed solitude, but not in the presence of others. She trailed her fingers on the piano keys behind her and started when she depressed one by accident.


  Walter looked her way, eyebrows arched. Warmth crept up Allie’s cheeks. What was more embarrassingher musical faux pas, her isolation, or his pity?


  “Dinner’s served.”


  Allie let out a breath she didn’t know she’d held. In the dining room she took the seat shown her between Jim Carlisle and Art Wayne. How awkwardtwo strangers. To avoid attention, she studied the chinaa bit thick but simple and elegant and presented on embroidered linens.


  After grace, Walter laid his napkin in his lap. “Roast beef. Mom, you’re the best.”


  “I haven’t seen you for a year, and I plan to spoil you.”


  Pastor Novak chuckled and sliced the roast. “The way this boy’s been eating, you’d think the Army starves its airmen.”


  “He doesn’t look starved.” Dorothy Carlisle pinched Walter’s cheek. He brushed her off with a glance across the table to Allie.


  She looked down to smooth her napkin and to reduce his embarrassment. Dorothy’s comment was neither kind nor true. He had a nice, trim build.


  “So, Allie,” Jim Carlisle said from her left. “Did Betty show you our crater?”


  Everyone laughed, and Allie looked about. “Crater?”


  Betty peered around from Jim’s other side. “We didn’t get that far, Allie darling. Besides, it’s been filled in.”


  “The four of us boyswe were a team.” George formed a fist before his chest. “Jim came up with the ideas, and Art got the supplies from his dad’s hardware store.”


  Art passed Allie her plate. His mustache twitched. “Scraps, rejectsall of them.”


  “Sure, they were.” George winked at Allie. “Then Walt came up with the designsamazing designs.”


  “Amazing any of them worked.” Walter tore off a chunk of roll.


  “Walt had another role,” Jim said. “He’s the pastor’s innocent baby boythrew everybody off the trail, told them we were engaged in harmless activities.”


  Allie spread butter on her baked potato. “Betty, you never told me your friends were a bunch of thieves and liars.” She sucked in her breath. What an awful thing to say. Her gaze flicked around the table, but everyone laughed.


  “See,” Betty said. “Didn’t I always say she was the missing member of our group? She’s so quiet, but then . . .”


  Too many people faced her. Allie scooped up some green beans. “The crater?”


  “Oh.” Walter took a sip of water. “I didn’t compensate for the thrust”


  “No one wants an engineering lecture,” Jim said. “You see, I got a chemistry set from a shortsighted uncle, and Walt designed a fuel-powered go-cart. Good thing we used Dodo’s doll as a test driver.”


  “Don’t call me Dodo.” Dorothy glared at her brother. “And I loved that doll.”


  “A little glue,” Walter said, his words broken by laughter. “You could have put it back together. Except we never found the head.”


  “Yeah, we did.” George leaned forward, eyes bright. “How could you forget? That summer, climbing the tree in my front yard, the birds”


  “Oh yeah.” Walter’s laughter poured out. “The nest. They’d woven the doll hair into the nestthe head sticking out the side”


  Allie joined in the laughter. What would it have been like to grow up with a group of friends like this? Her grip on her utensils lightened as she listened to childhood stories. By the time Mrs. Novak served strawberry pie, plans for the week flew around the table, and Allie tingled with anticipation.


  If only it could last forever. After this week, an eternity of isolation yawned before her. Every day Baxter ate dinner with the Millers, and then they wintered in the drawing room and summered on the porch. No movies, no picnics, no guests. Marriage would change nothing. Allie’s tingles faded, replaced by asphyxiating sadness.


  She gave her curls a flounce and laughed at the latest joke, although she hadn’t heard it. She refused to let self-pity destroy this day, this week.


  After dessert, the ladies cleared the table, but Mrs. Novak declined their help washing dishes. By the time they reached the parlor, Walter already sat at the keyboard.


  He sent Allie a grin. “You’re the visitor. What would you like?”


  She would have liked to play, but she forced a smile. “Your specialty, please.”


