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PART ONE


The Fox Cubs


“WHAT TIME IS it now, Talbot?” Emily Fox asked her husband. As if she had never asked the question before.


“Now Emily,” sighed Talbot Fox. “The Atlantic Stater doesn’t pull in for a good ten minutes yet.”


Linda sat squeezed between her foster-parents in the special touring car the Wrightsville Committee on Welcomes had provided for the occasion. The small bloodless oval of her face wore a formidable smile, like the daguerreotype of Daddy Talbot’s maternal great-grandmother on the baby grand in the Fox parlor. But Linda did not feel formidable; she felt weak inside, as if she were waiting for an operation.


As perhaps in a way she was.


The sun—co-operative star!—tickled the limbs of the throng heaving in and about the squatty, venerable Wrightsville Station … Lin’s whole plain little world, all packaged for this moment. Mother Emily tormenting her corsage of baby orchids, a gift from Andy Birobatyan of the Wrightsville Florist Shop, who had contributed all the floral decorations for the Official Reception Lunch which was to be held later in the Grand Ballroom of the Hollis Hotel, in the Square. Daddy Tal trying not to steal glances at his wristwatch. The slicked-up Selectmen chattering politics, crops, and conversion. The American Legion Band milling around in their newly drycleaned uniforms, tossing the sun from their silver helmets like the prize bulls at the Slocum State Fair. One-toothed Gabby Warrum yelling from the doorway of the stationmaster’s office at the swarm of yah-yahing kids with dusty feet shoving one another about on the handtrucks. Mrs. Bradford, née Patricia Wright, Chairman of the Committee on Events, hurrying down the platform, flinging retorts right and left, on her way to confer with some official or other about a last-minute change in the line of march. Miss Dolores Aikin, Chief Librarian of the Carnegie Library and unofficial genealogist of Wrightsville’s first families, standing on tiptoe on the edge of the platform, pen and foolscap in hand, anxiously scanning the country toward Wrightsville Junction, whence the hero’s train should soon appear. Emmeline DuPré, who earned her livelihood by giving Dancing and Dramatic Lessons to the youth of the Wrightsville gentry, darting from group to group having a field day. Miss Gladys Hemmingworth, Society Editor of Frank Lloyd’s Record, waggling her perpetual pencil decorously aloft to catch the eye of the Chairman of the Committee on Welcomes, Hermione Wright, wife of John F. Wright, whose great-great-great-great-something Jezreel had founded Wrightsville in 1702.


Old Soak Anderson tottered to the doorway of Phil’s Diner next to the Station, waving two little American flags.


All for Davy.


Directly above Linda’s head hung a long banner which stretched from the Station eaves across the tracks to the water tower.


WELCOME HOME CAPTAIN DAVY FOX!!!!
WRIGHTSVILLE IS PROUD OF YOU!


Are you?


How times changed.


Davy Fox hadn’t always been a hero. Davy Fox hadn’t always been “just” a Wrightsville boy, such as you could find on any street corner in Low Village, or in any big house on the Hill. They hadn’t formed committees for Davy then … at least, not welcoming committees.


Something memorializing and fixative about the scene around her turned Linda’s thoughts backwards.


Davy Fox hadn’t lived in the Talbot Fox house … then. Davy had lived in that house next door. It was only later—on that never-forgotten day when Mother Emily locked herself in her bedroom and Daddy Tal stumbled about the house with a hunted look and Linda wasn’t allowed to leave the playroom—it was only later that Davy came to live with his aunt and uncle and the little girl they had taken from the Slocum Orphanage five years before.


That coming across two lawns, his hand in his uncle’s, a small boy of ten in tom knickers marched from one house to another while Wrightsville stared in hostile silence from the unkempt sidewalk of the Hill—it had been a journey from the moon. The boy had been tight-mouthed to keep the tears from spilling out, afraid and suspicious—too obedient and too quiet and too all-inside-himself—until, inside his uncle’s house, out of sight of those accusing eyes, he was broken down by his Aunt Emily’s embrace and gave way to his fear. Davy used to say scornfully that he’d really wanted to stamp and kick and break things that day, but Aunt Emily had treacherously made him cry instead by putting her arms around him.


