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“The real test of a man is not how well he plays the role he has invented for himself,


but how well he plays the role that destiny assigned to him.”—Jan Patocka








Prologue


Near Flamanville, France, 1944


His right arm hung useless at his side. Rivulets of blood had dried on the back of his hand and along his fingers, but he had lost no strength in his other limb. With his good hand, he pulled the gag from the boy’s mouth, then slipped the blindfold from his eyes.


“Vos mains,” he said. And the boy turned so the man could untie his hands.


“Venez avec moi,” the man commanded, and the boy followed him up the short flight of stairs and into the room. Then the man gripped his shoulder tightly and guided him toward the closed door. The boy’s heart was pounding like a boxer’s jab, threatening at any moment to punch its way through his sunken chest.


“Ouvrez-le,” the man said. So the boy reached up slowly, grasped the knob, turned it, and pushed the door open.


The squeak of the hinge momentarily diverted his attention but did not hold it. The boy’s eyes cut immediately to the bed where the blankets had been pulled all the way up, covering some sort of lump beneath it. Still with his hand on the boy’s shoulder, the man walked him to the edge of the bed. There, he removed his hand and pulled the blankets away.


The boy gasped. And the man grabbed him again, holding him firm and making him stare at the nude woman on the bed. The blue scarf that had choked the life from her was still wrapped tightly around her throat.


The boy had never seen his mother naked. He tried to gaze on the parts that had always been hidden to him, rather than focusing on her white lips, bloodstained nose, and still-open eyes. But the man was intent upon the boy seeing her face frozen in its death mask. He walked the boy closer, pointed to her throat, drew his finger across his own, and said, “Américains…Américains.”


The boy nodded his head as if he understood.


When the man had gone, the boy went back in the bedroom. He opened the top drawer of the dresser, reached in as far as he could, and pulled out a framed photograph. It was a picture of his mother and father in Paris. She often showed it to him and told him it was taken the afternoon before the evening he was conceived. He wasn’t sure what conceived meant precisely. But he knew it always made his mother smile, each time she shared the picture and the story with him.


Then he went and sat beside his mother on the bed. He sat there for hours. Sat there staring as her head and neck turned turquoise. Sat there as blisters began to form and fluids began to leak. Sat there as her body began to bloat and swell. Sat there as the pungent odor of rotting meat began to fill the tiny room. And all the while he sat, he would look back and forth from the decaying corpse to the photograph in his hands and marvel at how one could become the other.


He was still sitting there when the men found him. Men in uniforms who let him keep his photograph but took him from his house. Men who spoke words he could not understand. Men whom the man with one good arm had branded as his mother’s murderers. Les Américains.





Part 1


Providence





Chapter 1


Pilot Hill, Texas, January 1943


Thump. Thump. Thump. Each time the round ball hit the red dirt, a wisp of dust would dart from beneath it, then dissipate while wafting to earth. The constant pounding had worn away the green grass, leaving a pockmarked and dimpled surface serviceable only when the weather was dry. But it was often dry enough to repeatedly conjure visions of packed arenas, riotous fans, and that last second shot to beat the buzzer and claim the championship. Glory is ever present when young men dream.


From her kitchen window, Riley’s mother watched him spinning, jumping, and shooting over and over again. Maybe luck was on his side, she thought. Maybe he’d grow tall enough and work hard enough and be good enough to escape what he was born into. Perhaps that round, leather basketball was the ticket that would take him away from the life around him. An oil field life of hard labor, forgotten hopes, compromised aspirations, and eventually acceptance. Acceptance of the shallow canals, wooden derricks, and gravel roads that surrounded them like prison walls. Regret is inevitable, she thought to herself. The lint in the pocket of every life. But maybe it wouldn’t have to be in his.


He had just sailed a silent twenty-footer through the netless rim on the battered backboard his father had set up for him behind the clothesline in the tiny backyard. A shot that set off the high school senior’s imagined victory celebration, until his mother’s voice cut short the jubilation.


“Riley…time for supper. Come on in.” She never had to yell twice.


They sat at the booth his father had built in one corner of the kitchen. It negated the need for a table and chairs; there was little room for them anyway. The kitchen was small like the rest of the clapboard house. There were two bedrooms, a shared bath, a small area that could be called a living room, though very little living went on in it. Most nights were passed with Riley reading in his room. His mother and father sitting on the front porch until it was time to retire. People in Pilot Hill went to bed early and got up even earlier.


There was no meat this evening. But a meal of eggs and potatoes, with diced onions seasoned to please, did more than assuage the trio’s hunger; it delighted their taste buds as well. So much so that when Glenn Miller’s band on the ever-present radio cranked up “Chattanooga Choo Choo,” Riley’s father rose, extended his hand, swept his slightly hesitant wife to her feet, and began to twirl her around the kitchen. The big oil field roughneck who was used to lifting massive pipe and dragging heavy chain was surprisingly light on his feet and gentle with his touch. It warmed Riley’s heart to see his parents forgetting for the moment that bills hadn’t been paid and repairs hadn’t been made, and simply enjoying the music and the movement and each other. It was one of those snapshots the mind involuntarily takes and stores to be recalled sometime in the future. Most often when there’s a pressing need for happiness.


Later that evening, Riley drove the family Ford past a long line of vehicles to the far side of a big, tented roller rink. Winter had little meaning in Southeast Texas. Temperatures never fell very far. So young people enjoyed the outdoors as much in winter as they did in spring. Especially when something out of the ordinary set up shop for a while. The rink was usually a fixture for a few weeks only in summer. But with the exceedingly mild weather, the owner had decided to have another go at the oil field community.


Beneath a giant canvas the portable wooden floor had been assembled. Racks of rental skates stood row upon row just inside the entrance. A red picket fence rimmed the floor to keep clumsy skaters from going over the side. The loud speakers continuously blared “A String of Pearls,” “Moonlight Cocktail,” “Tangerine,” and other big band hits. Men, women, boys, and girls stepped, stumbled, and skated round and round as music filled their ears and a myriad of thoughts filled their minds. The older set nostalgically wondered where their youth had gone. Children and adolescents imagined their futures in fast cars they’d never own or at fancy balls they’d never attend. Teenagers fantasized about the topic of most young people’s reveries, the opposite sex. It was a night for reflection, contemplation, dreaming. Such nights were now few and far between. Thirteen months earlier the Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbor.


Riley could have parked closer, behind automobiles that had arrived earlier, but he wanted a front row seat to watch the skaters from the privacy of his car. He never really liked being in the middle of crowds. Sure, he put up with it when he was on the gym floor in the middle of a game and everyone else was in the grandstands. But he wasn’t one for mixing, mingling, being part of the throng. He liked being somewhat apart. There but not there. Participating his way. On his own terms.