  He launched into “Chattanooga Choo Choo,” and Betty linked arms with Allie and hauled her into the circle. Allie yearned for the keys. Walter had excellent technique, but he stumbled in fast sections.


  When he finished, he blew out a puff of air. “Boy, am I rusty. How about something slower?”


  Allie tensed at the first chords of “Green Eyes.” When the song debuted the previous summer, she hoped Baxter would croon it to her, or at least give her a meaningful look when it came on the radio. A vain hope.


  After the song dragged to a conclusion, Jim slipped his arm around his wife’s waist. “‘Don’t Sit under the Apple Tree with Anyone Else but Me.’”


  Helen leaned her head on his shoulder. “Never, my love.”


  Walter shook his head. “Sorry. Song’s new, and I don’t have the sheet music. I’ve been too busy with bombers to practice piano.”


  Disappointed groans circled the room, and Allie couldn’t hold her tongue. “The song is quite simple.”


  Betty jiggled Allie’s arm. “That’s right. Allie knows it.”


  Walter gave her a look over his shoulder. “You couldn’t play anything newer than Beethoven.”


  “Ooh,” Betty said. “You just watch.”


  Beethoven indeed. Allie switched places with him and smoothed the skirt of her dress, a sage green crepe with an appliqué of a lily, which ran up the side and blossomed on her right shoulder. Then she dove into the song with plenty of splash. No stumbles, no sour notes, no dullness marred her performance. Afterward, she indulged in a smile in Walter’s direction.


  He frowned. “Don’t get too comfortable. My piano.”


  “Not anymore.” Her cheeks warmed at her own boldness and the group’s laughter.


  Betty requested “Tangerine,” and Allie obliged with Latin flair. She had desired and earned her position, but Walter’s frown pricked at her heart. Perhaps the piano bench was also his haven.


  He cleared his throat when the song concluded. “How well do you sight-read?”


  “Very well. Why?”


  He motioned her off the bench, opened it, and pulled out a stack of papers. “Yeah, here they are. My brother Rayhis fiancée plays, so he arranges duets. Can you handle it?”


  Although he had issued a challenge, Allie saw a compromise. “I’ll try.”


  “Good.” He sat to her left and set up hand-printed sheet music for “Little Brown Jug.” They struggled at first with the fast pace and syncopation, but soon they coordinated the rhythm.


  “Shame you missed that chord,” Walter said.


  Allie frowned at the sheet music. “Which chord?”


  “That one.” He flattened her hand on the keys, with dissonant results.


  “Walter Novak!” Betty said. “You leave Allie alone. She’s an only child. She’s not used to teasing.”


  Walter’s cheeks puckered. “Sorry. Let’s try again.” He started at the top.


  Oh dear. Allie didn’t want him to feel guilty, but how could she ease his discomfort? Then she turned the page, and inspiration struck. “Shame you missed that page.”


  “Page?”


  “Yes.” She slid the sheet music to the far right and leaned forward to block his view.


  He burst out in laughter. “See? You’re wrong. She can handle teasing.”


  Allie smiled at him over her shoulder, warmed by the unfamiliar sense of inclusion and thankful she had grasped the welcoming hand he offered.


  “Oh, Walt,” Helen said. “Why don’t you start over so we can dance?”


  “Yeah!” Jim grabbed one end of the coffee table, Art lifted the other, and George rolled up the rug.


  “I’m glad I’m at the piano,” Walter said. “Can’t stand dancing.”


  Allie shuddered. “Me neither.”


  “Really? Hmm.” He plunked out a measure, then tried a different fingering. “Say, you know Betty paired us for the weddingthe two leftovers. Do you want to . . . well, not dance?”


  She laughed. “Never in my life have I been asked to dance, and now I’ve been asked to not dance.”


  He made a face. “II’m sorry. That didn’t”


  “No, no. I couldn’t be more pleased.” Her greatest anxiety about the week concerned the wedding reception. “Shall we not dance?”


  Walter grinned and extended his hand. “Deal.”


  Allie shookhe had a pleasant amount of strength in his grip, not overpowering like George or insubstantial like Baxter.