Gabby Warrum roared from the stationmaster’s office: “She’s on time!” A sizzzz! ran through the crowd, and then the American Legion Band burst into a nervous tootling.


It had been forbidden to talk about the thing that had happened. Nevertheless, Davy and Linda sometimes braved the tabu, whispering about it through the transom between their childhood bedrooms while Emily and Talbot Fox slumbered in the big room down the hall. But not too often. It was too huge, and it was too terrible—too big with big people’s secrets—to be bandied about and become commonplace and so, in time, be forgotten. And if there were times when it might almost be forgotten, there was always the house next door—a deserted dinginess growing more silent by the year. Linda was scared to death of that aging reproach. It housed great eyeless threats. And Davy would never go near it. He avoided even looking at it.


“Hi, Linda!” The Wrightsville High delegation was struggling to form a hollow square at one end of the platform. They were waving placards nailed to broom-handles. You MADE THEM REMEMBER KUNMING, DAVY!!!—YOU SURE LAID A MESS OF EGGS, YOU FLYING FOX!!!—WRIGHTSVILLE HIGH’S MOST-LIKELY-TO-SUCCEED … AND HOW!!! Linda smiled and waved back.


How Davy had loathed them, the jeering kids. Because they had known; the whole town knew. The kids and the shopkeepers in High Village and the Country Club crowd and the scrubskinned farmers who drove in on Saturdays to load up—even the Hunks and Canucks who worked in the Low Village mills. Especially the shop hands of Bayard & Talbot Fox Company, Machinists’ Tools, who merely jeered the more after “Bayard &” one day vanished from the side of the factory, leaving a whitewashed gap, like a bandage over a fresh wound. That was another part of his native Wrightsville that Davy shunned.


He had hated the grownups even more than the kids, because he could jump in on the kids with his fists or otherwise intimidate them by playing the role Wrightsville had assigned to him—which was, simply, to be the son of his father. There were whole years of licking kids, and being licked. And now other kids were brandishing placards and getting ready to give their alumnus the rackety-rax with nine locomotives, usually reserved for football victories over Slocum High.


“What time is it now, Talbot?” asked Emily Fox.


“Now Emily,” said Talbot Fox irritably. “There’s still seven minutes.”


The crowd was staring along the twin dazzle of the rails towards Wrightsville Junction, three miles up the line, as if they would bend light and see beyond curves and past culverts and woods.


Wrightsville’s 10,000-odd … Other times, other scandals. That Polish family—with all the j’s and z’s— they turned on the gas in their two-room warren in Low Village and they were all found dead, the whole family—father and mother and eight dirty children—and no one ever found out why. The Jim Haight case involving the noble Wrights—and today Patricia Wright Bradford was married to the man who had prosecuted her sister’s husband for murder and only a few, like Emmy DuPré, ever recalled it. And Lola Wright’s running off with that Major, and fat Billy Ketcham, the insurance man, being arrested when he crossed the state line with the youngest Graycee girl, “the bad one.” The world of Wrightsville moved on, on and away from Davy Fox and the shadow under which he had grown to manhood. Linda smiled from the car, nodding at people she had known since she was four. They had forgotten. Or seemed to have.


“Five minutes, Emily,” announced Talbot Fox nervously.


“I wish that darned old train would pull in,” fretted his wife. “So we could get all this over with and take Davy off by ourselves and—I don’t know. I’ve had a premonition.”


“About Davy? Why, Emily,” laughed Talbot. But he seemed uneasy.


“Premonition, Mother?” Linda frowned slightly. “What do you mean?”


“Oh, I don’t know, Linny.”


“But he’s all right, isn’t he? I mean—they said except for the exhaustion and exposure and … Mother, you know something about Davy you’ve kept from me!”


“No, dear, no. Really,” said Emily Fox hurriedly.


“Emily, you talk too blamed much,” growled her husband. “Premonitions! Didn’t we all talk to Davy on the phone when they set him down in Florida?”


Linda was appeased. But she couldn’t help wondering why Daddy Talbot’s voice sounded so funny.


“Imagine,” sighed Emily. “All this for Davy.”


“And for his little wife! Eh, sweetheart?” Talbot Fox patted Linda’s hand.


