Chapter One

Joining Up, BCT And Deployment

Bill and I remembered what the army recruiter said about enlisting and being drafted. On September 16, 1940, the United States instituted the Selective Training and Service Act, which required all men between the ages of 21 - 45 to register for the draft. This was the first peacetime draft in United States' history. 

During WWII, the army accepted recruits at 16 but those soldiers could not be deployed to the front lines until age 18. We knew that we needed to wait until our 18th birthday to enlist so we could go to the front lines and fight. But that was only a few months away for Bill and less for me. 

We enlisted under the “buddy” system. I pushed Bill to join up while we were still in school. I said, why couldn’t we go right away? If we did, it would keep my dad from hounding me about college. I didn’t want to go to college right out of high school. It would be as if I were hiding from my responsibility to defend our flag and great country. I was proud of being an American and wanted to invest my time as a soldier to insure that we would still be free. 

Freedom was important to all of us. We knew that those that came before us paid for our freedom with the blood of their sons and family members. It wasn’t like today. No one burned the flag or even thought of badmouthing our country. We were proud of our heritage and were willing to die if necessary so our families can live in freedom.

There was too much at stake to sit in a college learning about Plato and ancient history. The war was far more interesting. After all, Bill and I played Cowboys and Indians and even WAR with our friends when we were little. It all seemed like another game to play but this time as grown ups.

The army wanted to know if we were smart or not. They tested us for being crazy, stupid, quick-tempered and a bunch of other things.

Well, we passed with flying colors. Bill did a little better than I did but we both made it. They even did background checks on us to see if we had any criminal records. If we did, they would have rejected us right then and there. They also did an FBI investigation into our habits and loyalties to see if we were ever involved with communism, secret societies or coloration with the “Third Reich.” That is what we called Nazism.

I guess the army wanted to be sure that we were loyal Americans and willing to fight for “Old Glory.” Just so you all know, “Old Glory” is a reference to the Flag. Men have fought in wars since the 1700 under its banner, defending their right to be free and to govern themselves. 

Basic Combat Training (BCT) is basic training or boot camp for civilians who want to join the military. It turns civilians into soldiers. We learned to march and shoot a riffle. They taught us survival skills and prepared us for life in the army. It was an intense 10 weeks.
We finally finished BCT and went on for another 3-weeks of advanced combat training where we learned hand-to-hand combat, how to gather and use intelligence, war strategies and more survival skills.

Three days later we received our deployment papers. We were to report to the Norfolk Naval Base, Norfolk, VA. It was the world's biggest naval base at that time. That’s where the troop transport ships were docked.

The army decided to fly Bill and I to London England from Norfolk with other special forces instead of going by ship. Upon arrival in England we were assigned to set up last minute training exercises. 

We did not know exactly what type of mission we were to go on but it was evident that it was important. We kept seeing new faces and meeting new soldiers from the 1st and 29th army divisions. They arrived by the busload. Everyone felt that there was something big about to happen but we would not even try to guess what.

Chapter Two

Zero Hour

 And The Mysterious Stranger
Zero hour finally arrived and the Invasion of Normandy had begun. It was 4:55 A. M. on June 6th 1944. Over 100,000 Allied troops made it to shore that day. But it was just beginning for Bill and me. We were off loaded from the transport ship into a landing craft. Other ships were doing the same with their soldiers.

As we crowded into the landing craft, I looked at Bill and said, “ Well, here we go. Good luck my friend. God be with us both in our hour of despair.” Bill agreed saying, “Lord help us.”

After 30 minutes or so, there were hundreds of landing crafts circling the area. Many had already landed on the beaches of Normandy. Bill and I were headed towards Omaha Beach. The seas were up with high winds and waves. The temperature was around 59 degrees.

I said to myself… “Get it together man.” Then I cried out to God in my heart saying, “I don’t want to die here, I don’t want to die.”

Nothing went as planned. In the predawn darkness, the crafts carrying the invasion force took longer than expected to form up, and many hit the beach without armor protection. The various waves of landing crafts became mixed up in the confusion.

Every landing craft was taking on water. Some of the landing crafts began sinking. Those that stayed afloat took enemy fire. Landing crafts were being hit by enemy shells and exploding.  Most of the men succumbed to seasickness. 