  When they resumed, Walter picked up speed and liveliness. His vigor energized Allie, along with the laughter, the swish of skirts, and the shuffle of shoes on the hardwood floor.


  “This is so much fun,” she said when the song was over. “Do you have more duets?”


  “Sure do. Ray’s prolific when he’s in love.” He retrieved the stack from the floor. “Let’s see what else he’s got. I picked the hardest one first.”


  The crinkle around his eyes made Allie laugh. “You wanted to ruffle my feathers.”


  “Nah, I wanted to trip you up. If I wanted to ruffle you, I’d say ‘ball bearings.’”


  Allie’s mouth tightened. Why did this have to come up?


  “Oh, relax, Miss Miller. The puzzle wasn’t hard to solve. Daddy’s rich, but you’re not proud of your wealth; you’re embarrassed by it.”


  “Well, yes.” How often had she explained to Betty in vain? Betty loved her, but she didn’t understand.


  “People think you’re a snob.” Walter thumbed through the sheet music on his lap. “Even more so because you’re quiet. All your life you’ve heard, ‘That’s Allie Miller. You know, Miller Ball Bearings. She thinks she’s better than the rest of us.’”


  “Yes,” she said, eyes fixed on the profile of a man she barely knew, yet who understood. He actually understood.


  “I’ve got the same problem.” His nose wrinkled. “Not because I’m rich, obviously. Because I’m a pastor’s kid. People think I have some holy link to God, that I spy for him or pass judgment.”


  “And they misinterpret your shyness as self-righteousness.”


  “Yeah.” He turned to her, eyebrows high. “The fellows in the 306th Bomb Group call me Preach, because I don’t drink, smoke, swear, gamble, or chase women. I think they’re afraid of me.”


  Allie laughed. How could anyone fear a man with such an amiable face?


  “Hey, Novak,” Jim said. “My shore leave’s ticking away. Pick some music so I can dance with my wife.”


  Walter selected “Moonlight Serenade,” which was familiar enough to allow conversation.


  “Thank you for sharing your piano bench,” Allie said.


  A grumble emanated from Walter’s throat. “I should thank you for sharing.”


  She tilted her head. How far could she take this teasing? “It wasn’t polite of me to invade your refuge. What do you hide from? Dancing or social interaction?”


  He laughed. “Both. Dancing, more so. Two left feet. You too?”


  “Oh no, I dance well. I just have bad memories.”


  “Memories?”


  She’d said too much. She winced and concentrated on her fingering. However, she had a feeling Walter would understand. “Cotillion. The boyswell, they only wanted to dance with the pretty girls. How they rolled their eyes when they were paired with me.”


  “Yikes.” His shoulders drew up, but he didn’t miss a note. “I got the same reaction, but the girls also rolled their eyes in pain. Smashed toes, you know. I skipped school dances.”


  “Oh, I wish I could have, but Mother insisted. She was the belle of every ball, so she didn’t understand. At least Father took pity and arranged a date for me my senior year. But then Baxter spent the evening talking to Mr. Jessup, the principal, so I still didn’t dance.”


  “Hmm. On the sidelines again.” He flipped to the last page. “Well, at the reception on Saturday, you won’t have to dance, but you won’t have to be alone either.” He gave her a tentative glance. The lamp on the piano top revealed hazel in his eyes.


  “I’m glad.” Allie gave him her warmest smile in appreciation for his offer.


  In tandem they struck the final chord. The tones melded, complemented, and lingered.


  4


  Wednesday, June 24, 1942


  What a stupid deal. Walt had finally met a girl he could talk to, and he’d made a deal not to dance with her. Stupid, stupid, stupid.


  He plunked a strawberry in his pail, unaware if it was ripe, only aware of Allie in the next row of strawberry plants. Ordinarily, he didn’t like trousers on women, but he liked them on Allie. She wore some pink thing tied around her head to keep her hair back, which didn’t work. She brushed little curls back from her face, and strawberry juice streaked across her cheek. Sure looked cute.


