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  FOR André Bernard




  





  War . . . next to love, has most captured the world’s imagination.




  —ERIC PARTRIDGE, 1914




  It’s all so terrible, so awful, that I constantly wonder how “civilization” can stand war at all.




  —DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER, 1944




  They fed us with all this crap about John Wayne and being a hero and the romance of war. . . . They set up my generation, they set us up for that war.




  —RON KOVIC, 1986




  In the last 3,421 years of recorded history, only 268 have seen no war.




  —WILL DURANT, 1968




  





  PROLOGUE
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  JULY 17, 1944




  IN THE YEAR AND A HALF BABE HUGGINS HAS WORKED FOR WESTERN Union, she has been late only once before. Maybe

  that’s why in the months to come she will occasionally persuade herself that some premonition delayed her this morning. But in her more rational moments, she knows her tardiness has nothing

  to do with a sixth sense, only an unsteady hand when she draws the line down the back of her leg to simulate the seam in a nylon. The odd thing is that before the war made off with nylons, her

  seams were rarely straight, but this morning she washes off the crooked line, starts over, and is late leaving for work.




  The walk uptown from her parents’ house, where she moved back after Claude shipped out, takes fifteen minutes, and by the time she turns onto Broad Street, the clock on the stone

  façade of First Farmers Bank says eight-ten. As she passes the open door of Swallow’s Drugstore, the familiar mix of fresh coffee and frying bacon and medications wafts out to meet

  her. Later in the day, when she goes in to get her Coke, the store will smell of tuna fish and grilled cheese and medications.




  Late as she is, she cannot help slowing her pace to glance inside. A line of men sit at the counter, their haunches balanced precariously on the red leatherette stools, the backs of their necks

  strangely vulnerable as they hunch forward over their coffee. In the four booths along the wall, men lean against the wooden seat backs, polished day after day, year after year, by the same

  shoulders. Swallow’s is not the only drugstore and lunch counter in South Downs. There are three others. But Swallow’s is the best, or at least the most respectable. All the men there

  wear suit coats and ties, though this morning some of them have taken off the coats. Mr. Gooding, the president of First Farmers, who lives in a large Tudor house on the western edge of town where

  wide lawns rise and dip like waves in a clement green ocean, is already fire-engine red with the heat. Only Mr. Swallow, standing behind the prescription counter in his starched white coat with his

  fringe of white hair like a monk’s tonsure, looks cool, or as cool as a man with two sons in the service can look.




  Mr. Creighton, the undertaker, waves to her from his usual stool near the door. She waves back and quickens her pace again as she digs the key out of her handbag with her other hand. The key

  feels greasy. The mayonnaise from her egg salad sandwich has seeped through the waxed paper and brown bag.




  She unlocks the door and steps into the Western Union office. It’s like walking into an oven. Without stopping to put down her bag, she crosses the room, switches on the fan, and turns it

  toward her desk. A heavy metal paperweight shaped like the god Mercury holds down the stack of blank telegram forms, but the breeze from the fan ruffles their edges. When she goes next door to get

  a Coke to go with her sandwich, she will ask one of the soda jerks to give her a bowl of ice to put in front of the fan. Mr. Swallow never minds. Sometimes he sends a bowl over without her

  asking.




  She walks around the counter where customers write out their messages, puts her bag in the bottom drawer of the desk, and takes the cover off the teletypewriter machine. Only after she folds the

  cover and puts it in another drawer does she turn on the machine. It clatters to life, quick and brash and thrilling as Fred Astaire tapping his way across a movie screen. The sound always makes

  her stand up straighter. She’s no Ginger Rogers, but as long as she stands over that teletypewriter machine, she feels like somebody. She certainly feels more like somebody than she used to

  when she stood behind the ribbon counter at Diamond’s department store. She never would have got the job if all the men hadn’t gone off to war. Even then, her father laughed at her for

  applying. Who did she think she was? He said the same thing when she went to work at Diamond’s rather than at the five-and-dime. Who did she think she was? It is the refrain of her life. She

  has heard it from teachers, though not Miss Saunders in tenth-grade English; and nuns; and a fearful, suspicious gaggle of aunts, uncles, and cousins.




  Rumor has it that, after the war, Western Union is going to install one of those new machines that automatically type the message directly onto the blank form. They already have them in Boston,

  but Boston is the big city, ninety-one miles east and light-years away. She is not looking forward to the new machines. She likes cutting the ticker tape and pasting it on the telegram forms. She

  takes pride in never snipping off a letter and in getting the strips in straight lines. Not that it will matter to her what kind of machine Western Union installs after the war. She had to promise,

  as a condition of being hired, that once the men started coming home, she would give up the job to a returning veteran and go back where she belonged. She wanted to ask the man who interviewed her

  exactly where that was, but didn’t.




  The ticker tape comes inching out of the machine. She leans over it to read the check. To most people, it’s the first line, but since she started working in the telegraph office, she has

  picked up the lingo. The check tells where the telegram comes from. She lifts the tape between her thumb and forefinger.




  

    WMUC200 44 GOVT=WUX WASHINGTON DC


  




  She drops the tape as if it’s scalding. Grace and Millie and the other girls she went to school with say they could never do what she’s doing. They try to make it sound like a

  compliment, but what they really mean is their hearts are too soft, their skin too thin, their constitutions too delicate to serve as a messenger of the angel of death. She does not argue with

  them. She stopped arguing with them, except in her head, in third grade.




