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Good night my dear,
You must never fear—
For your love is here,
And she’ll hide you from everything.

’cuz you, my dear,
You’re my everything,
You’re the song I sing
When my nights are starless.


CHAPTER 1
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Given a different day, a different hour, she might have jumped with him. That thought, perhaps, shook Esther most of all.

Two hours before Charlie Fadden perched himself on the edge of the top floor of the Roosevelt Mercy Hospital, Esther Lange had fed him cookies and beat him soundly in a game of gin rummy.

He’d taken the cookies, smiled at her with eyes that appeared lucid, and declared that she couldn’t possibly beat him in poker, if she dared to play, and what book was she reading to the patient in bed number six, because he had a few questions himself.

Thornton Wilder. The Bridge of San Luis Rey.

She understood his question. Why did unexplainable events happen to the innocent?

Perhaps that particular piece of conversation accounted for why she found him on the roof with the biting wind pasting his flimsy army-issue pajamas to his skeleton, staring out over the blanketed town of Roosevelt. Still, she should have seen the desperation rising in his eyes, right?

Another moment she longed to snatch back, replay.

Somehow she had to learn how to stop living with one eye over her shoulder. Or she’d end up on the roof, like Charlie.

A full moon and the splatter of stars along the Milky Way illuminated the GI, his hands whitened on his crutches, staring into the clear midnight. He glanced over his shoulder at her with a wild-eyed fury. “Get away.”

Esther drew a breath from where she crouched near the chimney, her fingers digging into the brittle cement, the petroleum odor of the tar roof curdling her nose. Her bare legs prickled against the lick of the night air.

“I can’t do that, you know. I’m here to help you.”

“There ain’t no help for me.” He turned away, his shoulders rigid.

She glanced past him, measuring the distance to the ground below.

The blackout curtains washed the town into the milky darkness—the Queen Anne–style homes, the bungalow “box houses,” purchased once upon a time from Sears Roebuck and Company, the stately colonials, the few Victorians with their steep-roofed towers and ornamented gables—like Caroline’s boardinghouse, all nested between the budding oaks, maples, and elms, the balsam firs, and occasional cottonwoods, the sidewalks that cordoned off Locust, Park, and Walnut streets. A gentle town, filled with hardy German immigrants, the kind that sent their boys to war in the land of their ancestors.

Her gaze tripped over Judge and Mrs. Hahn’s three-story French Empire monstrosity, with the mansard roof that sat like a cap upon the house, the round windows’ eyes despising the peasantry along Pine Street. Above it all, the twin spires of the Lutheran church parted the night.

And as if it were a woman in repose, watching the doings of the Wisconsin hamlet, the dark shadow of the Baraboo range lounged along the horizon.

What it took for Charlie to drag his shattered body out of the second-story convalescent ward, down the hall to the roof access closet, up the ten-foot ladder, and out to the crisp, fluorescent night, well… Despair made a person lose herself sometimes.

Charlie, for sure, had left too much of himself on the beaches of Normandy.

Her feet scuffled as she stood, but Charlie didn’t move, as if contemplating freedom.

Of course Esther should tell him not to jump.

Of course she should scream that life was worth living. Really.

Of course she should remind him that he couldn’t fly, and a nearly three-story plunge wouldn’t release him from his wounds.

But the words lodged in her throat.

Because PFC Charlie Fadden was right. Up here on top of Roosevelt Mercy Hospital, flying seemed downright congenial.

Even triumphant.

Especially with the stars swelling against the velvet black of midnight, so resplendent that she could probably pluck one from its mount. She’d tuck a jewel in the pocket of her apron and after her shift take it home to Sadie and save it for the dark, starless nights ahead.

Yes, plucked, not caught from the sky, but a gal in her position couldn’t wait for providence. She had to create her own starlight.

Perhaps Charlie wrestled his way to the roof to wrangle his own pocketful of stars. For a breath, she clung to that hope, even glancing back at Caroline for confirmation.

Caroline’s nightingale cap hung askew on the back of her head, her hay-spun hair vagrant in the wind as she perched on the ladder that led to the roof access, peering out over the rim of the opening.

Esther had lost her cap the moment she climbed onto the roof. She should have thought to bring a coat, but one didn’t stop to consider such items as her nurse’s cape when tracking down escaping GIs.

Charlie shuffled to the very edge of the brick border, his moaning twining with the wind even as he peered out over the edge.

Please, Charlie, don’t…

He dropped his crutch. Spread his arms, as if to gather the wind to his breast.

“Charlie!”

He glanced again over his shoulder, and for a staggering moment, she thought she might have dislodged the voices that deformed Charlie from a boy who’d simply survived—while his buddies perished next to him—to a twenty-one-year-old battle-fatigued veteran with a lifetime of ache in his eyes.

“No one blames you….” No, not when he’d lain helpless, his leg shattered, his body scraped raw, soggy, and half-drowned in some sandy gully hedged with barbed wire while the groans of his compatriots bled into his mind. Until, of course, after two days, they’d simply died to silence, leaving only the growl of Panzers to drill into his bones, curdle his mind.

“I’m a coward.” His voice turned to washboard, jerky and stiff against the wind, sharp-edged with the remnants of winter. He drew in a breath, turned away from her, and she lunged at the moment to inch farther across the roof, away from the chimney.

“Es—!” The wind snatched Caroline’s hiss, tossing it into the night, away from Charlie’s notice. Esther waved her friend away.

“Charlie, you’re not a coward. You’re hurt. Come back inside. This isn’t the way to—”

“I don’t understand why…” He turned again to her just as a spotlight from below—thank you, Chief Darren—rebuffed the darkness.

For a brutal second, Charlie stood in brilliance, the bath of light carving out his scars: the reddened gnarl of skin on his neck dragging down the left side of his face, the knotted hand, three fingers barely recognizable. And of course the stump that she’d just finished redressing, the residual portion of his leg right above his knee, now puckered and hot with an infection.

But only his eyes frightened her. No longer wild, they’d calmed to a deadly, smoldering gray, nearly sane.

As if he’d already weighed his options.

“Charlie, please don’t move.”