  Yeah, one stupid deal. Two left feet? Not even true. He did fine when that USO girl dragged him out to dance, and never once did he smash a girl’s toes.


  He had to get out of that deal.


  The worst thing about dancing was asking the woman, but he could talk to Allie, even with those eyes.


  He couldn’t get that“Green Eyes”song out of his head. Why did he play it the night before? Must have looked like a fool.


  Today he hadn’t had a chance to talk to Allie, but if he could get Dorothy to pass him, he’d have Allie to himself.


  Walt stood, stretched his arms high, and clasped his hands behind his head to deepen the stretch. Allie raised a slow smile to him.


  He nodded to her bucket. “How’s it going, city girl?”


  Her laugh was soft and low, not tinkly like Betty’s or giggly like Dorothy’s. “Just fine, country boy.”


  He grinned and set his hands on his hips. “Small town boy. Wish I were a country boy. Grandpa’s farm is the best place in the world.”


  “It’s lovely out here.” She shaded her eyes against the noontime sun.


  He followed her line of sight southwest, where golden hills marched in caravan toward Mount Diablo. “I always thought the hills looked like a herd of camels. You know, the grass looks like camel hair, and the oak treeslike little nomad camel drivers in green robes.”


  Another slow smile. “For an engineer, you have quite an imagination.”


  “You have no idea how imaginative he can be. Oh, the tales he tells.” Dorothy stood to pass Walt. “Oh, Allie, you have something on your face.”


  Walt glared at the back of Dorothy’s dark little head. Leave it to Dorothy Carlisle to ruin things for him in two different ways.


  “Oh dear.” Allie looked at the red smear on her handkerchief. “I wonder how long that’s been there.”


  “Didn’t even notice,” Walt said. The lines in her forehead relaxed. Did she care what she looked like in front of him? He tipped his garrison cap further down over his forehead to confine his curls.


  He squatted across from Allie. “You’re doing well. One thing thoughyou’ve got to keep the tops on. Keeps them fresh. Take this one. It won’t last.” He pulled the reddest, shiniest berry from her bucket and popped it in his mouth.


  “None of them will last with you around.” She scooted her bucket away, her laugh as sweet as the berry dissolving in Walt’s mouth.


  “Grandma won’t mind. She loves me.”


  Allie picked a strawberry, this time with top intact. “How nice to have your grandparents nearby. Mine are back East.”


  “Wow. Only you and your parents out West?”


  “Mm-hmm. Betty wanted me to come up here on vacations, but I couldn’t bear to leave them alone. And I’m sure you’ve heard Betty grumble about visiting my home.”


  Walt sorted through millions of Betty’s unheard words.


  Allie laughed. “I know. I can’t remember half of what she tells me either. Anyway, my family prefers quiet evenings at home. You should see Betty fidget. She needs activity like the rest of us need air.”


  “Yeah.” He chucked an overripe berry into the clumps of plants. “Sometimes I go back to base to rest.”


  “For me, home is almost too restful.”


  “Yeah?” He studied her downcast face. “Do you help with the business?”


  She shook her head and sent curls across her cheek again. This time she brushed them away with the back of her hand. “My parents think it’s shameful for a woman to work, but with the labor shortage, perhaps it’s shameful not to work.”


  “Especially for a business major.” He smiled at her surprised look. “Sometimes I listen to Betty.”


  Allie lowered those long eyelashes and smiled. Pretty. He had a hunch she didn’t know, which made her more attractive, as if he’d found an undiscovered treasure.


  “So why’d you pick business?” he asked.


  “Well, II will inherit the company some day.” Her cheeks turned red again, without the help of strawberry juice. “Baxter he’s Father’s business managerhe’s qualified to run the company, but I still feel I should understand business practices.”


  “Makes sense.” He poked around a plant, but it was picked clean. Strange that she called the fellow by his last name.


  “You must think I’m spoiled and lazy.”


  “Huh?” Walt snapped his thoughts back. “Because you don’t have a job? No, of course not. Besides, you can volunteer.”