  She picks up the ticker tape again to read the second line, the one with the recipient’s address. In the cables from the war department, that’s the killer line. Fear, hard and tight

  as a clenched fist, grips her chest as the letters inch out. If the first few spell MR AND MRS, she is safe. The dead boy has no wife, only parents. If they form MRS, the

  fist in her chest clenches so tight she cannot breathe. Only when she has enough letters to read the name and see it is not hers can she suck in air again.




  She has never told anyone about the giddy relief she feels then. It’s too callous. She has never told anyone about the sense of power either. As she watches the words inching out of the

  teletypewriter, she is the first one in town, the only one until she cuts and pastes the words, puts the telegram in an envelope, and gives it to B.J. to deliver on his bicycle, who knows something

  that will knock whole families’ worlds off their axes. Sometimes she wonders what would happen if she did not deliver the telegram. Could people be happy living in ignorance and illusion?

  What if she delayed handing the telegram to B.J.? Is it a crime or a kindness to give some girl another day of being married, some mother and father an extra few hours of worrying about their son?

  Would she buy that extra day or hour if she could?




  She has another secret about those telegrams from the war department, one she will never tell anyone, not Millie, certainly not Grace. Even if she still went to confession, she would not own up

  to it. Once, in the past year and a half, she read the name in the second line and felt a flash of relief, not that the boy was dead, never that, but that what he knew about her had died with him.

  She knows the penance for most sins. So many Hail Marys for lying or missing confession or sins of the flesh, which always sounds better to her than he-did-this-and-I-did-that, Father. But what is

  the penance for a black heart?




  She looks down at the ticker tape again.




  

    

      MRS


    


  




  The fist in her chest clenches.




  

    

      WALTER WOHL


    


  




  The fist opens. Mrs. Wohl is the widowed mother of a large clan that lives north of town. If you take the main road east toward Boston, then turn off onto School Road and keep going past the

  pond where the town swims in summer and skates in winter, you reach the Wohl farm, though almost no one does. The Wohls keep pretty much to themselves.




  She goes on reading.




  

    

      THE SECRETARY OF WAR DESIRES ME TO EXPRESS




      HIS DEEPEST REGRETS THAT YOUR SON




      PRIVATE EARL WOHL


    


  




  She cannot remember which one Earl is. Was.




  The ticker tape comes to the end of the message. She picks up the scissors, ready to go to work, but the machine keeps clattering and spewing out tape.




  She glances at the new check. It’s from the war department again. This one reads MR AND MRS. She forces herself to look away and begins cutting the words of the

  first cable.




  

    

      DEEP REGRET STOP SERVICE OF HIS COUNTRY STOP


    


  




  She does not want to fall behind. It’s bad enough she came in late.




  She is still pasting the strips of ticker tape from the first wire onto the Western Union form when the machine begins spewing out a third message. By noon she has cut and pasted sixteen

  messages from the war department, enough to break the hearts of the entire town, more than B.J. will be able to deliver on his bicycle in one afternoon. This is nothing like the fantasies of hiding

  or holding up telegrams. This is real. All over town, people are waiting for bad news, only they have no inkling. She knows the worst, but she cannot stop to take it in. She has to get the

  telegrams out.




  She thinks of going next door and asking Mr. Swallow if she can borrow his delivery boy. Then she realizes. She cannot ask Mr. Swallow.




  Through the plate-glass window, she sees Mr. Creighton pulling up to the curb. He’d be going into the drugstore for his usual ham-and-cheese sandwich. He would be happy—well, not

  happy, though who knows what an undertaker thinks about death, but willing—to deliver the telegrams. And, with his car, he could do it much faster than B.J. could. She pictures him driving up

  to a house in his big black Cadillac. She imagines him walking up the path with the pale-yellow envelope in his hand. This is not news an undertaker should deliver.




  She tells B.J. to watch the office for a minute and walks quickly down the street to the hardware store. She is careful not to run. She does not want to alarm people. She keeps her head down so

  no one can see she’s crying.




  Mr. Shaker is sitting on a high stool behind the counter, leafing through a catalog. There are no customers in the aisles. She starts to explain that she has sixteen telegrams from the war

  department and wants him to deliver some of them, but before she can finish, he is coming out from behind the counter. He says he will close the store and deliver all of them.




  IT IS THE WORST DAY of Sam Shaker’s life, until his wife dies eight years later. By three o’clock, he has delivered ten of the sixteen

  telegrams that came that morning and the three more that arrived afterward. By then, everyone knows what he’s up to. He can feel eyes watching him from behind half-drawn blinds, tracking the

  progress of his truck driving slowly up one street and down another, praying he will keep going.




  One of the telegrams takes him to the Wohl farm outside of town. On his way back, he passes the pond that serves as a swimming hole. The heat has brought out half the women and children in

  town.




  He pulls off the road and sits watching them for a moment. Millie Swallow is sitting on a blanket with her little boy held in the embrace of her crossed legs. She’s wearing a straw hat

  with a wide brim, but even at this distance he can see that her shoulders are pink and freckled. Grace Gooding is standing waist deep in the pond, her hands supporting her little girl beneath her

  stomach, while the child churns her arms and kicks her legs and sends up a spray that splinters in the sun like diamonds. At the water’s edge, a group of matrons sit in low canvas chairs.

  Mrs. Huggins is knitting, probably another sweater for Claude. Mrs. Swallow is pouring lemonade from a Thermos. Mrs. Gooding is watching her granddaughter splashing in her daughter-in-law’s

  arms. The scene is as peaceful and perfect as a Saturday Evening Post cover. What We’re Fighting For.