The night was clear, cool, and much more comfortable than winter had any right to be. Riley watched the skaters as they circled. The tentative ones, who walked more than they rolled. The speedsters who annoyingly zipped in and out of the crowd, grabbing the middle tent pole to whip themselves around the corners even faster. The cruisers, content to take it slow and steady. Among the latter, one in particular caught his eye. And the eyes of virtually every other young man in attendance. She was wearing a sleeveless black tunic and short white shorts that hugged her in all the right places. Hers was a figure men ogled and women envied. Slim, smooth legs, thin waist, tight tummy, and curves that were pinup promises of heaven to every male beyond puberty. Her golden hair was short by the standards of the day. It bobbed about the tops of her shoulders dancing this way and that in time with the music. Her nose was small, her lips full, and under dark brows her coffee colored eyes glowed like gemstones. Literally sparkled like Tiger’s eye, particularly when she smiled.


Riley knew who she was. Her name was Gwen. She was the daughter of Sam Taylor, the tool pusher who worked for the same company as his father. The same company virtually everyone in Pilot Hill worked for. She was a year behind him in school. He had seen her there, but he had never quite seen her as he did this night. There was something magical about the way she glided round the rink. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. And the more he gazed, the more he wondered why he had never thought about her this way before. Getting out of the car, he walked slowly beside the fence toward the entrance. Still watching. Still wondering.


Stepping inside the entrance, Riley casually leaned against the counter. As he debated with himself on what he might say, fate made him hurry his decision. The two girls Gwen had been skating with became tangled, tilted precariously, and were about to fall right in front of him. He caught one by the arm. Gwen reached out and grabbed the other’s elbow to keep them upright. She giggled as she said, “Hey, you two, leave the fancy stuff to the experts.”


It was out of his mouth before he had time to take it back, which upon reflection he would have. “Now, we don’t need any more of your lip, Miss Taylor. At least not that way.”


The two girls giggled this time. But Gwen didn’t. She caught his clumsy flirtation exactly the way it was intended. It made her smile and she responded, “Well, if it isn’t Riley Cross, the basketball star. Why don’t you put on a pair of skates and show us how it’s done?”


“Don’t think my coach would want me to take a chance on turning my ankle just now. Still got a few games to play, you know.”


“I know. I watch you at all the home games,” Gwen answered.


“Come on, Gwen,” one of her friends chided.


“Yeah,” the other said, “let’s keep skating.”


“Think I’ll rest for a minute. You two go ahead.”


The girls looked at Gwen, then Riley, then giggled as they took off on their own.


“Say,” Riley stammered, “I…I didn’t mean what I said before. I mean, I didn’t quite mean it the way it came out. I was just kidding, you know.”


“I know a kidder when I see one. I thought it was a pretty cute thing to say.”


“Guys don’t like to be called cute.”


“Well, I don’t know why not. You certainly are. Though I guess you’d prefer to be called handsome, wouldn’t you?”


“Think I’d prefer to be called Riley.”


Hers was an appropriate description. Riley Cross was an above average example of the male species. Six feet, one inch tall. A hundred and seventy pounds of trim physique, the result of running up and down gymnasium floors thousands of times. His full head of brown hair was trimmed neatly and parted on one side in the style of the times. His long, straight nose, green eyes, and thin lips set off an appealing face that didn’t have that lived-in look it would eventually take on.


“You skate well,” Riley said. “You look good out there.”


Gwen replied, “Now, are you talking about my skating, or are you talking about me?”


“I was talking about your skating. But I have a sneaky suspicion you know exactly how good you look.”


“My, my, Mr. Cross. Are you flirting with me?”


“Actually, I thought it was the other way around.”


By the time her friends came around a third time, Gwen already had her skates off. She stopped them and said, “Don’t wait for me, okay; I’m going to catch a ride with Riley.”


“Are you sure?” one asked. The other said, “Go ahead. Go out and come back, if you like. We can meet you here when the rink closes.”


“No, it’s okay. He’s already said he’d give me a ride home. I’ll be fine,” Gwen added.


The girls looked at each other and shook their heads but skated off dutifully.


Driving away from the rink, Riley surveyed the night sky as Gwen sipped on the bottle of Coke he had bought her. He looked at the stars and full moon mainly as an excuse to keep from staring at her.


“What do you think you’re going to find up there? Enemy planes?”


“I doubt that they’d be in the skies over Texas. Just looking at the moon. It’s so bright, I bet we could drive without the lights.”


“Turn them off and let’s see,” Gwen dared him.


There were no cars behind or in front of him at the moment, so he took her challenge and turned them off. The change was abrupt, but the moonlight was so encompassing that they were able to easily navigate without headlamps.


“Oh, wow,” Gwen laughed, “this is so weird.” Then sliding across the front seat and wrapping her arm around his, she said, “Let’s see how far we can go without turning them back on.”


Riley was immediately aware of her touch and the scent of her. He didn’t know what kind of perfume she had on, but he knew he liked it. Almost as much as the feel of her body next to his.


“Wouldn’t it be great to just go on like this forever,” she said. More a statement than a question. “Just riding through the moonlight to wherever the road might take us.”


“This road will take us to the processing plant,” Riley responded drily.


“Oh, that’s not what I meant, silly. I meant, wouldn’t you like to just start driving and never stop until you were someplace totally different, totally wonderful.”


“Is there some place that’s totally wonderful?”


“There must be,” she said. “I know there has to be.”


“Where do you think we might find it?” Riley asked.


“Anyplace away from here,” Gwen responded. “Anyplace with mountains and oceans and maybe even palm trees.”


“You’re a funny one,” Riley said.


“Funny how? Funny ha-ha? Or funny in the head?”


“I can’t tell yet.”


“Oh, come on, Riley Cross. You can’t tell me you haven’t thought about getting away from here to some place with city lights and music and excitement.”


“I guess I have,” Riley agreed. “I know my mom talks about it from time to time. She says if I’m able to get a college scholarship playing basketball, then I’ll be able to learn a lot more and see a lot more of the world.”


“Is that what you want to do, Riley? See the world? Me too. I guess most people from small towns want to see what they’re missing, huh?”


“I don’t know,” he responded. “Some people like small towns. Like my dad. I don’t think he’d have any problem living here the rest of his life.”


“Not me,” Gwen countered. “I want to go places and see things and do things I’ve never done before.”


“Maybe we ought to turn the headlights back on,” Riley said. “My folks would kill me if we had an accident.”


“Not just yet, okay,” she asked, squeezing his arm. “Let’s get off this main road so we won’t have to worry about it.”


There was a side road thirty yards ahead of them on their right. A dirt trail that wound its way through derricks and rocking horse wells and eventually made its way to a shed where cement, pipe, and other drilling equipment was kept. Riley maneuvered his way down the trail and pulled the car to a stop behind the shed.


“This is nice,” Gwen said. Then sliding over to the passenger side of the car, she added, “Come on, let’s roll the windows down and get some fresh air.”


Riley complied.


“I bet you take girls out here to park all the time, don’t you?”


“No. I just pulled onto this trail because you said you wanted to get off the main road.”


“Well, you seemed to have chosen a pretty secluded spot. I bet you’ve been out here before. With older girls, right?”