He narrowed his eyes. Then slowly, painfully, shook his head. “I can’t live like this. I ain’t got nobody. Them guys were my family.” His jaw clenched then, only the heaving of his breast evidence of his battles.

She ran her hands up her goosefleshed arms. “That’s not true, Charlie. You have family here. Me, and Caroline, and the rest of the staff at Mercy—”

“You ain’t my family. You have a family. Your husband—your daughter. You have people who love you.”

She didn’t know where to start arguing. First, she hadn’t actually married Linus Hahn yet, thanks to the war. And she could hardly call Linus’s words a proposal. More of a decree, or an epitaph.

As for people who loved her…

“Charlie, I am your family—you aren’t alone. And you’re getting better, every day…” She dug deep and lied better than she thought she could. But then, after three years of practice, what did she expect? “You will recover—and you’ll find someone—”

“I’m trapped! I’m trapped in this mangled body and there ain’t no fixin’ it.” He turned away, cursed at the cadre of spectators below. “There ain’t no fixin’ this.”

His words dug into soft flesh and caused Esther to abandon herself and simply walk out beside him. His bedridden, almost antiseptic odor poured over her, and she made the mistake of looking down, all three stories. The spotlight blinded her, blotted out the stars, and she had to close her eyes, lest she wobble forward.

She extended her hands, wide. Imagined herself instead—

“What are you doing?” Charlie’s voice turned to a wisp of horror.

She inhaled the scent of the cedar, the breeze weighty with the birth of spring, the redolence of grass needling out of the winter thatch. Yes, up here she might exhale, might even find her footing.

Or…fly.

“You’re scaring me.”

She opened her eyes, smiled at him. “Then we’re even, aren’t we, soldier?”

He considered her a moment, a flicker of anger in his eyes. Good, a piece of sanity she could grasp. Tug, hold on to, make him again consider hope.

Although, from where she stood, with the stars winking from the sky, freedom on the wing, away from the cloistered odor of the dying, perhaps he wasn’t the crazy one.

She shivered then. “There are people down there, watching. The guys from the ward are probably at the windows. You don’t want them to see you jump.” But her voice sounded thin, even tinny. “And no matter how much you wish it, private, you can’t fly.”

Swallowing her words, she found something honest. “Charlie, don’t think for a moment that I—that those guys haven’t stood on this edge and wished to fly away. To escape the moments that hold us captive, the people we see in the mirror. This war has stripped everyone down to the bone, and it’s not pretty.” She reached for his damaged hand, squeezed the cold, ridged flesh.

“I don’t know why you’re alive and your buddies aren’t. I do know that we all gotta believe that there’s something bigger ahead of us. Something better. That God isn’t laughing at the way our lives turned out.” The wind chapped her wet cheeks. “Maybe He’s even crying.”

Not for her, however. Never for her.

She drew in a breath. “You didn’t come home in a box, Charlie, and that’s not a sin.”

Charlie drew in a long breath, his knurled grip tightening. “Is it a sin to wish I had? Because it feels like it.”

Yes, it did, didn’t it? The truth inside Charlie’s words could tear her asunder.

The wind had fingers and tugged her hair from its netting, pushed her toward the edge. Perhaps…

No.

She had Sadie, after all.

“I hope not, Charlie. I hope God understands. But you can’t find out this way. You have to believe that God spared you for a reason. Don’t give up now.”

Sunday school words, but she poured them out as if she believed them. Another sin, perhaps. But she allowed herself to taste them, to swallow them down despite the bitterness, and hoped Charlie did too.

He just stood in the limelight and held her hand.

She trolled her heart for something more, some pithy, poignant wisdom. But she starved on her own feeble encouragements and had nothing left for Charlie.

They should have sent beautiful Caroline out here to stand by him on the edge, but then again, Caroline might be even more bereft of words than she.

After all, Esther had a daughter. And, as long as she returned home every day without a telegram waiting on the bureau, Linus lived.

Linus lived.

If she looked down, the distance might just knot her stomach. She shuffled back, away from the lip of the roof. “C’mon, Charlie, let’s go inside. It’s cold out.”

He didn’t move. “I can still hear the German saws. The machine guns drill into my brain when I sleep, and the sound is shrapnel through my entire body.” His voice emerged, aged. “I try to wake up, but I can’t. And then there are the meemies. They drop with a whistle, and I know they’re coming, my breath stiffening inside me. Then everything erupts and turns into a thousand needles in my skin, under my skin, lifting it from my bones.”

He closed his eyes. “But that’s nothing compared to the tanks. They rattle, the rumble chewing my insides. I want to move, but I’m paralyzed, so I hold my breath, waiting for them to mow over me. There’s shouting, sometimes, but I can’t open my mouth, and besides, they’re too far away to hear me. So, I lie there. And it’s—it’s dark. Very dark. And…I lie there….”

She looked at him then through the water in her eyes and nodded.

Nodded.

She meant to convey that she understood, that she, too, relived the sounds of her own demise, although hers had been whispers, laughter, and soft, lethal words. But she could understand how you could lie paralyzed, the sound of your voice trapped in your throat. Or the feeling of something bigger than yourself mowing over you, crushing you.

But perhaps Charlie didn’t read her nod that way.

It happened so fast that later she couldn’t piece out the movements in her mind. She wanted to believe that he’d been leaning out too far, that maybe he lost his balance.

Wanted to believe that he didn’t jump but merely toppled forward over the edge of the hospital roof.

For one terrifying, quick moment, she fell to her stomach, her hand gripped to his.

And oh, she knew it, he gripped it back. She felt his stump fingers tighten in hers, a pulse of hope, of redemption.

She knew it because when their hold broke free, it snapped, like the ice breaking beneath her feet at the edge of winter, crisp and sharp and fatal.

Not at all like flying.
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Fort McCoy Army Base

Wisconsin

May 1945

To Miss Esther Lange,

I admit that I don’t exactly know how to begin this letter. Perhaps with a description of myself, only that can’t possibly matter in balance with the way we are meeting. I am not sure how to ease into the information of how I came upon the contents of this envelope, what details would be pertinent in this moment, or on the contrary, overwhelming. I suspect this letter is quite late, and fear it reopens wounds. For this, I apologize.