“Linda, your nose,” said Emily, smiling down at snubnosed Mrs. Donald Mackenzie (Wrightsville Personal Finance Corp.). “It’s shiny.”


His wife, thought Linda as she fumbled for her compact. That day, on his last furlough before … They had gone to Pine Grove on a picnic, the nephew of Talbot and Emily Fox and their adopted daughter. And somehow, after the mayonnaise spilled on his tunic, and she was wiping it off his wings, it happened. She had always known it would happen, although not quite so absurdly. Their tie had always been stronger than mere blood—it was the tie of waifs, woven out of secrets, a mysterious dear bond. She was in his arms, and Davy was kissing her with a passion that frightened her, it told so much. He was asking her, without a word—as if he were afraid to use words. Words came only later, as they lay side by side in the grass of the Grove clasping hands and dreaming up into the pines. And even then they were sober words.


“What about Uncle Tal and Aunt Emily?” Davy had asked. “They won’t go for this, Linny.”


“Won’t—Why, Davy, they love you, darling!”


“Oh, sure. But you’re their only child, and—you know what I am.”


“You’re my Davy.” Then Linda realized what he had meant and sat up crossly. “See here, Davy Fox. In the first place, I’m a Fox by adoption. You’re one by blood—”


“Blood,” said Davy with a crooked little smile. “You said it, honey chile.”


“In the second place, what happened when you were a little boy—why, Davy, anyone would think you were to blame eleven years ago! A child shouldn’t be made to suffer for what his parents do. Look at me. I don’t even know who my real father and mother are. If they’re alive, or anything.”


“That’s different. That’s negative. My parents’ past is what you might call on the positive side.”


Linda had grown angry—because she was scared. “Davy Fox, if you’re going to start off our life together by feeling sorry for yourself and letting … it … stand in our way, you can darned well do it all by your lonesome!”


“Now Linda—” Davy had said miserably, the way Talbot said “Now Emily—”


“Davy, here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to tell Mother and Daddy right now. If they approve—fine; it will make everything a lot easier and all of us happier. But if they get sticky about it—”


“You’d marry me anyway?”


It was the first time Davy had used the word.


Linda had kissed his hand to hide the fear in her eyes. And after a long time she pushed away from him and sat up, gasping. “Davy. Dearest. Let’s go tell them. There’s not … very much time, is there?”


She had always been afraid. She was afraid that day, and she was afraid now—with the long bright banner over her head and all of Wrightsville in their Sunday best at the Station to welcome Davy home.


* * *


“Tomorrow?” said Talbot Fox slowly. “Tomorrow, did you say?”


“We’d do it today, Daddy,” said Linda, “only I suppose it takes a little time to get a license and make arrangements with Dr. Doolittle at the First Methodist and all—”


“Married,” repeated Emily Fox. She glanced apprehensively at her husband, tall and gray, standing near the piano a little turned away from them. Linda knew what her vaguely smiling, chubby foster-mother was thinking. Emily was thinking of how strong Talbot always looked, and how weak he could be.


“You’re against it, Uncle,” said Davy belligerently.


“Well, Davy, it’s sort of complicated, isn’t it?”


“Linny, I told you—”


“Now Davy, wait. Don’t be mad.” Talbot seemed to be having difficulty choosing his words. “Davy … you’re both so young. Twenty-one and twenty. That’s pretty young, son.”


“You and Mother were even younger,” retorted Linda.


“That’s right, Talbot,” said Emily Fox anxiously. “We were.”


“Besides, times have changed,” Linda went on. “We’re living kind of quickly these days, aren’t we? Davy isn’t too young to be a fighter pilot, and I don’t think, Daddy, you’d call a girl of twenty a child exactly.”


“Linda,” Davy said. And something in his voice made Linda stop, chilled. “Uncle, that’s just an excuse, and you know it. Why don’t you come out with what you’re really thinking?”


“What do you mean, young man?” growled Talbot Fox.


“Let’s face it, Uncle Tal,” said Davy. “You know what I mean.”


“All right.” Talbot set his handsome jaw. “You won’t be able to let the past alone, Davy.”


“I knew it!” shouted Davy.


Linda jabbed him in the ribs, hard.