“Or maybe,” Riley began, “you knew exactly where we were when you asked me to pull over. Maybe you’re the one who’s been out here.”


“Absolutely not. What kind of girl do you think I am?”


“A very pretty one.”


“Well, that’s very nice of you to say. Why haven’t you ever told me that before?”


“Gee, I don’t know. I guess I’ve been so involved with my studies and the team, I haven’t paid a lot of attention to other things.”


“Like girls, you mean?”


“Like you, I mean. You are pretty, Gwen. Really pretty.”


“Am I the prettiest girl in school?”


“You’re the prettiest girl in this car.”


“Well, that’s no compliment. Am I the prettiest girl you’ve ever had in this car?”


He could have lied or joked some more but he didn’t. “Yes. Yes, you are.”


She noted the sincerity in his voice. And, for a moment, changed the subject. “Gosh, it’s so quiet out here,” she said. “All you can hear is the pumping of the wells and the croak of the cicadas.”


“Yeah,” Riley ventured. “Unfortunately, they’re pumping for somebody else.”


“It’s a shame, isn’t it? A shame we don’t have our very own oil well, pumping out money for us day and night.”


“Yeah, it is. Guess we can’t all be rich though.”


“It would be fun to be rich. Wouldn’t it? Fun to have all the money we wanted…to do whatever we pleased.”


“I kinda think you do what you please now.”


“Well, I’m not sure that’s a nice thing to say.”


“I didn’t mean anything bad by it. I like girls who are independent. Girls who don’t need to have guys waiting on them hand and foot. You know, like rich girls seem to do in the movies and all.”


“Well, I’m glad you think I’m independent, Riley, because I am. And I’m really glad you think I’m pretty. Because I think you’re about the most handsome boy in town. But…I still bet you that rich people have a lot more fun than we do.”


“I might take that bet. Watching you skate tonight…you seemed to be having a lot of fun.”


“It was fun,” Gwen said, slowly sliding back to Riley’s side of the car. “It was fun skating, and even more fun having you watch me. You’re fun to talk to, Riley. You really are. I don’t know why we haven’t done it before. And you know, maybe you’re right. Maybe there are some things people can do to have fun whether they have a lot of money or not.”


“And just what might that be?” Riley questioned, hoping he knew the answer already.


“Oh, I don’t know,” Gwen purred. “Maybe something like this.” She bent over, titled her head, and pressed her lips against his.


It was a kiss both held, then paused to look in each other’s eyes, and kissed again. Even harder this time. More passionately. They kept kissing for what seemed like a long time. Kissing lips, ears, necks, and lips again.


“You can touch me if you want to,” Gwen whispered. “I’ve never let anyone touch me before. But I’ll let you. If you want to.” At that moment, there was nothing in the world Riley wanted more. He explored her body with his hands, caressing her gently, then firmly, as his passion rose. She answered in kind, bending her body to his touch, then she unfastened her bra and pulled the tunic over her head and let it drop to the floor of the car. He kissed her again and again. Then she reached for him, smiling as she said, “Is that you, or the Coke bottle?”


“It’s me,” Riley said. “God, you’re so beautiful.” Then he watched her smile turn to hunger as he bent to kiss her again.


For the next two weeks, they were inseparable. At school they had lunch together. She would wait for him after his games. On weekends they would return to their off-road hideaway. Between them, there was no talk of the future. They were too immersed in the moment. But moments, like everything else in life, have a beginning and an end.


Riley came home from school on a Wednesday afternoon and entered the house through the back door as he always did. When he stepped into the kitchen he immediately knew something was wrong. His mother was sitting at the booth. He could see she had been crying. There was an envelope on the table in front of her. It was unopened.


“Mom, what’s the matter? Are you okay?”


She had to clear her throat before she spoke. “I kept telling myself this wouldn’t happen. I didn’t want to face it, I guess. It was silly of me to think it would somehow just pass us by.”


“What would pass us by, mom? What are you talking about?”


“Your dad read about it in the newspaper some time ago. He saw that they had lowered the age requirement from twenty-one to eighteen. He said it was something we should prepare for. I just couldn’t bring myself to talk about it.”


“It’s for me, isn’t it, mom?”


“Yes, Riley. It’s for you. It’s from the Selective Service…the draft board.”





Chapter 2


Chicago, Illinois, February 1943


The cold air mass started in Canada, moved across Lake Michigan, and blanketed Chicago in lake-effect snow. In the bars, old-timers warmed themselves with single malt scotch and told visiting businessmen this was nothing. “Should have been here twelve years ago in 1930. The white ice was twenty inches thick. Hell, this is barely a dusting.”


At Finnegan’s, muted conversations, bleated expletives over missed shots, and disgruntled exchanges of five-spots were interwoven with the recurring clack of cue balls. Brendon Killian O’Byrne was having a particularly bad day. His game was off. Not much, but enough. He had rushed his entry. Now he was paying for it.


Normally, Brendon would spend half an hour or so at the bar before suggesting a friendly game with one of the patrons. This afforded him plenty of time to study the skills of the various players. He would then choose one who wouldn’t necessarily be a pushover. Beating your opponent too badly too quickly caps the competitive spirit. Thereby stopping the goose from continuing to lay golden eggs. So he would choose someone he believed he could master, but someone who would actually keep the contests competitive. Today however, he had been in a hurry. And haste had put him on a green felt table with someone doing a rather handy job of taking Brendon’s green.


“Up for another?” the winner asked.


“Got a lot going on today,” Brendon said. “Let me make a quick phone call and then I’ll let you know.”


He walked over to the bar, put a dollar down, and said to the bartender, “Mike, can I get some change for the phone?”


When the barkeep brought his coins, Brendon whispered his question.


“Do you know this guy I’m playing?”


“Never laid eyes on him before today.”


“He’s better than I thought he was.”


“Life is full of surprises. Then you die.”


“Thanks for the comforting words.”


“I dispense good beer, not good cheer.”


Brendon entered the phone booth, closed the folding door behind him, and called the number he had memorized long ago.


“We still on for tonight?”


“Sure. Why wouldn’t we be?”


“I was just checking to make sure nothing has changed.”


“Nothing’s changed. Why would it?”


“Oh, I don’t know. The weather, I guess. I was just wondering, you know.”


“You’re not getting cold feet, are you kid? This thing’s been set up for some time. Too late to back out now. Plus the snow will probably help. Cops don’t like to get out much when it’s wet and nasty.”


“I said I was in, and I am,” Brendon answered. “See you guys at nine.”


That’s the way Brendon was. He didn’t make commitments easily. But when he made them, he kept them. Even if he thought less of them later. And he was definitely thinking less of this particular commitment. It wasn’t fear that was gnawing at him. He wasn’t afraid to steal things. Of course, the only stealing he had done so far was shoplifting, and that wasn’t real stealing. Well, at least it wasn’t in Brendon’s mind. He had a selective sense of right and wrong. He felt like storekeepers never even missed boosted items. At least, not the ones Brendon had hit. Or if they did, they didn’t whine about it and call the police. It was the price of doing business. And he figured what they lost from shoplifters was infinitesimal compared to what it cost them to pay off cops on the take or greedy ward politicians in control of who did and who didn’t get the licenses they needed to operate in the first place. Everybody takes from everybody, in one way or another. That’s what had been drummed into Brendon from cradle to his ripe old age of twenty. And what you learn on the tough streets of Chicago’s south side, you don’t forget.