I’ve never been a man of eloquence, as comfortable on the back of my uncle’s Ford Ferguson, plowing up the soft, dark Iowa earth as I am trying to field dress the wounded, so I ask your forbearance as I unravel the events of our meeting.

Let me clarify, for by now, you must be thinking, get to the point! Of course. I am a medic, not a man of war, but I found myself in battle on the border of Germany, in a town called Beisdorf on the 10th of February, of this year. My task was simply to retrieve two fallen comrades pinned down for two days. I had no idea that your friend Linus would be with them.

I am sorry for your loss. I am sure he was a good man. Trusting. Honorable. I saw this in how he allowed me to tend to his wounds, and I admit they appeared significant. Without burdening you with painful images you might inaccurately conjure, let me say that he didn’t suffer. He had adequate morphine on his person, and I used it for his comfort. He also offered it to the others—those I’d come to attend, and they benefited by his generosity.

We were unable to immediately evacuate our location, and thus, I spent a goodly amount of time with Linus. He talked of his family in Roosevelt, and of course mentioned you. As morning crested, I assessed his wounds further, and only then did he pass along this envelope to me. He pressed it into my hand, asking me to send it to you, fully trusting I would keep my word.

And, by God’s grace, I promised I would.

Reinforcements came for him—for us—at dawn, yet I suspect you already know his fate. Let me say that while I returned to America, I kept this letter upon my person at all times, waiting for the opportunity to send it, to do that one right thing in an age when everything else feels askew. I know, for me, the world has turned kilter for quite some time.

I again apologize for the delay in sending this. I pray the fulfillment of my promise and the contents of the letter might give you some comfort in the darkness of your hour.

Regards,

Peter Hess

Medic


CHAPTER 2
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Listening to the oxygen, watching the yellow tubes, the IV over his bed feed life into his veins, Esther wasn’t sure who to blame for the life of the man in bed sixteen.

Chief of Surgery Neil O’Grady…or God.

One of the two had kept Charlie alive. His heart continued to beat, despite the fact he’d shattered his good leg, crushed nearly all his ribs on one side, and cracked his skull. They’d had to drill it open to save his life.

She should be praying for him to live. Instead she found herself at the end of his bed, her hand blanched around the metal footboard, her heart choking off her breathing as she stared at his distorted, purple-ballooned face, his shattered eye socket, now Frankenstein grotesque, his leg, pieced together with spikes slung above the bed.

He’d just wanted to be free.

“You did good in there,” Caroline said, brushing past her. She pressed her fingers to Charlie’s wrist, counted the second-hand clicks on her watch. She checked his IV drip then reached for the BP cuff. “It’s like you knew what the chief was thinking. You had the right instrument in his hand even before he said it. You’re an amazing surgical nurse.”

“There weren’t enough nurses on duty. Someone should have been here, watching him. Where was Rosemary? She was due on at seven this morning.”

“Probably spent the evening at the USO and overslept. Must be nice not to have to go home to an empty bed.”

“Caroline!”

“Just because she doesn’t have a man to write to doesn’t mean she shouldn’t be doing her part.” Caroline glanced at her, added a lilt to her voice, Kate Smith on the radio, “Can you pass a mailbox with a clear conscience?”

“At least she’s not pining for some soldier. She’s the lucky one, to be single, to not have to worry every night, fight the darkness with prayers of desperation or grief.”

At Esther’s words, Caroline shot her a look, something in it Esther couldn’t decipher. “Uh, that wasn’t directed at you.”

For a moment, grief pulsed between them, that empty place where words fall shallow. Then, Caroline turned back to Charlie.

Esther reached for something to erase her gaffe. When would she remember that Caroline had actually loved her fiancé? “Besides, maybe Rosemary was out spotting for enemy aircraft. Never can be too careful.”

“Probably saw a blackbird and called it in as a Messerschmitt. Good grief, who’s going to bomb Wisconsin?” Caroline hooked the BP cuff onto Charlie’s arm, unwound her stethoscope from her neck. “You should rethink that application to the nursing management program.”

“I have a daughter, Caroline. When would I attend classes? Who would take care of Sadie?”

Caroline finished listening to Charlie’s vitals then removed her stethoscope and unhooked the BP cuff. “Maybe I would.”

She didn’t look at Esther when she said it.

Esther smoothed her hand along the metal bed frame. “Linus said he doesn’t want me working. Once he comes home…”

“That’s his father talking. Linus met you when you were working, and he certainly knows you have a job you love.”

“Linus met me at a USO event. Everyone worked for the Red Cross. He couldn’t distinguish me from a recreation worker. For all he knew, I served donuts and made coffee.” She lowered her voice. “Linus took about as much time looking at me as I did him.”

Caroline picked up Charlie’s chart, made a notation. “So, you start over. He might not be as prosaic as his old man. Talk to him—how hard can that be?”

You trapped my son into marrying you. She shook the judge’s words from her head. See, that’s what fatigue did to her. Fatigue and watching a young man try to end his life. Despair seeped into the crannies she’d tried so hard to bind.

Except, maybe Linus would end up being nothing like his family. “How is Charlie?”

“He’s holding on. I don’t know how.” Caroline hooked the chart back on the end of his bed. “I’m beat. I’m going straight home, to bed, and you’d better too. You’re two hours into the next shift.”

Esther picked up the dusky odor of cigarette smoke as Caroline moved past her. “Thank you, Caroline.”

“Get some sleep.” Caroline slid her arm over hers. Kissed her on the cheek. “And think about what I said.”

Esther watched Charlie’s oxygen breathe for him, his chest rising and falling with the forced air. Probably she should pray—a gasp of penitence swelled inside her. But she swallowed it down.

What could she say, really?

Instead, she walked to his bedside, touched his maimed hand. “I’m sorry, Charlie.” Then she turned and walked the gauntlet of ten other men recuperating in the surgical ward, taking pulses, blood pressures, checking IV bottles. Her body buzzed with the residual adrenaline of the surgical theater, the smells of Betadine, and blood lodged in her senses.