But Davy rushed on: “You’re scared of the talk—the scandal!”


“If I’d been scared of the scandal, Davy, do you suppose I’d have taken you into my home eleven years ago—brought you up as if you were my own son?”


“That’s not so very fair to your uncle or me, Davy, now is it?” Emily added in a trembly voice.


Davy looked ashamed. “I’m sorry, Aunt Emily, but—”


“It’s not only Linda I’m thinking of, Davy,” Talbot went on quietly enough. “It’s you, too. I’ve studied you, boy. You were always a sensitive kid, and what happened at that time naturally left its mark. A bad one.”


Linda saw her foster-mother’s eyes widen, looking at the tall man by the piano as if, after so many years of marriage, she could still be surprised by him.


“You won’t be able to let it alone, Davy. You never have. Another boy might have forgotten it, or licked it. But you’ve let it get under your skin. And I’m afraid it would crop out again if you and Linny got married. That’s the only reason I’m hesitating, Davy—absolutely the only reason.”


As if it weren’t enough of a reason.


Davy stuck his stubborn chin ‘way out. “If you’re scared of what the old cackleberries in Wrightsville’ll say, Lin and I will go away after the War. We’ll set the crate down somewhere else. They can’t touch us outside this town!”


“I know you, Davy. You wouldn’t find it easier to lick in Chicago or New York or, for that matter, the Fiji Islands. I wish to God you would.”


Time to get in on this, Linda had thought.


“Daddy,” she said calmly, “you’re overlooking one thing.” But oh, she had wanted to shut her eyes to the past!


“What, sweetheart?”


“In three days he leaves.”


“In three days Davy leaves?” Emily said faintly.


“Yes,” said Davy with a bitter kind of satisfaction. “And maybe I’ll never get back.”


“Davy,” his aunt moaned. “Don’t say awful things like that!”


“Wait a minute,” Talbot said. “Suppose Davy’s right. Suppose he doesn’t come back, Linny?”


Linda hated the big gray man in that moment. It was a mean thing to have said. Even meaner, because it was so true.


“And if he doesn’t, sweetheart, wouldn’t it be fairer to you if—”


“Fairer my eye!” Linda had burst out. “We may as well tell you just how we feel. We want Mother’s and your consent. But if you won’t give it, Davy and I are going to have Dr. Doolittle marry us tomorrow, anyway.” Her chin wobbled. “You can’t cheat us out of two whole days. Maybe the only two days we’ll ever …”


She put her arms suddenly around Davy.


“That’s it, Uncle,” Davy grinned over her head.


“Well,” Talbot Fox grinned back. “It doesn’t look as if we have much to say about it. Mother, what do you think?”


Emily flushed, as she usually did when she became the star of a moment. But her voice was quite steady. “Davy dearest, I’d rather it didn’t happen. I agree with your uncle. Somehow—somewhere—that … thing is going to come back, interfere with your happiness. That’s selfish of us. We don’t want to see Linda’s life spoiled—or yours, Davy—before we …” But then Emily had shaken her head, helplessly. “It’s all mixed up, and I love you both so much. Children, if you really believe your happiness lies in marrying, God bless you.”


* * *


“I wonder how he looks,” said Emily Fox with a frown.


On the other side of Linda, Talbot Fox stirred. “Well, now, Emily,” he mumbled, “it’s been a whole year and the boy’s gone through a lot of flying over there in China. Don’t expect miracles.”


Something in her foster-father’s voice jerked Linda out of her reverie. She began to ask a question—


“Now Linny,” said Talbot almost in a shout, “don’t you start in on me, too, darn it all!”


Linda went white. And Emily Fox stared at her husband with a terrible anxiety.


“But you’ve been assuring us how fine Davy is.” Linda sounded miles away to herself.


“I guess I’m no great shakes as an actor,” muttered Talbot. “I should have told you and Mother weeks ago, sweetheart. Maybe stopped this Reception—”


“Talbot Fox,” said his wife in a deadly tone, “what are you trying to say?”


“I spoke to some Army doctor at the St. Petersburg Convalescent Center over the phone,” said Talbot miserably, “when we first got word Davy’d been flown there from the hospital in India. It seems he’s not … well … just exactly the same as when he went away. I mean—”


Linda said stiffy: “He’s—not—whole.”