Brendon was a stocky kid. Not muscles for muscle’s sake. Just firm. And hard where it was good to be hard. He had black hair and black eyes and was often referred to as a black Irishman. An endearment meant to describe his demeanor as much as his appearance. Those who knew him knew he was always up for a pint, or a party, or a pretty girl if the chance presented itself. And like most of the Irish from his part of the city, he could handle himself in a tussle if the ale turned to anger, which it sometimes did when there was too much of the former.


Like virtually all of the youth in his neighborhood, Brendon came from a working class family that always seemed to get by but never seemed to get ahead. His dad was a union man through and through. He believed the most important things in life were your union card, going to work every day, dinner with your wife and family, sharing a pint with your pals at the local pub, getting a good night’s sleep, and doing all of it over again the next day.


Brendon though, being young, sharp, and eager for opportunity, however it presented itself, was convinced there must be more to life than endless routine. So he always kept one eye open for locals who seemed to be doing a little bit better than everyone else. He’d gravitate toward the guys who were buying the most drinks, or wearing suits instead of dungarees and jackets, or the swells with polished shoes. If it wasn’t summer, and your shoes were polished in Chicago, you definitely had more money in your pocket than you knew what to do with. And the way Brendon saw it, if a shortcut was required here and there to be in that league, he was willing to take it.


The decision to knock over Feldman’s Pawn Shop hadn’t been that difficult for Ian and Snapper. They were used to supplementing their income with occasional breaking and entering. But this would definitely be a step up for Brendon. Even though he was only to be the lookout. The rationale had been simple enough. Feldman was a Jew who lived off the hard times of his neighbors. Why shouldn’t three good Irish boys advance their stature in life by pocketing a week’s proceeds of the kike’s ill-gotten gains? It sounded eminently reasonable, even righteous after the third pint. But now that the day had come, Brendon was less than anxious for the hour to arrive. Which might have been why he picked the wrong opponent to challenge for a game. So he made the decision to stop throwing good money after bad.


Leaving the phone booth and walking toward the door, Brendon said, “Sorry friend. Have to take a rain check on that rematch. Too much to do now.”


“Better luck next time,” his nemesis replied.


With you, sport, I’d need more than luck, Brendon thought to himself, but didn’t say as he stepped out of Finnegan’s and headed up the snowy street toward Hightower’s Drugstore.


In addition to dispensing pills, patent medicines and a vast array of medicinal remedies, Hightower’s had one of the busiest soda fountains in the neighborhood. Brendon wasn’t particularly addicted to sweets but he was powerfully attracted to the young lady who worked behind the counter. Her dark hair, blue eyes, and trim figure had caused him to watch many a milkshake melt in his glass.


“So, Jilly McIntyre, what are you serving today?”


“As I’ve told you before, Mr. Brendon O’Byrne, it’s Jillian. And our menu hasn’t changed since you were in here yesterday.”


“Well then, you better give me whatever you gave me yesterday.”


“And I’m supposed to remember every customer’s order from day to day, am I?”


“Not every customer. Just me. Surely you can’t forget the conversation we had and how it started.”


“Well, I suppose it started with what it always starts with, right? A chocolate milkshake that you’ll wind up not finishing. Or even starting for that matter.”


“You’re the one says I have to order something. I’d much rather just sit here and talk to you.”


“It’s not me, you know. It’s Mr. Hightower. He doesn’t like us fraternizing with customers who are too cheap to buy something.”


“You wouldn’t be calling me cheap, would you Jilly, darlin’?”


“No. I wouldn’t. But Mr. Hightower would probably have worse names than that for you.”


“Well, just to show you that I’m no cheapskate, suppose I take you out to dinner tomorrow night?”


“Dinner, is it? And just where were you thinking of taking me to dinner? Down the street for the free finger sandwiches at Finnegan’s?”


“No, I was thinking that you might want to accompany me to dinner at The Drake Hotel.”


Jillian spilled the milk she was fixing the shake with. “The Drake Hotel? Well, I had no idea I was being asked out by such a high roller. Since when do you have the price of dinner at The Drake? Not to mention the cab fare to get there.”


“Oh, I have a little work to do tonight. And once it’s done, I’ll be a man of means and I thought you just might like to have a night on the town.”


“Now what kind of work would you be doing at night that’s going to get you enough money to—” she stopped in mid question, put her hands on her hips and stared accusingly.


“Don’t be jumping to any conclusions now. You always tend to think the worst of me. I just happen to have a job cleaning out this big warehouse, with a couple of friends of mine, and it’s going to pay enough for us to mix with the swells if you’re up to it.”


“And just why is this job being done at night?”


Without hesitation, the falsehoods continued to roll out of Brendon’s mouth. “The warehouse owner waited too long to get started. He’s got new merchandise coming in tomorrow morning. So the place has to be cleaned out tonight. That’s why he’s paying so much.”


“The Drake, you say. Brendon, I’ve never been to such a ritzy place. I’m not sure I have the right thing to wear.”


“Jilly, you dress up anything you put on. Every man in the place will have his eyes on you. And every woman will wonder who that good-looking young man in the pinstriped suit is. A swell couple arm-in-arm.”


“I didn’t even know you had a suit. I’ve never seen you in one.”


“I’ll have one by tomorrow night. And we’ll be something to see, Jilly. Something to see. Say you’ll come with me.”


The smile on her face grew wide as a banana split. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” she beamed. “Now here, drink this milkshake. Mr. Hightower is coming over.”


By nine o’clock that night the snow had begun to fall even harder. Brendon stood on the corner of 87th Street and Stony Island Avenue beneath a green canvas awning now cupcaked with a layer of white. He had gone home for dinner, told his parents he was going out to shoot pool with his friends, and now he stood rocking from one foot to the other with a cigarette dangling from his lips while his hands remained stuffed in his pockets to ward off the cold.


Keeping his eyes peeled for Ian’s 1939 DeSoto Coupe, Brendon didn’t immediately notice the street waif who rounded the corner and walked up beside him. A tug on his pant leg got his attention.


“Flowers, mister? Want to buy some flowers?”


“Hey, it’s kind of late for a kid like you to be out, ain’t it? Shouldn’t you be home by now?”


“My mom says I have to sell all my flowers before I come home.”


She can’t be more than eleven or twelve, Brendon thought, as he looked down at the skinny little girl in the well-worn coat. Must be tough on the kid in weather like this. “Why don’t you just dump them somewhere? Tell your mother a bum stole them from you.”


“No, that would be lying,” she innocently answered. “Anyway, mom says we need the money.”