She had kept up with Dr. O’Grady. Had anticipated his requests. Had been essential to saving Charlie’s life, benefit or no.

She liked being needed. In charge.

It stirred inside the old ambition, and she tasted it for a moment, standing in the sunlight at the last bed. A dangerous sweetness that left in its residue only bitterness.

She hung the chart on the end of Lieutenant Nelson’s bed. She couldn’t wait to get home, climb into the lumpy double bed in the attic with Sadie, savor those last precious moments when her daughter’s lips lay askew, moisture at the corner of her mouth, her chestnut hair tangled in curls, her pudgy body sweetly limp with sleep even as she burrowed into her mother’s chest.

Only, with the sun already clearing the hips of the Baraboo mountain range, perhaps she’d join her daughter for some of Bertha’s porridge.

Caroline appeared at the doorway, her topcoat over her blue uniform, gloves crushed into her boney hand, a flush on her face. She gestured to Esther.

Oh no, please let it not be a code—

“It’s over!”

“What’s over?” Esther strode past the beds.

Caroline met her, tucked her arm into Esther’s. “The war—it’s over!”

“What?” Esther spied a cluster of nurses at the desk down the hall, could hear a male voice cutting through the static of the radio.

“It’s President Truman—Germany surrendered yesterday. The war is over.”

“I can’t believe the war’s over!”

Esther recognized the voice of Ellen Savage, fresh out of nursing school, too young, it seemed, to even understand the significance of her words. Or perhaps not, because her brother was stationed on a ship somewhere in the Atlantic.

Over.

“It’s over?” This voice from Lieutenant Simon, who appeared at the door of the fourth ward, his pajama arm floppy, his head bandaged from his last bout of skin grafts. She’d just begun to get used to seeing a man with so much of himself missing. “It’s really over?”

“Back to bed with you,” Esther said, catching him before his dizziness sent him to the linoleum floor.

“The Nazis surrendered?”

She draped his arm over her shoulder, turned him back to the twenty-bed ward, the long-term convalescents who waited for prostheses, more surgery, or even to simply remember their names.

She didn’t look at bed sixteen.

“They must have.”

“I heard yesterday that Berlin was burning. We got ’em on the run!” PFC Jimbo Harris used the t-bar to pull himself into a sitting position. His upper body had doubled in size since he’d begun PT in gym, and he’d become a traffic hazard in his wheelchair. Just two days ago, he’d caught up with Esther and pulled her onto his lap, nearly toppling the stack of linens in her arms, living proof that a guy didn’t need legs to be a charmer.

She lowered the lieutenant back into his bed. Gave him a sturdy look and got him a drink of water. “As soon as we have more information, I’ll send the nurse in, boys.”

But, for a moment, she stood there, cataloguing the remains of the men who’d come home. They’d all left too much of themselves across the ocean. They deserved people who honored them.

Loved them.

Longed for them with open arms.

She pressed her hand against the swell of acid in her chest.

The war had ended. Which meant hers had too.

She brushed past the celebration at the nurses’ station and headed to the locker room, where she retrieved her coat, her hat. Her hands shook as she tried to pin it to her head, skewering herself twice.

The pin dropped to the floor, bounced under the long bench.

Maybe she didn’t need a hat.

She’d just abandon her hair to the wind. After all, the war was over.

Flags flapped in the wind, the sun hot upon her cheeks as she walked down Park, turned right on Third, passed the church, and then turned again on Pine.

She waved to the Walkers, dodged Ernie Olson as he pedaled to school, his lunch pail swinging over the handlebar. Probably school would be dismissed, but she didn’t call after him.

She found Sadie waiting for her on the front step, dressed in her Sunday sailor dress with white trim, her hair in high pigtails.

“Mama!” Sadie leaped to her feet, threw herself down the front steps and into Esther’s arms. “We’re going to church!”

Esther tucked the little girl close, inhaled the Camay embedded in her skin. So Mrs. Hahn had bathed her too. “Why?”

“The war is over. We need to thank God, of course.” Arlene Hahn worked on her gloves as she descended the front steps. Dressed in a light blue wool suit and a pair of contraband hosiery, prim in a pillbox hat and veil as if she might be going to luncheon at the Rotary, she appeared to have already recovered from the four years of rationing, the sleepless nights.

The shame of her illegitimate granddaughter.

She stopped in front of Esther. “No hat?”

“Not today.”

Mrs. Hahn nodded, her lips in a knot of disapproval. Esther supposed they might someday just solidify putty that way. “I don’t suppose you’ll be joining us.”

Esther swallowed, kissed her daughter’s creamy cheek. “No.” She put her down. “Mind your grandmother.”

Mrs. Hahn held out her hand for Sadie.

The toddler skipped alongside her grandmother, down the sidewalk, as if on her way to a party, nothing to weigh her steps.

Esther watched her. Last time she remembered skipping may have been the day she’d met her sister Hedy at the train, that last time Hedy visited the Lange farm in Ames, fresh from the big city of Chicago. The memory rose so crisp, so vivid, Esther could smell the green corn in the fields, the earthy redolence of her uncle’s pig farm as they rode in the back of her father’s 1925 pickup, taste the crisp August air, the tang of her mother’s apple pie waiting on the windowsill. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from her beautiful sister, with her painted red lips and that funny accent and the mysterious way she called her “dahling.”

It took nearly a decade for her eight-year-old brain to comprehend why Hedy didn’t want to ride up front with her parents. Or why, after giving Esther a white-as-snow rabbit stole, Hedy fought with her parents over it.

And why, two days later, Hedy left, never to return.

Esther climbed the step, noticed the V-Home sticker in the window—probably they could take that down—and opened the front door. The house still bore the chill of the Wisconsin winter, the coal furnace having been shut down for the season, the windows opened at Easter, during cleaning. From the kitchen at the end of the hallway, the remnants of cinnamon, the tinge of nutmeg beckoned her.

Maybe Bertha had left her some porridge on the stove.