  “I wish I could.” She moved forward. “My mother can’t spare me around the house. Our housekeeperwell, she’s Japanese and she was sent to a relocation camp.”


  He scooted up to join her, and his bucket left a circle in the rich brown soil. “Yeah. My best friend from the University of California too. Shame.”


  “You really think so?” Her voice was low, and she looked to him with wide eyes. “II suppose it’s unpatriotic to say so, but I think it’s horrible. Mariko’s a citizen, as American as any of us.”


  “Yeah. The only sabotage Eddie committed was keeping me out of the top spot in our engineering class.”


  “I thought I was the only one who felt this way. My parents say it’s for Mariko’s safety. The city fired her husband, no one would sell to her, and the milkman wouldn’t even deliver to her.”


  Walt shook his head and kept his voice down too. “Can’t even help with the war effort. Eddie wanted to join the Air Corps with me, but they wouldn’t take him.”


  She glanced down the row. “It’s sad when those who want to serve aren’t allowed to.”


  “Yeah.” He followed her gaze and her line of thought. “Nothing wrong with George’s mind. He’d be great at a desk job, free another man to fight.”


  Allie leaned closer. “I hesitate to ask, but what about Art? Is he 4-F also?”


  “Nope. 1-A and raring to go. His dad needs him at the store, made him promise not to join up. Art can’t wait for his draft notice.”


  “His father must be proud of such a respectful son.”


  Walt shrugged and looked up to the white farmhouse. Grandma stood on the porch and beckoned through the circle of oak trees that screened the house from the wind. Lunch must be ready. Walt waved in acknowledgement. “Yeah, Art’s respectfultoo respectful.”


  “Too respectful? How can that be?”


  “Sure, we have to honor our parents, but we have to honor God first.” He stood and held out his hand for Allie’s bucket. “Hey, everyone. Lunchtime.”


  Instead of the cold cut of a bucket handle across his palm, warm pressure enveloped his hand. Allieshe thought he was helping her up.


  His throat clamped shut. Oh Lord, not now. Don’t let me freeze now.


  Allie got to her feet and released his hand. “My parents aren’t Christians.”


  “Huh?” He swallowed hard. Maybe the deal wasn’t stupid if he couldn’t talk when he touched her.


  “They think they are, but they’re not.”


  Not what? He reeled his mind back. “Not Christians?”


  “They think church membership makes them Christians, but in eighteen years at St. Timothy’s, nobody talked about God the way Betty didnot just her words, but the way she lived.”


  “And you wanted what she had.” He liked knowing more about her, but what did it have to do with Art and his dad?


  “Yes, her assurance of God’s love, her joy in his presence. It’s what I wanted, what I needed.” Allie headed for the farmhouse.


  Oh yeah, lunch. Walt held out his hand again. “Here, let me take your bucket.”


  “Thank you.”


  She fell silent, and the distance across the green and brown striped field seemed longer than when he was a boy and hungry for Grandma’s pie. He should say something, but what?


  “St. Timothy’s.” Allie’s eyes fixed on some point way past the farmhouse. “It feels so claustrophobic and petty, not joyful and peaceful like my church in Claremont.”


  Walt made a face. “Sounds like you need a new church.” She turned to him. “That’s my quandary. How can I disobey my parents?”


  Now he saw the connection to Art’s story. “The real question is: how can you disobey God? You have to pray and find out what he wants you to do.”


  “I want to be where I can serve the Lord and do some good, but a family should worship together. Besides, I can’t imagine walking into a strange church all alone. Why, I wouldn’t even know where to look for a new church.”


  “If you’d like, I’ll pray for you.”


  “Would you? You don’t know how much I’d appreciate that.”


  Walt’s cap slipped back, and the curl flopped onto his forehead. With a bucket in each hand, he couldn’t do anything about it, but he didn’t care. Allie had smiled at him, confided in him, and wanted him to pray for her.
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  “Hey, Walt.” George pointed to the old wooden barn and winked.


  Walt shot his friend a warning glare.


  Betty pulled on her fiancé’s arm. “Georgie, once we’re married, you’ll have to tell me. That story’s been around since high school.”