“Well, I can’t buy any tonight, sweetheart, but I tell you what. If you’re here tomorrow night…earlier, say around seven, I’ll buy all the flowers you have with you.”


“Honest, mister? You will?”


“I said it and I’ll do it. And you know what, there’s a hospital just a few blocks from here, down 87th. Why don’t you head over? I bet lots of people will want to buy flowers there.”


“For the people who are sick?”


“That’s right. I bet you’ll sell out there.”


She took off down the sidewalk, through the drifting snow, shouting without turning around, “See you here tomorrow night, mister. At seven.”


“Seven it is, sweetheart,” Brendon yelled back. But she had already turned the corner.


Ten minutes later the black DeSoto pulled up; Ian was behind the wheel and Snapper was in the back seat. Snapper Dooley was a mental deficient who made up for his lack of intelligence with an abundance of meanness. Growing up, he spent most of his time in and out of reform schools. He would have gotten into even more trouble than he did were it not for Ian Donovan. Ian’s misspent youth was no less checkered than Snapper’s. But Ian was smarter and infinitely more cunning. He used people like rungs on a ladder, and he always found ways for someone other than himself to take the fall for whatever nefarious endeavor he was engaged in. But he had a knack for endearing himself to others before his true colors unfurled. That’s how he had pulled Brendon into his orbit. On the surface he seemed like a sharp operator who really knew the score. Plus what corners to cut without getting into trouble he couldn’t get out of. But Brendon was about to find the surface a lot slicker than he realized.


“I’ll slide over, you drive from here,” Ian told Brendon.


Five minutes after that, all three were sitting in the car across the street from Feldman’s. So far, Brendon thought, everything was going according to plan. But so far only goes so far.


“Okay, it’s almost nine thirty,” Ian said. “Now, when Feldman comes out, if he’s not carrying any sort of satchel, or package, that means the week’s take is still inside. But if he’s got something under his arm, just drive up ahead of him. Snapper and I will jump out, shove him in the alley and take it from him there.”


Brendon’s response was instantaneous. “What? What are you talking about? You didn’t say anything about jumping anybody on the street. You said he always leaves the take inside.”


“Well if he doesn’t my lad, we’ve got to be prepared to adjust,” Ian answered.


“Look, this isn’t what we talked about. You said all I had to do was sit in the car and wait. You said I should hit the horn if a patrolman got too nosy, and pick you guys up at the back entrance five minutes after you went in. You said that’s all I had to do.”


“Well, laddy boy,” Ian retorted, “as the legendary Robert once said, the best laid schemes o’ mice and men gang aft agley.”


Snapper piped up from the back seat. “Not goin’ all weak-knees on us, are you, boy?”


“It just not what we talked about. It’s not what I agreed to.”


“Agreements be damned,” Ian countered. “You heard what to do if he comes out with something under his arm.”


“But Feldman’s an old guy,” Brendon said. “If he struggles, or resists, he could wind up getting hurt. I never agreed to be part of hurting anybody.”


“Oh, I doubt very seriously that he’ll be resisting,” Snapper said coyly, pulling a revolver from his inside coat pocket.


“A gun! You brought a gun?” Brendon couldn’t believe it. “Look, breaking and entering is one thing. Armed robbery is something else. This is crazy. I’m not going to be part of—”


“Look,” Ian said, pointing across the street and cutting off Brendon’s protests.


The lights inside Feldman’s were going out. Any moment now the old man would be stepping outside and locking the door. Snow continued to fall. The temperature continued to drop. But Brendon had broken into a sweat. A sweat that rimmed his collar, beaded on his forehead, and wet the top of his upper lip. Don’t have anything with you, he said silently to himself. Leave it inside. Don’t be carrying anything. Please.


The door swung open. Feldman stepped outside. He was wearing a fedora and a big brown overcoat. It took him a second to find his keys and lock the door because he had to take the big manila package he was carrying and put it under his arm.


“Start the car,” Ian said.


“But look,” Brendon began. Then he felt the cold muzzle of the revolver pressed against his neck.


“Start the car,” Snapper added.


The engine turned over as Ian said, “Start off slowly. Let him get almost to the corner. Then cut in front of him quickly so he can’t cross.”


Brendon pulled away from the curb and started down the street. How had he gotten himself into this? He knew the answer. It was another short cut. Another way to get money without really working for it. But it was all going to go wrong. He could just feel it.


Feldman was getting closer to the corner. “Alright, get ready to hit it,” Ian said. “Get ready. Get ready. Now!”


Brendon stomped the gas pedal hard and cut the steering wheel sharply to the left, sliding Ian and Snapper to the right side of the car. But just as he was coming to an abrupt halt in front of Feldman, he knew he didn’t want to be part of what might happen. With no thought of the consequences, he whipped the wheel back to the right and hit the pedal again. The speed of the thrust and the icy streets caused the DeSoto to fishtail. In a panic to straighten the car but get away from Feldman, Brendon jerked the wheel again. But the overcorrection on the slick pavement sent the car into a spin. Centrifugal force took over as the Coupe spun like a top down the middle of the street barely missing the parked cars on both sides. Then the tires hit the curb jolting the front of the vehicle upward and bouncing it onto the sidewalk. When the wheels came down with a thump, Brendon could swear they barely preceded a muffled cry.


By the time Ian and Snapper had climbed up from the floorboards and made sure they were in one piece, Brendon had opened the driver’s door and stepped out into the street. The first things he saw were crimson rose petals scattered over white snow.


“Get back in the car,” Ian yelled, “we can catch up with Feldman in the next block.”


But Brendon didn’t respond. His gaze was now fixed on the little girl lying in a heap against the side of a building. “We hit her,” Brendon said, almost too softly to be heard.


“We didn’t hit her. You hit her,” Snapper barked.


Ian yelled, “Get back in the car!”


By now, Brendon was on the sidewalk, leaning over her. “We have to help. She’s still breathing.”


“You help her, altar boy. She’s your doing,” Snapper growled.


“But not a word about us, you hear?” Ian threatened. “Not a word about us if you know what’s good for you. This is all your fault anyway.”


With that, Ian slid behind the wheel, Snapper joined him in the front seat, and the DeSoto backed off the curb and drove away into the black Chicago night.


An hour later, on the third floor of Mercy Hospital, a policeman who had recently stepped out of the elevator was wrapping up a conversation with the duty nurse. The last thing he asked was “Who brought her in?”


“That young man sitting over there on the bench,” she replied.


The policeman walked over and put his hand on Brendon’s shoulder. It startled him out of an exhausted sleep. The first thing out of his mouth was, “Is she going to be okay…officer?”


“No, son. I’m afraid she’s not going to be okay,” the policeman answered. “Now, suppose you tell me exactly what happened.”


Brendon couldn’t believe it. He felt sick inside. He knew it was an accident—knew that the car was out of control—knew he had never even seen her there. But when he spoke, words just started pouring out. Words that were far from the truth. “I don’t really know. I was on the next street over. I heard some tires squealing. And when I turned the corner, there she was. I picked her up and carried her here, to the hospital.”