Esther shucked off her coat, hanging it on the mirrored rack, pausing too long to sweep her blond hair back into place. After today’s shift, she felt eighty, rather than twenty-six, and the etchings around her eyes didn’t offer any solace.

Oh yes, Linus would be thrilled to see her. Maybe he wouldn’t recall what she looked like. She might not have remembered that little scar on his jaw, the nearly pitch darkness of his eyes, except for his photographs on the living room wall. Mrs. Hahn had assigned her to Linus’s bedroom after she’d arrived, outcast from the Red Cross and destitute on her doorstep, armed with Linus’s letter, three months pregnant and desperate, and there she’d also lived with Linus’s face, in boyhood, staring at her from the corner shelf.

She endured being an interloper in their lives until three months before Sadie’s birth, when she’d begged to be allowed to clean out a place of habitation in the attic. Where, perhaps, she might see the stars and sing her child to sleep without Mrs. Hahn’s puttering presence.

Oh, sure, she could hardly wait for wedded bliss.

That wasn’t fair. Linus would be a perfectly adequate husband. He would provide for her and Sadie, and perhaps they would come to love each other.

What choice did she have, really?

Sometimes, the moment—the one where he asked her if she was sure, if she knew what her yes meant—rushed at her, gulped her whole. Oh, how had she let her independence, her overseas assignment with the Red Cross, the fact she and Linus were shipping out to war, cajole her into departure from her senses?

No, actually, it was her senses that took over in that sultry, alluring moment. The way Linus danced with her, as if he needed her, the musky allure of his cologne, Benny Goodman in her ears, the taste of his kisses.

Indeed, her senses had betrayed her, and she’d departed from the woman she’d wanted to be, the places she wanted to visit, the love she had pledged to wait for.

That starless night outside Fort Dix, in Atlantic City, she’d lost herself.

And three years later, she still couldn’t seem to find the Esther she’d left behind in the front seat of his Ford.

With the war over perhaps she’d never find her.

Esther treaded down the hallway to the kitchen. Yes, there on the stove, in the aluminum pot, a batch of milky porridge and covered in a towel, fresh bread.

She lit a match, turned on the heat to the stove, poured herself a glass of milk from the icebox, and then cut herself a piece of bread, standing at the counter to tear it into pieces, watching a squirrel contemplate its way up the cottonwood outside.

“Oh, Esther, you’re back.” Bertha came into the kitchen carrying a fresh stack of starched table linens. In her midfifties, dark-haired and solid, the woman had long ago mastered English, although her native German still spiced her words. She routinely refused to speak about the family—a mother and two sisters—she’d left behind in Germany when she’d immigrated at the age of seventeen. “Did you see the letter I left for you on the bureau?”

Esther stopped chewing, the bread caught in her throat. She reached for her glass, washed the bread down, meeting Bertha’s eyes. “Letter? Is it a…”

“Och! No!” Bertha caught her hand. “Nothing like that. It’s just a letter.”

Just a letter. “I haven’t heard from Linus in almost two years.” No, he’d sent her to his parents and forgotten her. Not to mention Sadie.

“It’s not from Linus.” Bertha picked up the linens.

Not from Linus? Perhaps her mother… But she hadn’t written to her since Esther informed them, as succinctly and gently as she could, that she’d defied everything they’d ever taught her, and God too, and given herself away.

She turned off the heat to the bubbling porridge, finished the milk, and returned to the hallway.

There it lay in the center of the bureau, white and bold, with red and blue striping on the sides—an aerogram. She’d walked right past it as if she were blind. She picked it up, studied the handwriting. Crisp, neat, the addresser clearly possessed an education.

The return address read Fort McCoy, the base just thirty miles north of Roosevelt.

A soldier.

The envelope felt bulky, as if it contained something else.

She opened the flap, probably too fast, for the paper ripped, and out dropped another letter. It hiccupped on the floor, twice folded and grimy, a plain brown envelope. She stared at it, her heart jammed into her ribs, climbing up her throat.

No.

She just…wouldn’t pick up it up.

Just leave it on the floor. Just put her foot over it. Just… But she bent down and scooped it up, her breath turning to razors. Fingerprints on the outside, brown and ruddy, and a smell, the faintest tang of blood—or perhaps sweat—rose from the paper.

She held both letters in her hand, not sure, unable…

Oh, God, please—no…

She dropped the aerogram on the bureau and unfolded the brown envelope. Read the words scrawled on the front.

To Esther, upon my death.
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Esther stood outside the door to Linus’s room, the door closed, her hand palming the smooth walnut.

Downstairs, Bertha fried cabbage and onions for lunch, a dish she’d brought over from Dusseldorf, back when the Hahns paid her way across the ocean. The tangy enticement of onions frying in butter nearly detoured Esther back downstairs.

She touched the letters—Linus’s still unopened—curled together in the pocket of her apron. She’d read the letter from the soldier, the one who’d been with Linus during his last hours.

Linus’s letter, however, remained sealed.

What if he’d poured out his heart to her? Told her that only she kept him alive? His silence over the past two years had actually loosened the stranglehold of guilt around her heart. Until today.

What if he truly had loved her?

Perhaps that, more than anything, made her a harlot.

Are you sure?

Oh, she should have said no. Why didn’t she say no?

She gripped the brass door handle. Closing her eyes, she willed herself to hear Linus’s voice. Soft and low, with an edge of husk, and luring her into dark places, it had sent a forbidden thrill through her when he bent close on the dance floor. There isn’t another as beautiful as you, Esther Lange.

Ah, there he was, lurking on the outskirts of her heart. She grabbed at him, clinging, hoping for the appropriate fist around her heart. She turned the handle, the moment ripe, and entered his past.

His mother made Bertha dust his room once a week, and Esther had barely moved the books from his desk, never removed the clothing from his closet, or even peered into his dresser drawers. No, for three months she’d lived out of her tattered suitcase, reading Linus’s vast collection of Hardy Boys, listening to Fibber McGee and Molly, Benny Goodman and Bing Crosby, The Adventures of Ellery Queen on his Emerson—anything, really, to fill the hours.