  He takes the telegrams from the glove compartment and rifles through them until he finds the ones he’s looking for. A sudden wave of nausea makes him lean back in the driver’s seat

  and close his eyes. Which hearts break harder, wives’ or mothers’? The question has no answer. Misery cannot be weighed on a scale. He slips the envelopes into his pocket, gets out of

  the truck, and starts toward the pond.




  AWFUL AS THE DAY IS, Sam Shaker never regrets volunteering for the job, though it costs him business, not just during the hours the store is closed

  that afternoon but for years to come. People still like him. They admit he carries a good line of products. But certain men and women in town cannot walk in to the store and see him behind the

  counter without remembering the day the bell rang and they went to the door and opened it to find him standing there with a telegram in his hand. For a while they feel guilty going to A&A

  Hardware two blocks away. Eventually they get used to it.




  





  BOOK ONE




  —
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  DECEMBER 1941




  BABE DOES NOT TAKE LONG TO LEARN THE DIRTY LITTLE SECRET of war. It is about death. Everyone knows that. But it is

  also about sex. The two march off to battle in lockstep.




  Her discovery is not original. Eros and Thanatos, she will read later, when she is devouring anything she can get her hands on that might tell her what is wrong—no, that might tell her how

  to make it right. But Freud did not have her firsthand experience.




  Sex is all over the war. Sex inspired by love. Sex born of longing. Sex driven by loneliness. Sex out of desperation. Sex fueled by rage. Violence unlocked does not go docile back into its cage.

  She has firsthand experience of that too. Or did the war have nothing to do with it? Did she just run across a bad apple?




  Sometimes she thinks the whole barrel is tainted. Once, before the men shipped out, she watched Charlie Gooding cradle his baby daughter in his arms, and even as something in her melted at the

  sight, she remembered another Charlie, ten or eleven, one of the bigger boys she was afraid of, running along a line of daffodils with a stick in his hand, decapitating them with a single long

  murderous stroke. Because they were there. Even Claude, the gentlest of men, at six or seven threw a stone at a harmless robin. It was the only time in his life, he will tell her later, he was

  grateful for his pathetic throwing arm.




  But at the start of the war, she knows nothing of the twinning of sex and death. All she knows is that the Japanese are evil and the Germans are almost as bad—this is before they learn of

  the concentration camps—and the men, the boys really, the ones who decapitated daffodils and threw stones at robins, are going off to kill. All she knows is the fear for those men, those

  boys.




  They are all in this together, people say, only they aren’t, because some will come through and some will not, and she is not thinking only of the men.




  They are all in this together, so you try to worry about all of them, the boys you grew up with, the ones your friends married, but what you really worry about at three in the morning, and three

  in the afternoon, and all the moments between, is Claude.




  They are all in this together, only she is still an outsider. She knows the logic. It is one thing for girls like Grace and Millie to befriend her. They are not snobs. It is something else for

  one of the boys to marry her. Until it isn’t. That is another irony of the war. It takes Claude away from her. It also gives him to her. Sometimes she wonders if he would have married her

  without the war.




  There is one more contradiction, and it lights up those blacked-out war years like a firestorm. They live in fear, but they live. Misery and heartbreak and loss are just around the corner, so

  you might as well suck as much out of life as you can before you turn the corner.




  No one admits that. Hypocrisy is the official policy. She does not understand how other people, people who are smarter and richer and more powerful than she is, do not see through it. At first

  she thinks she is missing some truth other people know. Then she realizes other people are the ones who are missing the truth, and it makes her angry. In movies, the stars on the screen crow for

  joy when they get their draft notices, while the lone character actor who is classified 4-F mopes in shame, muttering about how he wishes he could get his hands on those rotten Jap sons of guns.

  Once, she gets so angry that she mutters a furious phooey. The woman in the row in front turns around and gives her a filthy look. Then she stares hard at Claude, who fortunately is in

  uniform. Fortunately?




  Newspapers run stories about Jews who managed to wriggle out of the Nazi grasp, but a sign in front of the hotel Grace and Charlie Gooding went to on their honeymoon said NO

  DOGS OR JEWS. Babe knows, because Grace showed her a picture of Charlie and her standing in front of the sprawling white building with its big pillars.




  “Didn’t the sign make you uncomfortable?” she asked Grace.




  “What sign?” Grace answered.




  Babe does not blame her, not really. Grace was newly married, and the world was all soft edges and misty horizons. Only Charlie was in sharp focus, Charlie and the girl in the mirror, dressed in

  a trousseau of sundresses and tennis dresses and evening dresses, who was suddenly a wife.




  Gene Tunney, the former heavyweight champion, now a naval commander, urges servicemen to pin what he calls the “Bright Shield of Continence” on their uniforms, but Claude writes from

  training camp about sitting through films, again and again, showing festering body parts and pretty girls whose faces turn into skulls, and through lectures indoctrinating with doggerel. If you

  can’t say no, take a pro. Put it on before you put it in. At her worst moments, Babe wonders if Claude would report on the films and lectures if he was writing to Grace or Millie or one

  of the other girls. At her best, she knows that Claude is writing to her because she is not like Grace or Millie or the other girls.




  Nonetheless, people seem to be buying what Gene Tunney is selling, because suddenly everyone is getting married, as if a marriage license is money in the bank against straying. During the last

  month of 1941, Babe puts on the awful home-sewn pink dress, which makes her feel like a wad of cotton candy, thirteen times. She is not superstitious, but she cannot help wishing she were invited

  to one more or one fewer wedding.