  “Sorry, darling, I promised.” George nodded to Walt.


  He nodded back and leaned his forearms on the rough split rail fence. He could trust his friends not to tell stories told in confidence, even foolish boasts.


  From around the corner of the corral, Allie gave him a curious tilt of her head. Walt rolled his eyes, and she smiled. Good. She understood.


  An old red and white cow ambled toward him. Walt offered some grass. “Hiya, Flossie.”


  Grandpa Novak swung the corral gate open. “She can’t hear anymore, you know. Stone deaf.”


  Walt nuzzled Flossie’s fuzzy nose. “She can read my lips. You’re still the prettiest girl in town, Floss. See, she knows me. She’d better. I named her.”


  “Yeah. Original,” Art said with a grin.


  Another head tilt from Allie. This one he could answer. “Hiram Fortner owns a dairy nearby, has a statue of a cow by the gate. Everyone calls her Fortner’s Flossie.”


  “Except she disappeared the day before Pearl Harbor was bombed,” Grandpa said. “Some kids pulling a prank, no doubt.”


  “Yeah,” Walt said. “If Jack hadn’t been at Pearl, I would have suspected him.”


  Grandpa chuckled and unbolted the barn doors. “That boy could never stay out of trouble. By the way, got a letter from him the other day.”


  “Yeah? I haven’t heard from him for a while.” Walt left the group behind and followed his grandfather into the barn. He savored the smell of hay, old wood, and livestock.


  “That boy thinks he and his B-17 can take on the Japanese single-handedly.”


  “Great bird. Now we need to get Ray in a Fort too.”


  Grandpa mumbled and scratched his nosethe Novak nose. The only time Walt liked his nose was when he was with Grandpa.


  “What?” Walt asked. “Ray needs to get out of that easy training job.”


  Grandpa shook his head. “Nope. Ray’s a quiet soul. He’s not cut out for the rough-and-tumble of combat like you and Jack.”


  Walt’s shoulders felt straighter and broader. Grandpa thought he could handle combat.


  “Okay, boy, put those Army muscles to use. Let’s get the tarp off old Jenny.”


  Walt sprang forward, eager to prep the biplane for flight. The men worked in silence, another reason Walt loved the farm. Grandpa never talked much. In Walt’s opinion, his parents had named the three boys well. Ray after Grandpa Garlovsky, soulful and musical. Jack after Dad, outgoing and driven. And Walt after Jacob Walter Novak, although he was glad his parents had reversed the names. Jacob was so old-fashioned.


  “Jenny hasn’t flown since Ray’s last leave. Helped with the crop dusting.”


  The rudder felt stiff, so Walt squirted oil on the hinge. “Don’t you think Ray wants to go to combat?”


  Grandpa snorted. “Ray doesn’t want to go to combat any more than you or Jack want to be pastors.”


  “Huh? Jack’s wanted to be a pastor all his life.”


  “No, your father’s wanted him to be a pastor all his life. Sooner Jack realizes that, the better.”


  Walt wiped his hand on a rag. True, he could never picture Jack in the pulpitJack, who was always coming up with schemes and getting Walt to cover for him. Still, Jack was a grown man and could pick his own career. And he had Dad’s approval while Walt didn’t. Grandpa understood, though. “You know, I never thanked you for how you encouraged me, stood up for me.”


  Grandpa gruntedbut an appreciative grunt. “Didn’t think the Army trained a bunch of sentimental fools. Come on, boy, let’s get Jenny in the air.”


  Before long, the plane sat in the pasture. Walt slipped on his leather flight jacket. “Who wants a ride?”


  Art was first, as always. The men climbed into the biplane, and Walt started her up. The engine’s roar sounded almost as sweet as the duets with Allie. He glanced down at her and saluted, hoping he looked dashing and competent.


  “Come on, Novak, let’s go,” Art called over the engine. “At least I can pretend to fight the enemy.”


  Walt coaxed the plane down the field and into the sky. Yeah, this was the way to fly. Sure, bombers were powerful, but in old Jenny he skipped on the air currents with the wind in his face.