Finally, six months pregnant, she’d gone to the hospital and begged Dr. O’Grady for a job. And she’d moved into the attic.

Now she stood in Linus’s room and drew in his scent—Old Spice, only now stewed with the boyhood smells of leather footballs and starched cotton. His letterman’s sweater hung in the closet, and on the floor, side by side, his polished loafers.

Linus never seemed more of a mystery than the day she first sat on his patchwork quilt and ran her hand over his child inside her.

Pennants from Notre Dame and more locally, the University of Wisconsin, hung on the wall over his bed, and on the shelf beneath the night table lay copies of Argosy Weekly, with a picture of Zorro swashbuckling in a green Spanish conquistador’s outfit and a red matador’s cape gracing the top cover.

She lowered herself again to the quilted bedspread—the springs squealed—oh, how she’d frozen in horror the first night, realizing every movement squawked her unwelcome presence down the hallway and into his parents’ bedroom.

She picked up the boys’ magazine, paged through it.

“He sprawled right there, the first Tuesday of every month, when that came in the mail, and read it cover to cover.” Bertha stood in the doorway. “And then I’d find him in the backyard, the next day, acting it out. Zorro, or the Lone Ranger. He had such an imagination, that Linus.” She came in, closed his closet door. “Already I see so much of him in Sadie.”

Bertha saw Linus in Sadie? To Esther, Sadie seemed her own unique, perfect imprint in the world. She put the magazine back and turned to find Bertha handing her a picture.

“One of my favorites. He was two. Same as Sadie.”

Esther stared at the picture, traced her finger along the pudgy cheeks, the twinkle in his eyes, the high and tight crew cut. She cupped her hand around the face. Yes, there, of course.

Sadie.

The fist tightened. Yes. Linus had deserved a woman who loved his fascination with comic book heroes and teenage sleuths. Had deserved a woman whose letters contained not the trivial, but passionate petitions to return home to her arms.

Had deserved to watch his daughter grow up in his likeness.

The pain came swift, sharp, grabbed her by the throat, burned tears in her eyes.

There, finally. She closed her eyes, surrendering to it.

“What is it?” Bertha said quietly, removing the picture.

Esther wiped a tear from her cheek. Shook her head.

Bertha pressed her hand to the glass of the picture. “I know. I pray every day for his safe return. And now that the war is over, perhaps my prayers have been answered.”

I suspect this letter is quite late…

No. In fact, it had clearly preceded the army’s cruel telegram, or even a visit from Reverend Myers. At least now she had a warning, could plot her words, her exit from their lives.

And, until then, she would say nothing. She had no right to destroy their world, having already unraveled it enough.

Esther turned away, looked out the window. Overhead, the sky celebrated victory with a glorious blue, not a hint of cirrus, the sun triumphant upon the day.

Of all days, she longed for rain, tears upon the windowpane, a chill that might embed her bones and cause her to steal the quilt from his bed, inhale his scent, and let his loss hollow her.

And, for Sadie’s sake, it could.

She drew a breath, wiped her tears, turned to Bertha. “How long have you worked for the judge and Mrs. Hahn?”

“They paid my passage over when I was sixteen. Mr. Hahn’s father is my father’s second cousin.”

She saw her then, the black hair, dusted with gray, pulled tight into a bun, the sinewy, strong arms, the day dress protected by a gray apron, sensible black shoes, a woman in shadow. “You’ve worked for them since you were seventeen, haven’t you?”

“I worked for Judge Hahn’s parents first, but when Mr. and Mrs. Hahn married, they asked if I could come and work for them. Of course I did. I practically raised Linus.”

Something about the way she said it, with a downy fondness in her voice, made Esther pause….

Linus’s death would rip a gash through Mrs. Hahn, through the judge, through even Bertha that nothing could repair. Their only son, lost on the battlefield.

Only Sadie left to balm the wound.

Bertha set the picture back on the shelf, pressed her fingers to it, as if leaving behind her affection, and Esther’s breath lodged in her lungs.

Sadie belonged to the Hahns.

Even if Esther left, the judge and Mrs. Hahn would never allow her to take Sadie away. Judge Hahn would see to that—whatever it took.

“Are you all right, Esther? You look pale.”

Esther rocked up from the bed, steadying herself on the side table, finding her voice, the one she used in the ward when talking to the soldiers. “Everything’s fine. I—I just had a long shift, and I’m rather hungry.”

“Your porridge is downstairs. I dished it up for you to cool.”

Esther turned to the window, her eyes blurry again. She couldn’t decide why. “Thank you.”

Sadie and Mrs. Hahn skipped up the walk, their hands swinging between them.

“Are you sure there is nothing wrong?”

Esther’s fist curled around the letters in her pocket. Maybe he wasn’t dead. After all, they hadn’t received a telegram. Not even an MIA…

She closed her eyes, hearing the door squeal downstairs.

“Mama!”

No one had to know. Until they received an official telegram, no one needed to know.

There’d been enough desperation for one day.


CHAPTER 3
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May 1945

Green Lake, Wisconsin

Dear Miss Lange,

I am not sure how to answer your question. Obviously, I could begin with the facts. I believe he may have shattered all the bones in his leg, including the thigh bone or femur and both bones below the knee, the fibula and tibia. I worried about the blood flow to his foot, due to the cyanotic color. I also feared that he might have at numerous broken ribs, due to the instability of his chest. He also had an open wound that extended into the chest cavity. I did my best to seal it. Because of the darkness, I was unable to determine further bruising or swelling on his body. I also believe he may have had a concussion, because at points he lost coherency and reverted to his childhood as I talked with him.

As to how his injuries occurred, I cannot accurately ascertain. As I mentioned in my previous letter, I came upon him quite unexpectedly, assigned instead to assist two other solders in the same location. When I discovered his wounds, of course I attended them after determining the other two solders under my care had been sufficiently tended. I can only guess at the circumstances that wounded him.

The German army had fortified the Seigfried Line, the southern flank of Field Marshall von Rundstedt’s stronghold. Admittedly, it seemed an impregnable defense, located beyond the Our and Sauer Rivers, now torrent with the spring thaw. I remember the night of February tenth, when the attack commenced, an icy rain dripped through the coniferous forest and down the back of my coat. I worried my medic pack might be saturated.