  For a time, it looked as if there would be no weddings at all. With American sea and air power crippled in a single Sunday, and the country at war on two fronts, surely the army and the navy

  would cancel Christmas leaves. But when the smoke of all those burning ships and planes cleared, someone high up in command decided this was exactly the time to send the boys home for the holidays.

  God knew when, or if, they would have the chance again. The government might as well have issued a mass marriage license.




  The weddings are hurried affairs, conceived in a fever of hope, dread, and desperation; planned at the eleventh hour; carried off in a quick ceremony at the bride’s house or a church;

  followed by a slapdash though not necessarily unsatisfactory reception. Sugar rationing and champagne and whiskey shortages are still in the future. A few of the brides manage white dresses; most

  settle for suits. But all of them carry some kind of bouquet, and every one of them insists on throwing it. Millie Swallow—Millie Vaughn until four blissfully dizzying hours

  earlier—must have eyes in the back of her head to lob hers directly at Babe. There is nothing Babe can do but lift her arms to catch it. She always did have good hand–eye coordination.

  One of the first things Claude said to her was that she threw like a boy. He winced when he said it, because, as a boy, he was taunted for throwing like a girl. That was why he missed hitting the

  robin.




  Some people cannot understand what Babe sees in Claude Huggins, except that he hails from above Sixth Street, the dividing line of respectability, or at least income, and she comes from below.

  Others cannot fathom what Claude Huggins sees in her. A few, like Grace Painter Gooding’s mother, think they deserve each other, or would were it not for the Sixth Street divide.

  Claude’s family does not live in the section of undulating green lawns on the west side of town, but Hugginses have been in South Downs since it was founded. The cemetery is full of them.




  Babe knows Grace’s mother’s opinion even before she overhears her at Millie’s wedding. Babe is in the small pantry behind the kitchen, putting away the plates she has

  dried—she knows how to make herself useful; more to the point, she knows how to hide her resentment at making herself useful—when Grace’s mother comes into the kitchen for a glass

  of water. From where Babe is standing, she can neither see nor be seen, but she would recognize Mrs. Painter’s voice anywhere. She spent a good part of her girlhood being hectored by it. Wipe

  your feet, girls. Watch those crumbs, girls. I’d ask you to stay to supper too, Bernadette, but you live way down below Sixth Street. We couldn’t let you walk all that way in the dark,

  and I can’t ask Mr. Painter to get out the car to drive you home.




  “I can’t imagine what Claude Huggins sees in her,” Mrs. Painter says now. “Unless it’s . . . well, you know what I mean.”




  If the other woman doesn’t know what she means, Babe does.




  “Now, where do you suppose I’d find a glass?” Mrs. Painter goes on, and Babe hears cabinets opening and closing.




  “I think she’s striking,” the other woman answers. Babe doesn’t recognize the voice, but she’s prepared to like the woman. No one has ever called her striking.

  “With that honey-brown hair and those dark eyebrows.”




  “That honey-brown hair, as you call it, is limp as a rag. I know she’s poor, but there is such a thing as a home permanent. And that long upper lip. She always looks as if

  she’s sneering. Not that she has anything to sneer about. Those Canucks are as bad as the Irish. Worse, if you ask me.”




  Sometimes Babe dreams of moving to the big city, Boston or even New York, where everyone she knows does not know everything about her.




  “Her legs are long and slim,” the other woman insists.




  “Who would notice in that awful dress? A girl with shoulders like a fullback should not wear pink tulle.”




  Babe hunches her shoulders and looks down at the dress. It really is awful, but her mother is so proud of it. For the first time in all her years of sewing, a dress has come out looking exactly

  as it does in the picture on the pattern package.




  “And that ridiculous name. Bernadette is bad enough. Babe is just vulgar.”




  That’s unfair. She never asked to be called Babe. Somewhere along the way, the boys pinned it on her, perhaps because of her throwing arm, perhaps out of wishful thinking. If she comes

  from below Sixth Street, she must be fast. She is not fast. She is curious. And alive, for heaven’s sake. She does not understand other girls, the ones who don’t balk at the rules. She

  suspects they are made differently. That’s another reason she is grateful to Claude. If she had not fallen in love with him, there is no telling the trouble she might have got up to.




  “Of course, he’s no catch either. Not an ounce of ambition. And there’s something wrong with a boy who doesn’t like sports,” Mrs. Painter goes on. “Besides,

  she must be as tall as he is in her stocking feet. Imagine spending your entire life never being able to wear high heels. Not that he’ll marry her. It would break his parents’ hearts if

  he did, but he doesn’t have the backbone.”




  Poor Claude, Babe thinks. He’s damned if he does, damned if he doesn’t.




  She recognizes what others see as Claude’s shortcomings. He is exactly her height, though she does not see why that means she cannot wear high heels. His sharp-featured face would be

  handsome were it not for his nose. The kindly call it snub, the unkindly whisper the word snout. He has the pale, quick-to-ruddy complexion so winning in English schoolboys, but he is not a

  schoolboy, he is a grown man, and he tends to appear inebriated or embarrassed when he is neither. His wiry compact body makes him look like an athlete, but, as Mrs. Painter pointed out, he is not

  good at sports. His best feature is a pair of heavily fringed black-velvet eyes that have, when he takes off his horn-rimmed glasses, the wondrous gleam of myopia. But he rarely takes off his

  glasses. And as Mrs. Painter also pointed out, he has no desire to set the world on fire, at least in any way that would singe her. He is perfectly happy teaching history in the town’s one

  high school. Maybe someday he will rise to the principal’s office, though no one is putting any bets on it, especially since he got mixed up with Babe Dion. The principal’s wife does

  not have to have gone to college, though it would be nice if she had, but she ought not to have worked behind the ribbon counter at Diamond’s.