“No, no, no!” cried her foster-father. “He’s all in one piece! Of all the fool notions … See here. Davy’s cracked a bit. His nerves, the doctor said—they’re sort of shot. Oh, it’s nothing serious. Nothing that a few months of his home town and wife and aunty’s cooking won’t fix up fine!” Talbot Fox assured the two women with a great heartiness.


He took off his executive-type glasses and, a little red, wiped one lens vigorously.


As from a great distance, Linda heard a tiny thunder of voices. And the imperious whistle of the Atlantic State Express.


It seemed to her that this was all dream—that the reality lay in a sunken-gabled, disheveled house, with a little boy in tom knickers emerging through the doorway of a mystery … a confused little boy who would burst into tears as soon as he reached the warmth of loving arms.




The Flying Fox


YOU GET ON his tail and let him have it. You get on his tail and let him have it You get on his—


“Mighty smart country, huh, Captain?”


Davy Fox turned from his examination of the familiar flowing countryside with a smile. His neighbor in the club car, a stout man in a wrinkled seersucker suit, was beaming at him.


“Uh-huh,” said Davy.


He turned back to the window. You get on his tail—


“Noticed you admirin’ on it,” said the stout man. “Peaceful, huh? I saw that smile on your face.”


Fine. Now dry up.


“China-Burma-India theater, huh? I know that patch. Fourteenth Air Force, or 10th? How many Nips did you bag? You’re sportin’ a lot of ribbon, son! Say, I bet you’ll have some real thrills to tell your folks about …”


Such as being caught on the ground with Zeros twisting and tumbling all over the sky and falling flat on your face in the stinky guck of a Chinese rice field, or pulling Myers out of his cockpit with his stomach lying on his knees after he brought his old P-40 down only God knew how. Such as the mysterious disappearance of dead Jap pilots when you shot them down among the hungry yellow folk near Kunming. Such as the flies that bit you and the stench that rose from everything and the brassy Chinese sun that cooked you and the shivering curs that fled from empty Chinese soup pots. Such as having your coffee grinder conk in the middle of a swarm of bandits and belly-landing in scrub on the knife-edged hills—seeing Lew Binks’s coffin drop like lead aflame, and Binks hitting the silk, trustful guy, and then the hornet Japs zipping around him with their spiteful tracers hemstitching the sky. Such as lugging Binks on your back a hundred and sixty-seven miles through Jap-held country with a Thompson submachine gun under the other arm and the two cartridge drums hooked to your belt … and Binks’s legs dangling, all chewed up. Such as being holed up in the gray rocks over Binks’s gray face, listening to him cough his life up and wondering which of them would be luckier when the little Sons of Heaven closed in … Yes, there were a lot of thrills, friend.


“How long you been away, Captain?”


“Year. I don’t know.”


“Haven’t seen your family all that time? Boy, I can imagine how you feel! Married?”


“Yes.” Yes.


“Say, that’s all right. You on your way home and the little gal waitin’ for you. Son, I envy you.”


Listen, you—


She shouldn’t have. I’m nothing to wait for. She’ll naturally expect the same moony kid not dry behind the ears, nuzzling for pap. And she’s getting back the big hero, the Flying Fox, the killer they gave medals to.


I’ll have to tell her, Davy thought dully as the stout man gabbled on. She’s got to know what she’s getting back.


He kept smiling out the window.


It was bad enough before I went away. How can I make her understand that flying a P-38 over Southern China didn’t make it better, but worse? You shot, and you killed, and it didn’t get anything out of your system. It put more in.


“Home, sweet home. That’s the stuff, huh, Captain?”


Maybe for a lot of them. The uncomplicated guys. The ones that love their wives or girls and don’t also have a cancer eating away at them inside.