  Once he was over the town, he tapped Art on the shoulder, shook the stick, and pointed to Art. “Take the controls,” he shouted.


  Art gave him a thumbs-up. Walt pulled out his camera and leaned over to get aerial shots of his hometown. He’d received the camera for a college graduation gift and used the first batch of film on planes. Now he’d been away a year and wanted morehis family, friends, and home.


  He took back the controls and wheeled Jenny toward the farm so George could have a ride. A crosswind on the landing allowed Walt to show off his deft hand with the controls. Too bad Allie wouldn’t know how tricky a crosswind landing could be.


  Walt and Art hopped out onto the grass.


  “Boy, am I jealous,” Art said. “You get paid to do that.”


  Walt flipped off his goggles. “Would you believe they pay me extra? Hazardous duty, they call it. Don’t tell them, but I’d fly for free. Ready, George?”


  “You betcha.”


  “No.” Betty tugged on George’s arm. “Oh, darling, not today, not three days before the wedding. I can’t bear to lose you now.”


  “I won’t”


  “But darling, the Army calls it hazardous for a reason. Please, not today.”


  George sighed and took Betty in his arms. “All right. Just this once.”


  Oh brother. Walt wanted one more ride, but Grandpa was busy with chores, Dorothy had never gone up, and Allie was too proper for an adventure. Or was she?


  Allie hadn’t taken her eyes off the plane. Walt recognized that look. He’d seen it on the faces of his fellow cadets the first day of flight school. He stepped in front of her. “You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?”


  Allie’s eyes widened, green as those cadets. “I’ve never flown before.”


  “Want to?”


  “Maybe.” Her lips barely moved.


  He grinned. Yep, she might be the one for him.


  Betty let out a scream. “No, Allie. I need you in the wedding.”


  Despite Betty yanking her arm, Allie didn’t break her gaze with Walt. “Would it be like Art’s flight? No aerobatics?”


  “No loops, no snap rolls, no dives, I promise.”


  Betty hugged Allie’s arm. “Don’t believe him. He did it to George.”


  “Just once,” George said, “and I asked for it.”


  Walt shuddered. “Yeah, and I had to clean out the plane afterward. Never again. Only when I’m alone.”


  “All right,” Allie said.


  Walt stared at her. “You’ll go? Wow. Come on, let’s get you suited up before this whiner changes your mind.”


  Her eager smile told him the whiner wouldn’t win. Good. The woman had some spirit. He took off his flight jacket and handed it to her.


  “Don’t you need it?”


  “Nah. Gotta get used to the cold. B-17s fly at over twenty thousand feet. Minus twenty degrees up there, sometimes colder.”


  He helped her with the leather flight helmet, careful to concentrate on the buckle, not on the soft skin under her chin. Then he stepped back to inspect his work. His jacket hung over her hips, the goggles covered her gorgeous eyes, and curls stuck out under the helmet. Cutest copilot he’d ever had.


  “Okay, Allie, up you go.” He laced his fingers together to brace her foot. “Is that ‘Allie up’ or ‘Allie oop’?”


  She laughed and climbed into the front cockpit. “If I slip, it’ll be ‘Allie oops.’”


  Boy, did he like her. He climbed into the rear cockpit, nudged the plane across the golden pasture, and released her into the air. Allie’s hands clamped the rim of the cockpit, and her curls whipped around her neck. After he leveled off, he put his hand on her shoulder. “How’re you doing?” he shouted.


  Allie’s smile shone as bright as Walt’s hopes. “I love it.”


  Yeah, she might be the one. Not only was she an attractive, intelligent woman, but she played the piano and liked to fly. She actually liked to fly. Most amazinghe could talk to her even though she wasn’t taken. No doubt about that. No one had ever asked her to dance, and he had a hunch no one had ever told her she was pretty. He wanted to be the first. Too bad he didn’t have Ray’s way with words or Jack’s way with a grin and a wink.