  However, none of Claude’s flaws, if they are flaws, matter to Babe. Being with him unhinges her. No one has ever had that effect on her, not even Jimmy Doyle, whose death she is sorry for,

  no matter what her initial reaction when she saw the telegram. Claude’s arm around her shoulders in the movies makes the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. His tongue in her mouth

  makes her back arch and her pelvis strain against him. Around him, she feels like an exposed nerve. After she has been with him, she is sore with sensation.




  Claude has one more trait she cannot resist. He is kind. Some girls do not like kindness in a man. They say they do, but then they fall for men who chase other women, or drink too much, or make

  fun of them. Isn’t that just like a woman. Woman driver. It’s lucky she’s pretty, because she sure ain’t smart. Claude never makes fun of her.




  She has known Claude, like everyone else in her life, forever, but she did not find out about the kindness until an afternoon six years earlier in the South Downs Public Library. She was

  fifteen, and he was eighteen, and if that difference was not enough, he was home from his first year of college, which as far as she was concerned might as well have been the moon. The town that

  afternoon sweltered under a brassy July sky, but inside the big stone library, compliments of Mr. Andrew Carnegie, the air was cool and hushed. The only sound was the whisper of the fan on the

  librarian’s desk.




  Claude was sitting at a table near the window, reading a book of poetry. She knew because, when she went by, she saw the uneven lines on the right-hand margin of the page. He did not notice

  her—why would he notice her—until she went up to the desk to check out her books, and she did not find out he noticed her then until later.




  The librarian frowned down at the three volumes Babe slid across the desk to be checked out. The Good Earth and two mysteries. If Louella Hammond had her way, her books would never leave

  the building. It was bad enough she had to let them go to nice homes, where she could only hope they would rest on polished tables and have their pages turned by scrubbed hands with clean

  fingernails, but it broke her heart to send them to the shabby houses below Sixth Street, where they were likely to get their pages dog-eared, and smudged with heaven only knew what, and—she

  had seen it with her own eyes—insulted in the margins with dirty words. Bernadette Dion had a passel of younger brothers and sisters who were likely to do all that and more.




  “These are one-week books,” she said.




  Babe did not argue. She knew better than to argue with the librarian.




  “You cannot possibly read all three of them in a single week.”




  “One is for my mother,” she lied.




  “I’ll let you check out one,” the librarian said, and made a mental note to put the other two on hold before Bernadette Dion returned.




  Babe took The Good Earth and started out of the library. She was halfway down the block when Claude Huggins caught up with her. He held two books out to her. She stood looking down at

  them. They were the two mysteries she had wanted.




  “I took them out for you.”




  “In your name?”




  He shrugged.




  “What if I don’t return them?”




  He grinned. “You’ll return them.”




  “Thanks.” Her voice was wary. She was not accustomed to being trusted. Once, when Grace brought Babe home after school, Mrs. Painter picked up a quarter she had left lying on the

  counter and put it in the pocket of her apron. Larceny was not one of Babe’s vices. When other kids pinched candy and gum and barrettes from the five-and-dime, she was not even tempted. But

  watching Mrs. Painter slip that quarter into her pocket made Babe want to swipe it.




  He shrugged again. “I just hate bullies.”




  Three years later, they began going together. By then he was teaching at the high school, and she was selling ribbons at Diamond’s. His mother, sensing a rebellious nature as well as an

  inferior bloodline, was brokenhearted; his father merely disapproved. The town was full of nice girls from good families. Why did their son have to get mixed up with one whose father worked in the

  hat factory and who had to work herself?




  Then the war came, the weddings began piling up like crashed cars on an icy highway, and Babe caught Millie Swallow’s bouquet. She was careful not to look at Claude. When she finally did,

  he was looking at his spit-polished government-issue shoes.




  They have been over it again and again. She never brings it up, but he cannot let it go, a terrier with a bone.




  “It’s crazy,” he says.




  They have been to the movies, a double feature, which was at least one movie and probably two too long for them. They do not want to be here, drinking coffee and eating pie in the last booth at

  Swallow’s either, but there are rules about this sort of thing. Sometimes she wonders what would happen if she broke the rules, if she said, let’s skip the movie and the drugstore and

  go straight to that spot on the road out beyond the pond.




  “What’s going to happen if they don’t come home?” he asks. “What’re the girls going to do?”




  He is turned sideways to the table, and as he speaks, his leg goes back and forth, steady as a metronome. He could hypnotize her with that leg.




  “And what about the babies? There are bound to be babies.”




  “Thanks for the biology lesson.”




  “It’s not fair to the girls, or the children,” he goes on.




  She takes her eyes from his mesmerizing leg and faces him across the table. Their cups sit between them, hers with a slick of black at the bottom, his with a pale-brown foam. Claude likes his

  cream.




  “The girls know what they’re getting into,” she says.




  He shakes his head. “It’s irresponsible.”




  She is in love with a high-minded man. Or is that merely an excuse? Whatever the reason, the outcome is the same. He is a careful driver. He will not crash their vehicle into that marital pileup

  on the icy road to war.




  And yet. And yet. They cannot leave things as they are.




  She makes up her mind the following night, on the front seat of his secondhand Ford, parked way out of town, beyond the pond, on a road no one is likely to risk in the snow. Sometimes Claude can

  be fearless. That makes two of them, because even as she decides to hell with being a nice girl, to hell with hypocrisy, she knows she is joining a long line of reckless women who have flirted with

  heartbreak and disgrace since the idea of disgrace was hatched. She knows heartbreak has always been around.