Then, the German line exploded. The 80th Infantry coordinated their attack to light up the pillboxes that fortified the steep incline from the rivers, and in the eerie glow of the flames, I could see the infantry charging up through the rocks, hitting the dirt as screaming meemies, tore open the forest, churned up the ground. Assault boats swamped in the river, and the German line littered the onslaught with artillery and machine gun fire. The world turned to fire, despite the hounding drizzle.

My world, then, became a blur of dodging bullets, pulling the wounded to safety, assessing them through triage, dressing their wounds, only to repeat this, hour upon hour.

The 80th broke through the Seigfried line sometime that night and pressed forward through Wallendorf, in house-to-house, hand-to-hand combat. It was in the middle of this desperate hour that I found myself in Linus’s company.

To be sure, I didn’t care for his nationality. Only knew that, after hours of dodging mines and mortars, chewing dirt, the rain and blood seeping through to my skin, my ears numb with the thunder of artillery and the moans of my compatriots, I hated this war.

I still hate it. With everything inside me, I long for the hot Iowa sun on my face, the earthy lure of freshly turned soil. The melody of the breeze over the fields.

As to your other question—did Linus speak of you in his fading hours? You must know that talking with such injuries as I detailed was difficult. However, he did talk of Roosevelt and his love for his family, how he missed fishing in the Baraboo River. He mentioned someone named Bertha, for whom I believe he holds great affection. He spoke of her in his delirium, those incoherent moments when he believed himself a child. And, when he cried—perhaps you shouldn’t know his weakness, but the truth is, too many men cry when peering at their final hours—he called out for her. He spoke of others, although their names began to blur as the night progressed.

I can also assure you of the great depth of emotion in his tone when he asked me to give you his note. I can only imagine you are a childhood sweetheart, one perhaps whom he had forgotten until the war. Or maybe you are a cousin. I myself have fond affection for my cousin Shelby in Mason, Iowa, with whom I once accidentally burned down my uncle’s hay barn.

I wish I could deliver a happier account to you. I know your friend must be greatly missed, and I am happy to answer any further inquiries, although I confess, I try to revisit that night as rarely as possible.

Best,

Peter Hess

Medic
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Glenn Miller’s “Little Brown Jug” bee-bopped into the night as Esther opened the doors to the Germania building-turned USO Hall off Main Street. A Red Cross VICTORY! banner hung across the back of the hall, over the community band ensemble—a trombone, drums, trumpeter, and bass player—including, much to her surprise, Dr. O’Grady on the saxophone. Ladies dressed in v-necked swing dresses, a few with real stockings instead of the line drawn up the back of their legs, and men in uniforms lindy-hopped around the wooden dance floor.

The room pulsed with a cheer that no longer felt manufactured. Indeed, the entire country seemed to be rejoicing, the Ladies’ Auxiliary wild with planning the Fourth of July pie social and parade. Mrs. Hahn nearly wore a hole in the kitchen floor linoleum next to her telephone.

Esther hung her trench coat on the racks by the door then, glancing into the mirror, fixed her hair back into its snood and pressed her hands to her cheeks. Her bones seemed to protrude even more and shadows hung, traitorous under her eyes.

“There you are!” Caroline bumped up next to her, rolled out a shade of siren red lipstick, smoothed it over her lips. She seemed brighter than usual tonight, her creamy brown hair parted Veronica-Lake style, pincurled into waves, and she wore a floral wrap dress that restored what remained of her figure, as bombshell as she could manage.

Caroline drew in a long breath. “Tonight, I’m going to dance.”

“Indeed. Where did all these service men come from?” The soldiers milled around the punch table, some seated at tables, most of them gaunt, wounds in their eyes. But they tapped their feet, eyeing the women who’d dressed their best for their heroes.

“It’s a victory party.” Caroline stepped back, surveyed Esther. “Why are you wearing your uniform?”

“I have a shift at eleven and I didn’t want to go home to change.”

“Horsefeathers. You don’t want the judge and the Mrs. to know you’re here.”

Esther pressed her lips together.

Caroline turned her to the dance floor, hooked her arm around Esther’s. “You have to tell them, you know. You can’t keep Linus’s letter a secret. It’s been two weeks.”

“I’m waiting for a telegram.”

“What if he’s lost—what if they never find his body?”

It seemed a betrayal to speak of him without so much as a spark of warmth. She lowered her voice. “Then they’ll eventually declare him dead.”

Caroline rounded on her. “Are you kidding me? That could take years. They’re still trying to locate missing soldiers from the Great War. You’ll wait for decades in limbo, locked in their attic, waiting for Linus to be declared dead!”

“Keep your voice down. I don’t think the entire town heard you.”

Caroline narrowed her eyes. “You don’t want to tell them.”

Esther met her narrowed eyes with her own. Then looked away.

“Why not?”

“Because as soon as they find out that Linus is gone, they’ll throw me out. I need time.”

“Come and live with me. There’s room in the boardinghouse.”

“I need to go farther than that. If they find me, they’ll come after Sadie.” She said it softly, but the words still made Caroline clamp her mouth shut, as good as a slap.

“They wouldn’t.”

“They would. How many times have you told me you wished you and Wayne hadn’t waited, that you’d gotten pregnant with Wayne’s child so you’d have something of him? Sadie is all they have of Linus. Of course they’d keep her. And why not, I hardly blame them.”

“She’s your daughter.”

“Yes. And she’s Linus’s daughter. And their granddaughter.”

“Which means you’re going to spend the rest of your life locked up in their attic?”

Esther closed her eyes. “I didn’t come here to fight with you. I wanted to show you this.”

She reached into her jacket, pulled out the aerogram then handed it over to Caroline.

She took it, read the address. “It’s from him.”

“I just got it.” Esther ran her slick hands down her hips, drying them. “Today. I got it today.”

Caroline had already opened it and was scanning it. “I can’t believe you wrote to this GI.”