  He’d just have to wing it. Walt chuckled at his unintentional pun. He tapped Allie’s shoulder and pointed down at Antioch. She craned her neck to look over the edge, then turned and shouted something he couldn’t hear. He shrugged. Allie cupped her hands together.


  “Yeah. Like toys,” he said.


  She nodded and looked down to the miniature town in its grid along the river. Sure would be nice to take her into the hills or up the river. Still plenty of fuel. As a farmer, Grandpa would get unlimited fuel once it was rationed, but Walt didn’t want to abuse the privilege.


  He headed over the riverbank and poked Allie’s shoulder. “Want a swim?” He pulled the stick to the right and depressed the right rudder pedal. Up went the right aileron, down went the left, and Jenny went into a tight right-hand turn.


  Allie screamed, but the laughter in her scream made Walt smile.


  Now he could impress her with the crosswind landing. He circled the white farmhouse and the weathered gray barn to approach from the south. The wind from the west had picked up, but not enough to worry him.


  Walt lowered the upwind left wing and applied right rudder pressure to keep Jenny from turning left. Surely Allie could feel the struggle of the little plane against the wind. Boy, was it swell.


  With flaps down and the stick forward, he eased the plane down, all the time compensating for changes in wind currents.


  Now for the fun partthe momentary, one-wheeled landing required with a crosswind. That’d give Allie a thrill. About ten feet from the ground, Walt pulled the nose up for the flare to lose airspeed and settle to the ground.


  Then he saw Flossie.


  “Walt!” Allie screamed. “A cow!”


  “I see her.” At one o’clock, wandering into his path, and deafstone deaf.


  Too late to get airborne again. Too little speed, too short a field. The left wheel touched down. If he turned to avoid the cow, he’d go into a ground loop, maybe flip the plane. But if he hit the cow . . .


  “Lord, I need your help here.”


  The right wheel touched down. Flossie’s backside rushed up before him. Walt eased the left rudder down enough to angle the nose away from the cow, but not enough to send them into a spin. “Oh Lord, move that cow or stop this plane.”


  Allie screamed. The plane shuddered and bumped down the field.


  He applied the brakes as hard as he could without nosing the plane over. The right wingtip clobbered Flossie’s rear end. An angry moo. The plane bounced to a stop.


  Walt clenched the control stick. His breath came hard and fast. Oh, swell. He wanted to impress Allie and he almost got her killed. Now she’d never fly again. She’d never speak to him again. All because he watched her and not the field. Stupid, amateur, almost fatal mistake.


  Allie turned to him slowly, her face white.


  “You okay?” He dreaded her answer.


  She nodded. “How’s the cow?”


  The cow. Walt glanced to Flossie, who trotted away with loud, indignant moos. “She’s awful mad.”


  Allie laughed. She actually laughed, and she kept on laughing. Walt joined in, relieved that they were alive and intact, and amazed at Allie’s good humor.


  Betty ran up to the plane. “Allie! Allie! Are you all right?”


  She nodded, still laughing. “Oh, Walt, the cowthe way she mooed.”


  Fresh waves of shared laughter lifted him higher than any aircraft. He swung out of the plane and held up his arms. “Come on, Allie. Stop laughing long enough to get out of that death trap.”


  “I don’t think I can stop.” She climbed out onto the lower wing.


  He put his hands on her tiny waist and lowered her to the ground. Her laughter tumbled sweet in his face, and it was all he could do not to hug her close and never let go.


  “Say, Walt,” George said. “Give me your camera. I’ll get a picture.”


  “Great idea.” He took off his goggles, then Allie’s.


  “Oh, not me.”


  “Yeah, you. You’re my copilot.”


  The smallest smile crossed her lips. “Promise never to show my parents? I don’t want them to know their only daughter played Amelia Earhart.”


  “See, you did something your parents wouldn’t approve of, and you survived.”


  “Barely.” The sparkle in her eyes stirred up all sorts of strange and wonderful things in Walt’s chest.


  He rested his arm along the fuselage behind Allie. Maybe when the fellows at Wendover saw the picture, they’d think she was his girlfriend. Who knew? Maybe by then, she really would be his girlfriend.
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