  Her decision is not based on altruism, a motive most of the girls, at least those who get caught, will later claim. He was shipping out the next day, they will plead. It is pure selfishness. She

  wants Claude any way she can have him. She wants this experience with him, not with some other boy down the road after he’s gone back to camp, after . . . But, no, she will not think of

  that.




  He has taken off her blouse and then her bra, and she has opened his shirt, and this time when he reaches under her skirt, she does not push away his hand but hikes the fabric up for him. He

  slides his fingers beneath her girdle and under her panties. She holds her breath for what comes next. A few weeks before Grace’s wedding, Mrs. Painter gave Grace a book. Grace and Babe and

  Millie spent nights poring over it, trying to keep their giggles from seeping under the closed bedroom door, but unfortunately it was not very specific.




  His fingers creep inside her. She gasps. The stealth entry becomes more confident. The book said nothing about this. Jimmy Doyle never tried this. But then, Jimmy was not as smart as Claude. She

  buries her face in his shoulder to keep from crying out, though no one is around to hear her.




  With his free hand, he reaches for his wallet. He took it out of the buttoned pocket of his army jacket and put it on the dashboard before he even slipped off his glasses. Now he picks it up and

  begins fumbling with it. His breathing saws the darkness.




  “Damn,” he says.




  “What?”




  He takes his hand away, sits up, and begins going through the wallet with both hands.




  “What?” she asks again.




  He reaches up and switches on the dim overhead light. It casts a sickly yellow pall over the front seat. She sits up and crosses her hands over her breasts.




  “It’s gone,” he says.




  “What do you mean, it’s gone?”




  “I mean it was in my wallet, and now it’s gone.”




  She is shivering. She reaches into the backseat to retrieve her coat.




  “It didn’t just disappear.” She tries to keep the edge from her voice. He has been with her every night. He could not have used it with someone else. But things do not just

  disappear.




  He sits turned away from the steering wheel, sifting through the money and license and scraps of paper spread between them on the front seat. Suddenly he stops.




  His fist strikes the steering wheel. He leans on the horn. Rage screeches through the darkness. “I’ll kill the little bastard.”




  “Who?”




  “Marty.”




  “Your brother?”




  “I wondered what he was doing at my dresser when I came out of the shower.”




  He sounds the horn again, a shriek of protest against the injustice of it, then jams the money and papers back in the wallet and sits with his arms crossed on the steering wheel and his head

  resting on them.




  She puts an arm around him and leans close to his ear. “We could risk it. I think it would be okay. I mean as far as timing.” Grace’s book has taught her that much.




  He turns to look at her. She has seen him without his glasses before, but he has never looked so naked. The corner of his mouth twitches. A moment goes by.




  “I’m too much of a coward.”




  Later, she will come to think it is the bravest statement she has ever heard. But that will be later. She digs her bra out from the upholstery and puts it on.




  THE FOLLOWING NIGHT, he is better prepared. So is she. There will be blood. The thought came to her the night before as she lay in bed, her nerves

  jangling, her skin raw from his touch, her stomach hollow with disappointment. There will be blood on the worn gray upholstery of the front seat. Does he not care, or does he think she is more

  experienced than she is? What Jimmy Doyle had to tell was damaging but not devastating, but he would not be the first boy to embellish the facts. Claude would not, but Jimmy Doyle had not been

  Claude, not by a long shot.




  Before he comes to pick her up, she takes an old towel and stuffs it in her handbag. It sits at her feet all through the movie, giving off a glow in the darkened theater. She glances around at

  the audience. Their faces, lit by the reflected light from the screen, hang in the blackness like a galaxy of pale moons. Their mouths open into small holes of laughter. Their eyes, as they follow

  the action, careen like the steel globes in a pinball machine. They are watching the movie as if nothing is about to happen. Their obliviousness shocks her. How can they be going about their lives

  as if this is an ordinary night, when she is about to take such a momentous step? Don’t they know? Can’t they see it on her face and Claude’s? Don’t the two of them give off

  some animal sound or scent?




  The first thing she does after Claude comes to a stop at the end of the road, but leaves on the engine for the heater, is take the towel from her handbag and spread it on the front seat.




  He looks surprised.




  “Didn’t you think we’d need it?” She tries to keep the edge out of her voice.




  “I was pretty sure we’d need it, but that wasn’t the precaution I was thinking about.” His grin sparks, then dies, extinguished by nervousness.




  In the past, the articles of clothing came off in a slow, tentative ritual. Is this okay? Do I try this? Should I say no? Now they are lightning quick but awkward, unsure whether to undress each

  other or themselves. He unbuttons her blouse. She pulls out the tie that is tucked into his khaki shirt, military style, and undoes the knot. He unhooks her bra. When he takes off his pants, the

  metal belt buckle strikes the dashboard like a gong. They stop in guilty surprise as the sound echoes into the darkness. Finally naked, they are almost too shy to look at each other but too

  enthralled to look away. They pilfer glimpses from under lowered lashes. His dog tags gleam in the dim moonlight.




  The front seat is narrow and not very long. They lie with their legs entwined, face-to-face on their sides, so close she can see nothing but those naked eyes, getting closer still. His mouth is

  tentative at first, but she feels the insistence behind it. His erection is hard against her stomach. She is fascinated, though she has a feeling no nice girl should be. But she cannot help

  herself. She reaches down to touch it. She sees the surprise in those velvet eyes. She moves her hand. His groan comes from some cave deep within him.