“The night nurse confirms you brought her in, son. But now that you’ve told me what you’ve told me, it might interest you to know that Shamus McElwane has a newsstand near that very corner, and he witnessed the whole thing. You better come with me.”


At the pre-trial hearing, Brendon relented and admitted he was driving the car. But he said he didn’t know the other two men the newsstand operator had seen. What good would it have done, he told himself. He was driving. They weren’t. He had agreed to go with them. He had acquiesced and made the decision to do as he was told and start toward Feldman. And he was the one who then lost control of the car. So he told the court there were two fellows who had come out of a nightclub too drunk to drive. He offered to drive them back to their hotel for five dollars and they accepted. But when the accident happened, they panicked and took off in the car.


It seemed plausible, the judge thought. The witness had indicated it appeared the car was sliding on the slick street. The event itself seemed to be simply a tragic accident. And the young man had tried to render aid by taking the victim to the hospital. But the district attorney was an ambitious man, hungry for notches on his belt that could help him move up the political ladder. He reminded the court that a young, innocent life had been snuffed out. He felt that it was his duty to at least pursue a charge of vehicular manslaughter.


Unsure that one tragic event should lead to another, and times being what they were, the judge proffered a Solomonesque proposal to the prosecution and defense. Alternative one; the boy would stand trial for manslaughter, where the next years of his life would be dependent upon a jury of twelve good citizens, well and true. Alternative two, the manslaughter charge would be dropped and the death ruled accidental if the young man would enlist in the army, where able-bodied men were needed and his ultimate fate would be left to the almighty.


The prosecution, not wanting to be seen in any way as unpatriotic, agreed.


The defense, after consulting with their still guilt-ridden client, rejected the unknowable outcome of a jury trial, and Brendon Killian O’Byrne accepted the offer of service to his country.





Chapter 3


Los Angeles, California, March 1943


The corners of the white linen tablecloth rose and fell with the vicissitudes of the cavalier breeze coming off the astoundingly blue Pacific. White china, cut crystal, and filigreed silverware kept it firmly anchored even when Paul Cassidy raised the glass of California Chardonnay to his lips. Which he did often. He wasn’t exactly sure when having lunch with his parents had become such a trial. He only knew that it was now something to be endured rather than enjoyed.


A violent hacking cough broke the stillness of one of the many silent pauses that filled their familial gatherings. The elder Cassidy had held it in as long as he could. But what must come out will. Be it phlegm or philosophical differences.


“Oh, Charles, do you have to do that at the table? Drink more water. I’m continually telling him to drink more water. But he won’t do it, Paul. You know how stubborn he is.”


Clearing his throat, Paul’s father responded, “Don’t like water. Never have. You know what Bill Fields said about it. He said I never drink water. Fish fuck in it.”


Wincing, Paul’s mother replied, “How absolutely vulgar. What a vulgar thing to say over lunch, Charles.”


“Nonsense. It’s funny,” the older man replied. “Dirty is dirty if it’s dirty for dirty’s sake. But if it’s dirty for fun’s sake, that’s a different matter.”


“I know vulgar when I hear it, and that was vulgar. Wasn’t it, Paul?”


“Shockingly so, father. Can’t you see how offended I am? In fact, you may well have put me off my wine. Let’s see.” He raised his glass and took another swallow. “Ah, luckily I’ve survived. Still tastes pleasant as it did prior to your atrocious vulgarity.”


“Paul, you’re making fun of me,” his mother said. “How rude. What a rude thing to do.”


“Afraid your mother’s lost her sense of humor, son. A terrible thing to lose one’s sense of humor. Or one’s sense of proportion. That’s important too, I guess. But not as important as a sense of humor.”


“I would never make fun of you, mother. I was just having fun with you. Just injecting a bit of levity.”


“Well, at least your humor wasn’t vulgar, like your father’s. He’s becoming less and less refined, I’m afraid. Probably because of those objectionable people he has to deal with now.”


“I am here at the table, you know, Margaret. You can address me directly rather than referring to me.”


“I just don’t see why you had to take that position, Charles.”


“It was my duty, dear. We all have a duty to do something for the war effort.”


“That’s silly,” Paul’s mother responded. “We have no duty to involve ourselves in Mr. Roosevelt’s war.”


“It’s hardly Mr. Roosevelt’s war, mother. I mean Pearl Harbor was bombed, you know.” Then he couldn’t help himself from adding, “It was in all the papers.”


“Heading up our district’s War Relocation Authority is not only an honor, dear,” Charles’s father said, “it is vitally important.”


“Absolutely, mother,” Paul piped up. “Can’t have those subversive Japanese gardeners running amuck in Pacific Palisades.”


“No need to make light of it, Paul,” his father replied. “Sabotage is no laughing matter. There’s too much at stake to take chances.”


“I think the chances of a seven year old Japanese schoolgirl blowing up one of our west coast refineries is a bit far-fetched. Don’t you, father?”


“Well, the kids might not be a threat, but we can’t just relocate the parents. Who would take care of the children?”


“Oh yes, I see, dad. It’s the humane thing to do. Just round up the parents, grandparents, kids, babies and all, and ship the lot of them to the Arizona desert so they can all be together.”


“We’re at war, son. Our whole way of life is at stake. Don’t you understand that?”


The wine was helpful but it had not been consumed in sufficient quantities to chill Paul’s rising temper. “I understand that we are rounding up Americans like cattle, and sending them off to God knows where to be kept for God knows how long.”


“They’re not Americans son, they’re Japanese!”


“Charles, be mindful of your blood pressure,” Paul’s mother inserted.


“The majority were born and raised here, dad. I thought being born in America made you an American.”


“There’s nothing deeper than blood, son. Where you’re born is never as important as who you come from.”


“What a depressing thought,” Paul snapped, pulling the linen napkin from his lap and tossing it on the table.


His mother quickly said, “Well, who would like some kiwi and sherbet?”


On the way back to his apartment, Paul took the coast road. He liked the way the wind felt coming off the ocean, tossing his blond hair back and forth on his forehead. He liked the sound of the waves lapping the shore. He even liked the salty smell of the sea and the way the light glinted off his windshield, moving from one side to the other and flaring a bright gold when the snaking path he was on turned toward the sun. All were sensations that helped him put things in perspective, and these days he seemed to need all the help he could get where that was concerned.


Paul Cassidy had always known he was a son of privilege. But for most of his youth, like most of his peers, he simply took it for granted that the houses in his neighborhood had swimming pools and tennis courts and servants of one particular ethnic persuasion or another. That’s just the way life was. When he thought about it at all, which was seldom, he rationalized that he had no choice as to his parentage, or how grand his home was, or how well off his family, friends, and neighbors happened to be. But when he started taking classes at the University of California at Los Angeles, he met all kinds of young people whose lot in life was decidedly different than his. And he began to ruminate more often on the rather good hand fate had dealt him.