As our landing craft approached the beach it hit a floating mine, about 300 yards from the seashore. Bill and I were tossed overboard into a rough sea and a barrage of enemy machinegun fire. We sank to the bottom right away because of the weight of our packs. We struggled for a while and then used our utility knives to cut loose and surfaced, only to hear bullets flying everywhere. There was nowhere to go and the water was too deep for us to stand up.

After a few minutes of treading water, we hitched a ride from another landing craft by hanging on for dear life. We moved closer to Omaha Beach. 

The only thing we could do is play dead in the water letting the tide bring us into shore. We had already seen other soldiers lift their heads or try to stand up and were immediately shot by enemy snipers.

Then Bill called to me saying, “Come on Joe, let’s run for cover near those rocks.” In the midst of enemy fire, we ran for our lives as bullets whistled in the air all around us.

It was there in that moment that Bill and I both saw a mysterious stranger on the battlefield. He was dressed in all white and kept getting in our way. It looked to me like he was actually catching the enemy’s bullets. We were in the direct line of fire as snipers and machinegun nests honed in on us, yet we were not hit.

This mystery man motioned for us to follow him and we did. He led us to a place of safety. Then he dashed back into the line of fire to help other commandos. We didn’t see him again on the beach.

“Thank God? I said to Bill. Did you see that man? Bill said, “You mean the man in white?” I said, “Yeah” We both gave glory to God and knew it was the hand of God that was upon us. I felt invincible. I don’t know what Bill felt but I was ready to fight the enemy, knowing I was not going to be hurt. I remembered that scripture that said something like this, If God be for us, who can be against us? 

“We are safe for the moment.” I looked over at Bill again and said, “Where is the rest of our division?” Bill said, “Who knows? We’ll probably see them later today.”

Then I looked back over Omaha beach and saw it full of fallen comrades from 20-feet seaward of the water’s edge inward as far as the tide had carried them. I knew then within my heart that I was looking at most of our division.  We were the lucky ones. So far, we had survived. We could say with confidence that if it hadn’t been for God, …you fill in the rest.

Finally we reached the 1st of many hedgerows. We stopped to survey the area when we met 20 or so U.S. Army Infantrymen. 

As we talked and greeted each other, out of nowhere, the enemy launched a surprise attack and Bill was killed in action by an exploding mortar. I was badly wounded and almost died myself. If it hadn’t been for the angel that showed up out of nowhere, I would have died. He rushed me to a nearby field hospital. 

Jim spoke up saying, “Wait a minute. How did you know he was the angel?

Joe replied, “Because before I passed out from the shock of being wounded, I saw that he was dressed all in white and my blood was not staining his clothing, not a drop stayed on him. He rushed me straight into a field hospital and then vanished. The folks in the hospital tent found me on the floor but didn’t know how I got there because there was no one with me.

Two other army guys were killed and four were severely wounded. I woke up a week later in that field hospital only to learn that Bill had been killed. My injuries were serious but not life threatening.

Chapter Six

The 600-Mile Bus Ride

Three days have passed since Jim interviewed Bill Sr. and now he is on his way to meet a bus driver that supposedly had an angelic encounter. Jim will hear, first hand, how the Mysterious Stranger touched the lives of the bus driver and some of his passengers.

Jim drove a hundred miles north to meet with the bus driver in Plant City, FL. They had made an appointment the day before.

As they both sat at the counter of a nearby restaurant, they were served a coup of coffee and a donut. Jim asked the bus driver to share with him the encounter.

Time had passed over since the “Mysterious Stranger” came to town but the events that took place were not forgotten.

The bus driver began to share saying, “I can still remember the sunset and the rippling of the water as the wind blew across the lake. I can also remember that awful night when it rained so hard that mudslides took half of our mountain road. This is where it all began.”
“The bus I was to drive was late the night he arrived. It was after three A.M. There was a lot of fog and few people at the bus station. But I was there because I was the bus driver. I had 600 miles of open road to observe this man. I even talked with him for about a hundred miles.”

“He never told us his name. His dress was subdued and pretty much ordinary. He was a tall, dark and somewhat handsome man with broad shoulders. He was soft spoke and his voice comforting. His bearded face made him look tough like a truck driver but when he spoke, you knew he was a gentle man.”

“He quickly became everybody’s friend and yet nobody really knew him. Folks painted a portrait of what they wanted to see. They seem to project their mental image on to him. Who he really was, was mine alone to know. For some unknown reason he allowed me, a bus driver, to see him as he really was.”