  His hand begins to move down her body. She thinks she will howl with the sensation of his fingers inside her, and then she does howl, and the sound tolls through the darkness, religious as a

  church bell.




  After that, it goes exactly as Grace’s book says it should. He opens the packet that he checked before he left the house, and she watches him put it on. She has never seen anything so

  intriguing. She feels no pain when he enters her, and when he roars his pleasure into the snow-muffled night, she hangs on to him to steal a little more for herself.




  Afterward, as they lie stunned and stupid with the wonder of it, she thinks how relieved she is, how glad, how strutting proud that she did not waste this wonder on Jimmy Doyle.




  She untangles her arms and legs and props herself up on her elbow. The car is freezing, despite the heater he has kept running, and the upholstery is scratchy against her skin, but his body

  gives off warmth, and she toasts herself against it as she looks down at him. He is lying on his back, staring at the roof of the car.




  She leans down to kiss him. That is when she feels it. His face is wet.




  Years later, one of Grace’s granddaughters, to whom Babe is close, will fall in love with a young man who, as the girl will explain to Babe, is so in touch with his

  feelings—that’s the way she talks; that’s the way they all talk by then—that he can cry. Babe could tell her there is nothing new about that. Fifty years earlier, she was in

  love with a man who cried because they had just made love for the first time and now he was leaving her to go off to war. But she will not tell the girl. It is nobody’s damn business.




  





  TWO
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  AS SOON AS BABE WALKS IN TO GRACE’S HOUSE THAT NIGHT, SHE smells the fear. It overpowers the aroma of roasting meat,

  and the women’s perfume, and the Christmas tree that lingers like a broken promise, peace on earth, goodwill to men, and ten days of leave. Grace greets them with the announcement that

  Charlie wanted to take the tree down before he left, but she made him leave it up for tonight. She makes it sound as if they are having a party, not staving off panic.




  The fear is not of what will happen to the men—though there is that too, there is always that these days—but that left alone on this last night, two by two, Babe and Claude, Grace

  and Charlie, Millie and Pete, they will behave badly. That is why Grace, the only one with a house of her own, offers to make the dinner. There will be no scenes if they are all together. She does

  not add that it will keep her busy, too busy even to glance at the clock.




  GRACE SAW IT AS SOON as she opened her eyes that morning. The two hands of the alarm clock formed a straight line, six o’clock. Twenty-four

  hours, she thought, all that was left, and resolved not to look at it again.




  She manages not to, all day, until Charlie comes up behind her as she is standing at the sink scrubbing potatoes and puts his arms around her waist. He is still wearing his overcoat and smells

  from the cold and the drink he had with the boys in the newsroom. As he kisses the back of her neck, she bends her head forward. That’s when she sees the watch on his wrist. The brown leather

  band nestles in among the forest of fine black hairs. The gold-rimmed face screams up at her. Four-twenty.




  “I didn’t expect you this early,” she says. “I thought they’d want to send you off with a bang.”




  He lets go of her, takes a step back, and shrugs. He is working hard to pretend nothing is happening. That makes two of them.




  “They tried, but I said I wasn’t about to spend my last evening on leave with a bunch of newsroom drunks, not when I have two gorgeous women waiting at home for me. She still

  napping?”




  “She went down late.”




  He glances at the brown-butcher-paper-wrapped object on the counter. “What did you decide to make?”




  “A rib roast.”




  “Rib roast,” he sighs. “Who knows when I’ll get that again?”




  Whose fault is that? she wants to scream. “The management aims to please,” she says sweetly.




  “I think I’ll put some more salt on the front walk. Just to be safe.”




  Safe. Surely he is joking. “Good idea.”




  She stands at the kitchen window, watching him go down the steps and into the snowy yard. The winter sun sits low in the sky, just above the garage, red as the slab of beef she has bought for

  dinner. As he stands for a moment, staring into the middle distance, the long slanting rays glint off his black hair, iridescent as a crow’s. He glances over at the hedges separating their

  property from the Gordons’, then begins to turn his head slowly, like a camera panning a shot, from one end of the yard to the other and back, as if he is memorizing it.




  Talk to me, she wants to throw open the window and shout. Tell me. Are you afraid? Are you secretly thrilled, a little boy with a stick playing at being a soldier, a man going off on a great

  adventure, leaving us behind, breaking my heart? No, that isn’t fair. He is not enjoying this either.




  She watches him cross the yard and disappear into the garage. A moment later, he comes out dragging a sack of salt and the shovel. It is the Christmas tree all over again. He will not leave her

  with a tree to take down or an icy sidewalk. He will leave her, but he will do it neatly.




  By the time he comes in, she has brought the baby down from her nap, put her in the high chair, and is standing at the counter, mashing carrots. He comes up behind her again, and puts his arms

  around her again, and she looks down at his wrist again. Five-fifteen. They have wasted fifty-five minutes salting and shoveling the sidewalk, and preparing dinner, and going through the motions of

  ordinary life. But what should they be doing? Savoring every minute. That’s the catchphrase of the day, like some silly jingle on the radio. How can you savor every minute when the only

  twenty-four hours you have left for God knows how long—forever maybe—are running through you like sand through the egg timer on the kitchen counter?




  “You smell good,” she says, though in the past the odor of cold air, the sweat he worked up shoveling because he found some patches that needed more than salt, and the whiskey he had

  with the men from the newsroom who wanted to send him off with a bang would not have made her ache with premature longing.




  “I smell, period. Do I have time for a quick shower?”




  “All the time in the world.” Oh, God, why did she say that? “They’re not coming until seven.”