Paul’s mother had wanted to send him to college in the east. She had grown up in Massachusetts and felt that one of the older, more traditional schools would provide a more impressive pedigree. But his father was a self-made westerner who had borrowed a thousand dollars for a real estate investment and subsequently turned it into a fortune. He saw no need to round rough edges off Paul, and he liked having his only son close by. Even if the boy had shown no interest whatsoever in land, high finance, or the inevitable convergence of the two.


When he entered college four years ago, he had taken an apartment near the school. His mother wasn’t keen on the idea. She thought he should continue to live at home. But his father simply said, “Do the boy good to get out and see how the other half lives. Maybe make him appreciate what he’s got a little more. And how hard you need to work to keep it.”


The effect, however, had been closer to the reverse. He became self-conscious that while he always had spending money in his pockets, his fellow students seldom did. He noticed that they seemed to study harder and cram more for exams, but he generally wound up with higher marks. He couldn’t help but observe that many of them had to take jobs at school, or off campus, simply to continue their education, while he never had to give tuition a second thought. And over his last year, he noticed that more and more of his male friends were having to leave school because they were being drafted. When he mentioned to his parents what was happening to so many of them, his mother would simply make a derogatory remark about the President and his father would mumble something about needs, quotas, and whatnot. But he’d always end his side of the conversation with “They don’t need everyone, you know, son. Don’t worry about it.”


There was a diner near campus that Paul and a number of his friends frequented in the evenings. The food was relatively good and remarkably inexpensive. Due to the location, the owner of the diner knew he was going to need a lot of students if he was to have a steady stream of customers. So he priced accordingly, which enabled the place to turn a reasonable profit and serve as convenient hangout for students and neighborhood residents as well.


When Paul came in after his last class, on the evening following his Sunday lunch with his parents, he noticed three acquaintances in a corner booth. Coffee cups rimmed their table. On his way over, he said to the girl behind the counter, “I’ll have a cup of coffee. And they’d probably like some more.”


He had barely slid in beside them when Tina Morton, from his journalism class, said, “Did you hear about Professor Hiroshi?”


“No,” Paul replied. “I don’t have any of his classes this semester.”


“Well,” Jaime Martinez said, “neither will anyone else for a while.”


“What do you mean?”


Tina answered before Jaime could. “He’s gone. The substitute Prof said he was on an extended leave of absence. You know what that means?”


Paul answered dejectedly. “It means he’s been relocated.”


“Yeah, relocated. You’d know all about that wouldn’t you, Cassidy?”


The undisguised sarcasm came from the third member of the group, Lev Goldman, a short, bespectacled, rather rumpled young man with dark hair and an attitude to match. His disdain for wealthy goyim was seldom masked. It wasn’t financial envy that flamed it. It was their exclusionary tendencies he found distasteful. And if some of them were like that, which they most certainly were, then all of them must be. At least that’s the way Lev saw it. In his mind, Paul’s friendship with those of a decidedly lower social strata was simply good-natured slumming. Nothing more. And as such, no quarter need be given.


“What do you mean, I’d know all about that?”


“Well, it’s no secret your father is head of one of the War Relocation Authority districts. It’s public knowledge, you know. The names of Authority members were printed in The LA Times the other day in an article suggesting readers write them and tell them what they think about this racist, anti-American practice. Seems that not enough people gave dear old dad the message.”


“There’s no way for you to know my father was involved,” Paul replied. “Different districts are responsible for different sections of the county.”


“See,” Lev quickly pounced. “You do know all about it. Or, at least more than you want to share.”


“Oh, give it a rest, Lev,” Tina interrupted. “Paul’s not responsible for what his father may or may not do.”


“Yeah, Lev,” Jaime chimed in. “Don’t be such a jerk.”


“Oh, I’m the jerk, am I? Well I don’t think Professor Hiroshi would think I’m such a jerk. He’s probably in the back of a truck now. Or on a railroad car being shipped off to an internment camp while we sit around talking about what a swell guy Paul is.”


“Look,” Tina said, “nobody likes what happen to Professor Hiroshi. And nobody likes what’s happening to all the other Japanese on the west coast. But when there’s a war on, all sorts of bad things happen to people. Sometimes with the best of intentions.”


“Oh, good intentions, is that it? Good intentions gone astray,” Lev began. “Well, you know I’m pretty sure people like Paul’s dad have the best of intentions. He’s intent on keeping California safe. So he carts off all the Japanese. Mussolini’s intent on keeping Italy safe. So Fascists bust heads and root out all the undesirables. Hitler’s intent on keeping Germany pure. So he rounds up all the Jews. You know who knows the most about good intentions gone astray? It’s the people who are affected by those good intentions. The people whose lives are turned into a living nightmare. But of course it’s not all of those people. Some actually get away. Some are tricky enough, or smart enough, or rich enough to get out while the getting is good. Right, Paul?”


“What are you asking me for? How the hell should I know?”


“Well, you should know,” Lev said, raising a folded newspaper above his head, “because it’s all here. Right here in the city news.” Quoting a headline, he read, “Famous European artists relocating to America.” Then he did his own editorializing. “To Los Angeles. To Pacific Palisades, that particularly upscale neighborhood one of us at this table is from. Of course you realize, European artist is simply a euphemism for Jewish artist. That’s right. Famous author, Thomas Mann, and renowned actor, Oskar Homolka. That’s right. Jewish author. Jewish actor. But then, I guess you don’t keep up with everyone in your neighborhood, do you, Paul? Just some people. The right people.”


“Lev, you know I don’t even live there anymore. My parents do. Give me a break, will you?”


Jaime added, “Yeah, Lev. Cool off, okay? What’s bugging you today, man?”


“It’s this war,” Tina said, before Lev could reply. “This damn war. It’s got everyone crazy jumpy. Especially everyone our age. You never know who’s going to get called next.”


“I just wish we could get it over with,” Paul added. “I think the sooner it’s over, the sooner everyone can get back to some sort of real life, you know.”


Lev, who had been ranting just a few seconds ago, now seem deflated, like an unknotted balloon that zigs and zags uncontrollably, then sinks to earth limp and lifeless. “Listen. Paul, forget what I said, okay. I got a bit carried away. I shouldn’t have lumped you in with the rest of the swell set. I didn’t mean to imply you were a rich shkutz.”


“No, you didn’t mean to imply it,” Paul said. “You meant to come right out and say it.”


The group giggled. But only for a moment.


Then Lev said, “Maybe Paul’s right. Maybe all we need is to get the war over sooner. You know who thinks that? The government, that’s who. I mean they must think that. Or why else would I have gotten this today?” Reaching in his pocket, he pulled out an envelope and dropped it in the middle of the table.


Everyone looked at it, but no one wanted to open it. So Lev continued. “It’s rather short and to the point, actually. It simply says I am hereby notified that I am being ordered to report for a physical examination pursuant to military service. So. Do you think that will help get the war over sooner, Paul?”


Paul looked at Lev but didn’t answer. Instead, he turned toward the girl he had spoken to when he came in, raised his voice and said, “Forget the coffee. Bring us four beers.”