“Now that we’re reconvertin’ for the peace—”


That time he had set his riddled crate down on the brown-gray Kunming field after getting one Zero and another probable … He had walked stiff-legged, with the taste of death still on his tongue, into the Alert Shack to find six long-overdue letters from home. Out of one envelope, postmarked Wrightsville, had tumbled some newspaper clippings. Just clippings, without a scribbled word to indicate their sender. He had recognized the source: the Wrightsville Record. One clipping was from the Gossip Column—he knew that typographic setup:—




Seen at the Chamber of Commerce Red Cross Rally: Mr. and Mrs. Donald Mackenzie, Mr. and Mrs. Hallan Luck, Mr. and Mrs. John F. Wright, Senator and Mrs. Carter Bradford, Dr. Milo Willoughby, Judge and Mrs. Eli Martin, Mrs. Davy Fox on the arm of Mr. Alvin Cain, Miss Nancy Logan escorted by Technical Sergeant Morton F. Danzig …





The words “on the arm of” had been heavily underscored in red crayon.


Hands shaking, Davy had searched through the other clippings: “What young war bride well known in Hill society was seen at The Hot Spot on Route 16 Saturday night with what forty-one-year-old pharmacist?”—“Second prize at the War Bond Dance at Danceland in the Grove: Linda Fox and Alvin Cain, for the Rumba.” There were two or three others.


The itchy shakes had come over Davy’s hands then for fair, so that the Operations Officer glanced at him sharply and Davy had had to turn away. After all Linny had promised! And that smug, oily, wisecracking—Cain! He’d always chased Lin, from the time she was a soph at Wrightsville High. Why, that night at graduation … Now that I’m in China being a bloody hero, forty-one-year-old Pharmacist Cain makes hay. And Linda lets him. Sure. How does she know? Maybe I’ll never come back …


Seething, Davy had picked another letter open. From Linda. Dearest … miss you so … we’ve had no word … is there malaria there? … Alvin Cain … The name had jarred Davy’s vision into focus again.




The funniest thing, darling. You remember Alvin Cain? How I used to detest him? Well, Alvin’s a changed man—really he is, dear—you wouldn’t know him. I bumped into him at a Red Cross dingbat some time ago and he was so nice, so different from the old Alvin that I didn’t think there’d be any harm letting him take me to a movie in a crowd that included Patty and Cart Bradford, Carmel Pettigrew and some Navy boy—Carmel’s latest!—etcetera. I didn’t think you’d mind, lover. After all, husband mine, I haven’t been out since you “deserted” me!!!!


So we all went—it was the following Saturday night—and afterward we dropped into the Hot Spot for some beer and we had to split up at separate tables and all Alvin and I talked about was you, Davy dear—Alvin’s very proud of you, really he is—and I’ve seen him a couple of times since. Oh, yes, Mother and Daddy and I went to a War Bond Dance at Pine Grove (admission by War Bond only) and of course Alvin was there—everybody was—and he came up to Mother and asked if she’d object if I was his partner in one of the dance contests, and poor Mother looked worried—you know what a prude she is—but Daddy ahemmed and charrrrrumphed and said he couldn’t see any harm in it and … well, Davy, the stupid thing is—“they’ve” started talking and I’ve had to cut it out. I suppose it was unwise—you know Wrightsville!!!!


There’s been a dirty crack or two in the gossip column of the Record, and of course town-crier Emmy DuPré has been waggling her sinewy tongue. … I feel like buying ad space in the Record and announcing: “Dear Wrightsville: It ain’t true.” Ever hear anything so inane? Alvin Cain, of all people on this earth. I’m sure the poor fashion-plate is kuh-rushed. He’s phoned me a few times—of course I haven’t hurt his feelings—for all his mannerisms he’s rather lonely, I think, and it’s pathetic he wants to be friends with us so badly—but naturally I’m putting him off. Oh, my own Davy, you don’t know how my heart stops every time the phone rings or a wire comes or something—oh darling darling darling I love you. Finish the War quick and come back to your own Wife LINDA.





And I love you, Linny. I love you, but you don’t know me any more. What’s happened to my mind. I love you, and I was a skunk to doubt you, but it’s no good, it’s no good. …


The blind rage had come over him in a resurgent tide, and he had scanned the envelope and bits of newspaper again and again, vainly, for a clue. In the end he decided the sender had been Emmeline Dupré—the whole thing reeked of the old bat’s technique!—and his anger had drained away, leaving his hands … as always … itching and shaking.


* * *


“Captain Fox.”


The conductor.