“He got on my bus at the beginning of the line and traveled with me to the end of the line. We talked about a lot of things from the weather to the future.”

“His kindness and soft-spoken nature made it easy for me to share things about myself that I had long since forgotten. It was as though I was being “X-Rayed” and those sad and hurtful feeling from yesteryear just dissolved away as we discussed them. Time itself seemed to stop; yet I know that didn’t happen.”

“He left the bus with a young couple that just got married and they all entered the bus station. He had no carryon luggage or suitcases, just himself.”

“I checked in and turned over my keys to the station manager and then looked for the stranger to say goodbye but he was nowhere to be found. The young couple told me that they turned their back to him to find a seat and when they turned around, he was gone.” 

“All they said was that this man told them to name their baby Joseph after the Joseph in the Bible. That was a shock to the couple because they had no idea she was with child.”

“I sleepily wandered into the only, all night diner where I sat down at the counter and ordered a cup of coffee. The diner was empty except for the waitress and me. She asked me where the bearded man went. I said, “There was no such man in the diner when I entered.” 

“Wait a minute,” she said. “I talked with him for over three hours. He said he was waiting for a bus.” I quickly let her know that my bus was the last of the night. The next bus won’t leave until 7 A.M.”

“Then I began to inquire as to his dress and overall looks. She described the man to me and her description was exactly the same as the bearded man on my bus…even his eyes were the same color.”

““How could the same man be talking to this young waitress and me at the same time? I was determined to solve this mystery…so I asked the waitress what they talked about. Here’s what she said. “It’s none of your business.” Then she refreshed my coffee.””

“I couldn’t let it drop there, with her abrupt response, so I told her about the bearded man that rode my bus for six hundred miles and the hour we talked to each other directly. After listening to me, she opened up and told me that her bearded man encouraged her to go back to her husband and that God would heal their marriage. She was puzzled as to how this mysterious stranger could know things about her.”

Jim, “What happened then”

The bus driver continued, “then a truck driver came into the all night diner looking for some food and rest from the road. He sat next to me and we struck up a conversation. He told me about a hitchhiker that he picked up a few miles back. Don’t you know? It was the same bearded man that talked to the waitress and rode my bus. At lest we thought it was.”

“The truck driver said the guy was nice. He spoke in a quiet sort of voice that kept him from falling asleep at the wheel. He said his bearded man wanted to wait in the truck while he came in for some coffee and a bite to eat.”

“When I heard that he was still in the truck, the waitress and I ran outside to see if he was the same bearded man that we encountered but he was gone…no where to be found.”

“We went back inside and talked to the truck driver at length. Everything he said about his bearded man fit our bearded man to a tee. The truck driver said that if it weren’t for his rider, he would have crashed because he had been driving for hours and was really tired but didn’t want to stop on an isolated road in the middle of the night.”

“There we all were huddled together in an all night diner talking about a mysterious stranger with a bearded face. A waitress, a truck driver, a young married couple and a bus driver, strangers in the night with one thing in common, a mysterious bearded man.”

“Suddenly, we could see the sunrise peeking through the morning haze and could hear the chirping of little birds as the long night turned into another day. There was a nip in the air and storm clouds off in a distance.”

“We spent the entire night from the time I pulled into the bus station until the sun rose up to say hello talking about the stranger and how he had helped all of us in some small or big way.” 

“Some of us concluded that the stranger was a ghost in our imagination, born out of a lack of sleep and loneliness.” 

“Others said the stranger was an angel sent from God to help us in our time of need. I guess we will never really know who the stranger was and how he appeared in all our lives at the same time. All we could say is that our hearts burned inside.” 

“It was as if we knew him but couldn’t recall his name. We’d seen him somewhere before but where we could not remember.” 

““It’s been many years since we were all together in the “All Night” diner.”” 

“The waitress went home to her husband and became a fine mother to three kids.”

“The truck driver went on to own his own business and stopped pushing himself to the point of exhaustion.” 

“The young married couple did in fact name their 1st child Joseph after the Biblical character. We all wondered how he knew that the child would be a boy before the mother became pregnant.”

“Then there was me. I drove that bus for another 15 years and finally retired to Florida. We now have two grandkids.”

“I believe that the “Mysterious Stranger” was not mysterious at all. I think he was a messenger from God. I could feel the love of God flowing from him as he spoke. I could see compassion in his eyes. It had to be a divine intervention.”