* * *


Paul woke up early the next morning, fortunately no worse for wear after the multiple rounds of beers he and his mates had the night before. He showered, dressed, made himself a cup of coffee, then decided he’d walk to class because the sun-splashed California morning was simply too beautiful to spend inside. Leaving early, he ambled along a cement path that wound its way through manicured Bermuda grass, sculpted boxwood hedges, and trimmed sycamores. Coming upon an empty bench he decided to do something he almost never did—pause for a moment and take stock of his life.


Only a few weeks remained before graduation. He wouldn’t be at the top of his class but he was a lot closer to the top than the bottom. He had interned at a public relations firm the past two summers and they told him upon completion of his studies to see them first. There was no doubt in his mind they’d offer him a job. And there was no doubt why. The firm represented a number of his father’s real estate interests. They did what they thought was good for them. Who doesn’t, Paul thought. But that wasn’t all he thought.


How long could he keep it up, he wondered. How long could he keep acting like he was independent while accepting his father’s money, influence, and connections to pave the way for him. And how far did that influence go? Lev wasn’t the only friend he knew who got that letter in the mail. All around him, young men his age were being plucked off college campuses, pulled from grocery store stocking aisles, lifted from mechanic shops, factories, farms, even high schools to fill the swelling ranks needed to fight a world war. But somehow, he remained untouched, apart from it all, with his father’s words ringing in his ears. “They don’t need everyone, you know, son. Don’t worry about it.”


Paul wasn’t naive. He understood his father’s meaning. He was not to worry about what virtually every healthy young man in America had to worry about. His father would pull enough strings to make sure Paul wasn’t forced into anything. But how could his father pull enough strings to keep Paul from looking in the mirror every morning and being disappointed in the man he saw there. A man who took advantage of the advantages he had. A man content to let others carry the burden while he reaped the rewards. A man who would never know how much of a man he really was.


Three weeks from the day Paul sat on that bench, he graduated from college. Afterwards, he celebrated late into the evening with friends and family.


The following morning, unbeknownst to his mother and father, Paul decided not to go see the public relations firm about a job. Instead, he met with an army recruiter at the Hollywood station. The soldier told him there was an urgent need for men who could lead other men. In most demand he said, were college graduates who, after completing basic combat training, would move on to officer candidate school, followed by a commission in the United States Army. It wasn’t the recruiter’s well-rehearsed pitch that convinced Paul Cassidy to sign on the dotted line. It was something more. It was the thought of staring at that face in the mirror every morning for the rest of his life, and not truly knowing who was staring back.





Chapter 4


Sabine River, May 1943


Pine trees are immune to borders. The ones in east Texas are indistinguishable from the ones in west Louisiana. But Riley stared out the window anyway, thinking he might be able to spot some minor difference between the two. After all, he had been told all his life that everything was bigger in Texas. He knew such talk was ninety percent exaggeration, but still he scanned the treetops for any noticeable differences.


The Greyhound bus taking him to the mobilization training center at Camp Polk rolled through the Piney woods more like the tortoise than the hare, continually picking up and dropping off passengers at drug stores, post offices, and bus stops in hamlets too tiny to even be referred to as towns. More often than not, the passengers were young men in the same situation as Riley. Now and then, there were older women and men on their way to visit ailing family members. Leisure had yet to become a reason for travel in this part of the South.


The draft board let Riley finish his semester and graduate before having to report. Board members were tasked with meeting quotas but allowed to exercise some degree of restraint where timing was concerned. In their tiny corner of the world, they knew most of the boys and the parents of the boys they were sending off to war. So they did what they could to be flexible. Within limits of course. A country building an army of citizen soldiers couldn’t rely on patriotism alone. Only about a third of the fighting force needed was made up of voluntary enlistment. The other two-thirds had to come from conscription. It was the proverbial dirty job someone had to do.


In the days and weeks prior to Riley’s departure, he and Gwen saw each other as often as they could. It was easy during breaks at school. Nights were harder. Gwen’s parents didn’t allow her to date during the week. So most of their time spent alone was on weekends. Weekends that seemed to fly by once they knew their time together would soon be ending. Both tried to keep from repeating what had happened their first night together. But noble objectives were no match for young love and raging hormones. And while the talk after their lovemaking centered on how much they cared for each other, each had a foreboding sense of finality that kept them from discussing the future. She thought hard about asking him to marry her before he had to leave. He thought hard about asking her to wait for him. But their thoughts never quite made it into words. Eventually, she promised she’d write him every day. He promised he’d get word to her as often as he could. Their last time together was the day before he left. They didn’t try to find a secluded place to make love. It somehow didn’t seem appropriate on so solemn an occasion. Not knowing quite what to say, their goodbye was awkward and more abbreviated than it needed to be. Each wanted to be strong for the other. So neither cried. Both saved their tears and shed them once they were alone.





Chapter 5


Illinois Central, May 1943


The Main Line of Mid-America clicked and clacked its way along the iron rails that connected Chicago to New Orleans and Birmingham. The Illinois Central railroad had recently upgraded to diesel-electric power, cutting two hours off the twenty it had previously taken to make the run. Switching from steam to a more powerful mode of locomotion was just one of the changes a wartime footing was bringing to the country. The sooner passengers could get from one place to another, the faster they could get on with what they had to do. For most it was conducting business. For some it was familial obligations. For others, like Brendon, it was simply transport to training. The government, in its infinite wisdom and frequently inexplicable logic, had bundled its monthly quota of conscripts and enlistees from the Midwest and shipped them off to be taught soldiering in Louisiana. Apparently more facilities existed there for combat training. At least that’s what Brendon heard the other recruits saying as they boarded the train.


He had never been south. In fact, he had never been out of Illinois. When you live in Chicago you don’t think much about going other places. Why would you, Brendon mused. Inhabitants of the windy city had virtually everything anyone might need. If not in your own neighborhood, in someone else’s. A self-contained universe, that’s what it was. But now he had been expelled from that universe and he was on his way to Dixie.


Eighteen hours is a long time to spend on a train. Reflection becomes inevitable. Brendon had no second thoughts about his decision. Spending time in prison was not something he wanted to risk. No matter how slight the chance might have been of his actually being convicted of vehicular manslaughter. What an awful word, Brendon thought, manslaughter. In his case it was even worse. Child slaughter. How do you ever get over that? The tragedy had lingered in his mind, never completely out of his thoughts, since the night it happened. He knew it was an accident. He knew he never saw her when the car was spinning. But he knew just as certainly he had been involved in something awful. He couldn’t forget the way her body hung limp in his arms. The way she never opened her eyes as he carried her through the snowy streets. The way she just seemed to crumple onto the stretcher like a rag doll when he reached the hospital. Was she already dead? Had he carried a little dead girl from a street corner to the hospital? Did they simply not want to tell him right away? Did they even really try to save her? Or was he simply looking for some way, any way, to have someone else share responsibility for what had happened?
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