“We’ve just passed Wrightsville Junction, Captain. You’ve got about two minutes.”


“Oh! Thanks.”


Davy got out of his chair to reach for a bag.


The stout man’s jaw had dropped. “Say! You the Flyin’ Fox I been readin’ about? The Wrightsville hero that knocked all those Japs out of the sky and killed that raft of ‘em on the ground with a tommy gun when they holed you and Binks up, before the Chink army got to you? They’re givin’ you the Congressional Medal of Honor, I hear. Well, well—” The stout man looked worried suddenly. “What’s the trouble, Captain? Don’t you feel good? Your hands are shakin’. Here, lemme help you with those bags. No, no, it’s no trouble. Mighty proud to do it—”


Davy braced himself against the rocketing of the train and looked down at his hands. They were. Shaking. Again. Accompanied by that itching feeling. Like a million irregularly dancing needles. Or as if the fizz in club soda were shooting through them and erupting through the skin. “It’s all in your mind, Captain Fox,” the Army doctor had said. “A nervous reaction to what you went through on that walking tour of yours through the Jap army.” And Davy’s Flight Surgeon at Kunming had said the same thing. But he’d never told the Flight Surgeon, or that doctor in Karachi, or any of the other doctors, that the itchy shakes appeared chiefly when his thoughts flashed back to the Wrightsville of a dozen years before … and the thing that had happened there to a small boy in torn knickers.


The stout man was already wrestling with the bags.


Aloud, Davy said: “Roger,” never losing the sweet surface smile that had disturbed the Army doctors so.


As the Atlantic Stater edged into Wrightsville Station to let him off, Davy saw without surprise or even interest a wild jam of laughing people waving flags, a band with an army of glittery instruments being puffed on by red-faced men, cars and banners and placards and prancing kids, everybody in his Sunday best even though Davy was pretty sure it was a week-day, and he wondered if he hadn’t mistaken the date; could it be Fourth of July? They certainly were making a lot of noise.


Then the train stopped and he glimpsed the mammoth banner across the tracks with his name on it.


The next moment he saw Linda.


“Linny, Linny—”


“Don’t talk, lover. Just let me hold you close.”


Miss Aikin, librarian and genealogist, leaned over the car door, her purple hat a little askew, and screamed: “Captain! Captain Fox! Sign here, please? Please, Captain?”


She was holding out a sheet of heavy paper, and a trembling fountain pen.


“It’s Miss Aikin, dear,” said Emily Fox, nibbling her handkerchief.


“Your collection, Miss Aikin?” boomed Talbot Fox. “Now you’re made in this man’s town for fair, Davy. Go ahead—it won’t bite you. Sign it.”


“What?” There was so much noise Davy was confused; and then he couldn’t see well for some reason.


“Miss Aikin wants your autograph for her collection of Famous Wrightsvillians, darling,” explained Linda in his ear. “You know—the one she’s been collecting for years?”


“Please, Captain?” screamed Miss Aikin again.


“But gosh, I’m not—”


“But you must!”


“Please, dear,” said Linda.


Davy took the pen from Miss Aikin’s bony hand. Nothing seemed real. He wrote, very carefully: “Davy Fox, Captain U.S.A.A.F.”


The cavalcade rolled in chesty triumph past the cracker barrel houses of Low Village, all festooned with crepe paper and hung with flags. People were leaning out of windows throwing confetti. The Legion band swung smartly before the hero’s car, blowing hard. Davy stood in the open car, smiling and waving.


Linda’s fingers clutched his left leg, digging into the wasted muscle. The pain was acute, and he felt grateful.


Dead Myers was grinning up at him from the red dust of the Kunming field and jeering: You hot pilot, you. Medals and celebrations yet.


Blow a kiss to my mother, said Binks’s bitter gray lips from the Karachi hospital bed. She lives in Canton, Ohio, you bloody hero.


Okay, Binks, okay. For God’s sake.


Corner of Slocum and Washington. Turn …


Logan’s Market. “FINE DRESSED MEATS. FRESH-KILLED POULTRY.” There was blood on Mr. Logan’s butcher apron; he was standing spraddle-legged in his doorway, waving.


Old Bloody Logan. Just the same. Not a thing changed.


It’s impossible.