  His feet pound up the stairs, then begin moving around overhead. She hears the squeak of the metal top to the hamper followed by the faint whoosh of clothes going down the chute, which is behind

  the kitchen wall.




  “All the amenities,” his father said when he bought them the house just a few blocks from the solid Tudor where Charlie grew up. They both felt uneasy about the wedding gift. None of

  their friends had anything half so grand. It was certainly more than a reporter on a local paper could afford. But she and Charlie got used to it pretty quickly, though she is careful to play it

  down. She does not want Babe or Millie or her other friends to think marrying into the Goodings has gone to her head.




  She hears the shower go on upstairs. He starts to sing. She grips the rim of the sink and closes her eyes. He can sing. He is going off and leaving her and the baby, and he can sing his silly

  Fats Waller imitation.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              You’re not the only oyster in the stew,




              Not the only tea leaf in the tea,




              However, I’m convinced, completely, fully, firmly convinced,




              You’re the only one for me!


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Overhead, feet are moving around the bedroom. How long has she been standing here, hanging on to the sink, while the minutes slip away? She will not do this. She will not ruin his last night

  home.




  She carries the small silver bowl with Amy’s initials engraved on the side to the high chair, sits beside it, and begins spooning food into the baby’s mouth. It will be better once

  the others are here. The company of misery.




  She wipes Amy’s face with the bib and gives her a zwieback to keep her quiet while she sets the table. The good dishes are on the top shelf. She has to go up on her toes to reach them. She

  carefully takes down six plates, carries them into the dining room, and puts them on the sideboard. Then she goes back into the kitchen to get the silverware. She pulls open the drawer where she

  keeps the sterling. It goes past the stops, comes all the way out, and hits her shin. Forks, knives, and spoons clatter to the floor.




  The baby looks up from the zwieback she has been chewing, her sunflower black eyes startled at the noise.




  “Damn it to hell!”




  The crumb-crusted mouth opens. The howl comes rolling out.




  “I didn’t mean you, sweetie.” But she goes on standing where she is, torn between picking up the baby and picking up the silverware, unable to do either.




  “What happened?” Charlie appears in the doorway, his khaki trousers ironed to a razor-sharp crease, his khaki shirt immaculate, his jaw smooth. He has shaved.




  “Nothing. I pulled the drawer out too far. It’s okay. Everything’s under control.”




  He has already lifted the high-chair tray and is picking up the baby. She clings to him, leaving zwieback handprints on his freshly shaved face and pristine shirt. He bounces her gently.




  “Hey, Amy pie,” he croons, and the wails descend by fits and starts to hiccups, then whimpers.




  “Women are putty in your hands.” Her voice is beginning to sound the way saccharine tastes.




  “I’ve got Gable quaking in his boots. You want to take her, and I’ll pick up that stuff?”




  “No, I dropped it. I’ll pick it up. You take care of her.”




  He turns and starts toward the living room, holding the baby against his chest like a dancing partner, snaking his way through the hall.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              There’s seven million people in New York,




              Fifty million Frenchmen in Paree,




              Not to mention such as English, Irish, Italians, and Dutch,




              But you’re the only one for me!


            


          


        


      


    


  




  She gets down on her hands and knees and begins picking up the silverware. At least she didn’t drop plates or glasses. Nothing is broken. Except her life.




  Stop it!




  She goes on working, reaching up to put the handfuls of silverware on the counter. Finally, she straightens and stands, holding the last batch in her hands. She looks at the pile on the counter.

  How long will it take to wash and dry each piece? Twenty minutes? Half an hour? Damn it!




  When did she start cursing so much? I’ll tell you when. When the damn government mobilized the damn National Guard.




  “You won’t have to worry in the Guard,” King Gooding said. Her father-in-law is Charles Gooding, Sr., but everyone calls him King. “We learned our lesson last time. Even

  that man in the White House isn’t crazy enough to get us into another European war. You heard his campaign speeches. He swore he wouldn’t send American boys to fight in a foreign

  war.”




  She waited for Charlie to say something. During the campaign, he had heard from one of the reporters covering it, who had heard from someone on the inside, that the catch was, according to

  Roosevelt, once we were in the war, it would not be a foreign war. Charlie remained silent.




  You’d think a man smart enough to run a bank would not succumb to wishful thinking. You’d think Charlie, who hung on every dispatch and broadcast from Europe, would have seen what

  was coming. But most of the young men in town, the boys Charlie grew up with, were joining the National Guard. If all your friends jumped off a cliff, her mother used to argue, would you follow?

  The friend her mother had in mind was Babe, a.k.a. the bad influence, the girl from below Sixth Street she never asked to stay to dinner when she invited the other girls, but that was another

  story. Charlie had followed his friends off the cliff. He said he would not feel right malingering. King agreed. Once you lose the respect of your neighbors, there is no getting it back. You can

  run away to a big city like Boston, but you cannot mend fences at home. Then the draft went into effect, and Charlie said wasn’t it smart of him to have joined the National Guard. When the

  government mobilized the National Guard, he did not say anything at all. Neither did his father. She, however, had barely been able to keep from screaming at them that had Charlie not joined the

  National Guard he would not have been drafted. He had Amy and her.




  She stands looking down at the counter and thinks to hell with washing the silverware. They can all get sick and die.




  She has to stop this. She is a grown woman, a wife, a mother, the first of her friends to be either, the mature one. She has to pull herself together. None of what is happening is his fault.

  Then whose fault is it? She wasn’t the one who went off a cliff because her friends were jumping. Stop it, the voice shrieks as she carries the silverware into the dining room.
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