You bloody hero.


Okay, Binks. Take it easy.


It’ll soon be over, and they’ll forget me. I hope. I hope!


* * *


“I can’t, Lin. I just can’t!” Davy writhed in her arms on the bed in the suite at the Hollis Hotel which the Committee on Welcomes had reserved for Captain and Mrs. Davy Fox’s use before the Official Luncheon.


“You’ve got to, dearest,” crooned Linda.


“But—a luncheon! Speeches!”


“The Governor will be there, Davy.”


“I can’t make a speech!”


“Say just as little as you feel like saying, Davy dearest.”


“If I said what’s on my mind, they’d—they’d put me in jail! Linny, Binks didn’t want to be saved! Binks didn’t want me to lug him across half of Southern China! He wanted to die where the Japs shot him down—”


“Davy—”


“He’d done his job and he knew he was finished and he didn’t want to be ‘saved’ to come home, Linny! Binks was scared to death of what the War had made him learn about himself. I guess we … all are—”


“Yes, Davy. Now don’t talk—”


“Binks was sore at me for saving him. We were in beds next to each other after they flew us from Kunming to the hospital in Karachi. He reared up in bed, Linny, just before he died, and he called me … names. He was right! A man’s got a right to die when he’s all chewed up and no use any more and he’s scared of coming back—”


She kissed him as he rushed on, black with the spurt of words, kissed him over and over. She hardly knew what he was saying.


“Didn’t you hear me, Linny? I’m scared!”


“There’s nothing to be scared of, Davy, any more.”


“Any more! Why, it’s just beginning! Linny, don’t you understand? I’m not the same guy you married. I’ve got red hands. I know what it is to kill. I …” But then he stopped, so abruptly Linda was shaken out of herself.


“Yes Davy?”


“Oh, Linny, I’ve missed you like hell.”


“I’ve missed you, Davy.”


But that wasn’t what he had started to say. Fearfully, Linda held him away from her, examining him. But he was smiling now, a vague sort of smile, a sweet smile. She had noticed that same smile on his lips as he had stood on the bottom step of the train, shaking the clamoring hands.


She pulled him to her breast and after a while, suddenly, he fell asleep.


Linda held him lightly, not daring to move.


Oh, Davy, Davy, there’s hardly anything left of you. You’re just a sack of bones. Your skin is all dried out and brown and crackly like that horrible old leather chair Daddy put out to pasture on the back porch. And your eyes, that used to flash so deep-water blue, they’re riddled with sick little reddish streaks. They’ve fallen into your head like an old man’s.


And your hair. That glossy black tangle of yesterday. All spoiled with gray.


He’s twenty-two, thought Linda. Twenty-two!


It can’t be just what he’s been through. It’s something else. It’s something … old.


But then Linda shut her mind, instantly.




The Sick Fox


LINDA’S ORIGINAL PLAN had called for setting up housekeeping in one of the newer sections of Wrightsville, a plan formed as soon as she learned that Davy was probably through with the War. There would be a spick-and-span little New England cottage surrounded by flower beds and set among flowering bushes, cherry and apple trees, a rose arbor and a grape arbor, an herb and vegetable garden. In Linda’s mind she had furnished the little house from top to bottom, even to the nursery. The nursery had been a particular trial. There were so many things you couldn’t get! There had been a queer, sweet satisfaction in being resentful over the things you couldn’t get for the nursery in the house that didn’t even exist, and a mysterious baby that was very, very far away. A baby that might never be, for all Linda had known.


But this was all before Davy came home … before Linda discovered for certain that in a few months Captain Davy Fox was to be honorably discharged from the United States Army Air Forces as a “neuro-psychiatric casualty.”


If the destruction of her imaginary house left her empty and sick inside, Linda gave no sign of it.


“Of course that was a stupid idea,” Linda brightly told Emily the very night of the day Davy returned. “We’ve got to give Davy a chance to get used to things again. To … to get entirely well first.”


“Yes, dear, of course,” said Emily, frowning the least bit. “I’ll talk to your father tonight.”


The next morning, at breakfast, Emily announced cheerfully: “Well, children, it’s all arranged. Talbot and I decided last night. Didn’t we, Talbot?”
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