“I just thought that maybe if I knew what Linus was thinking… Maybe he didn’t love me either. Maybe…”

Caroline held up her hand, cutting off Esther’s words, her eyes glued to the page.

Over Caroline’s shoulder, Esther noticed two wide-shouldered servicemen eyeballing them from their café table. “Uh, I think I’ll have some punch.”

She shuffled Caroline—still caught up in the letter—to the punch table. Rosemary poured her punch, handed her the cup, her smile stiffening, not even bothering to hide her resentment. And why not? Rosemary had more hours, more seniority, and yet, more often than not the doctors chose Esther as their surgical nurse.

Still, something about her—perhaps her too-bright smile—moved a place inside Esther. She would have liked to have made friends with the redheaded nurse.

Now, Esther ignored Rosemary and guided Caroline to a table.

The men had turned away, perhaps watching them in their periphery. The band started in on “Don’t Sit under the Apple Tree.”

“He doesn’t even mention Sadie. What kind of man doesn’t mention his daughter on his—” Thankfully she cut off the rest of her words, although Esther could guess “deathbed.” Caroline put the letter down, shook her head, those brown eyes so wide that Esther wanted to hug her. “And who are you?”

“I don’t know. The friend. The cousin. You tell me.” She leaned forward, taking Caroline’s hand in hers, crushing the letter. “But don’t you see—maybe he didn’t love me! Maybe he thought back to that night and cringed too. I don’t know, I guess I was thinking that if I show this to the judge, he’ll understand the entire thing was a big mistake, and that Linus and I just… ”

“Sinned?”

Esther jerked. Took her hands away. “Yes. Sinned. But I can only ask their forgiveness so many times before it feels futile.”

Caroline shook her head and folded the letter. “That’s not what I mean, Es. I know you’re sorry. And frankly, I understand.” She handed her back the letter, not meeting her eyes. “Wayne and I were terribly tempted before—well, that’s why we wanted to push up our wedding date and get married at the base.”

“Sadie is my entire life. I won’t lose her.”

Caroline smiled, waved to a huddle of nurses who walked in the front door. “Then show the judge the letter. You’re right, if Linus didn’t love you, then maybe they’ll stop holding on so tight.” She turned back to her. “What did his letter say?”

“I haven’t opened it yet.”

Caroline stared at her, words on her face that Esther had no trouble reading.

“I—I can’t. I keep thinking… Well, what if he did love me? What if his last words were of adoration, and longing, and…”

Or, what if he knew, had guessed from her veiled letters that she hadn’t loved him back? “I can’t bear that, Caroline. I already stare at the rafters every night and ask what kind of woman hopes the war won’t end? What kind of woman hopes with everything inside her that her fiancé doesn’t come home?”

The kind of woman who deserved Caroline’s expression.

“See?” She shook her head. “If he loved me… Oh, Caroline, that makes me even more of a scarlet woman, don’t you see it?”

“A scarlet woman to whom?”

“To…myself.” Esther’s voice shook and she lowered it, looked away. “Myself.”

Caroline stood there, saying nothing.

The music changed, slowed, and the band leader added romance with the bittersweet crooning of “At Last.”

At last, my love has come along…

From the open window the fragrance of spring, a lilac heavy with bud, perfumed the night.

The men at the café table rose.

“I need to get to work.”

“Stay for one song, Es.”

“Not this one.” She got up, backing away just as the two men approached. One, she recognized as having spent a month in the ward. He seemed to be walking well, his fractured leg healing.

I believe he may have shattered all the bones in his leg, including the thigh bone or femur and both bones below the knee, the fibula and tibia.

What if Linus didn’t die, but came home without a leg? Or a face like Charlie’s? Could she love him then, if she didn’t love him now, her memories of him still whole?

She imagined him, lying in the darkness, the medic, Peter, beside him, packing his wounds, shivering. At least he hadn’t been alone.

“Would you like to dance?” the soldier she’d seen in the ward asked. Esther shook her head, hating the disappointment on his face.

“I have to get to work.”

That tempered his expression, and she cast a look at the girls around the punch table. The GI followed her gaze—and her hint.

On the floor, Caroline danced well in the arms of her partner, her smile fixed, her feet light. In truth, Esther missed dancing.

She wrapped her arms around her waist, smiling into the music, the memory of the USO club, the American flag turning the club patriotic, the room packed with the servicemen with chili-bowl haircuts, their youthful arrogance creating a wartime magic, the air rich with summer recklessness.

Can I have this dance, ma’am? In her memory, Linus swaggered up, leaned against the pole beside her.

Me?

“No, the hairy ape behind you. Of course you.”

Yet, the slightest hue of hesitancy in his voice, even the texture of fear in his eyes caught her, more than this attempt to be suave. Snappy in his pressed green-gray army jacket, the knotted tie, the shiny gold buttons—even his shoes gleamed. Yes. She let the soldier cajole her to the floor, let herself wrap her arms around his shoulders, let herself ease into his arms.

“You know how to dance,” she said with a smile as she caught his lead.

“Years of lessons.” Linus moved her out into a lindy circle, back in, back out, then into a closed jitterbug hold. “My mother told me she didn’t want me to embarrass her at the community socials.”

“Your mother seems like a smart woman.”

“That or just calculated.” He smiled, twirled her out, back in. She laughed, and even in her memory, the twinkle in his eyes charmed her stomach into a swirl.

She placed him a couple years younger than herself, although they all seemed too young. But he made her laugh with stories about basic training and the other yanks on his squad. And after the dance, walked her back to the Red Cross dormitory, properly, without a kiss.

The scoundrel.

He showed up every Friday and Saturday night for a month.

Kissed her on week three, and the night he got his orders, showed up in a borrowed, shiny 1942 Ford Coupe and whisked her away to the Flamingo Ballroom.

The band played “At Last,” a song she had yet to dislodge from her head.

At last, my love has come along. My lonely days are over. And life is like a song…

The fact she’d received her own orders from the Red Cross that afternoon contrived their undoing.

Are you sure?

I don’t know—

“Can I have this dance?” The question jerked her from the past. Another soldier stood before her, his hand extended. She stared at it, the lines of his palm, then back up to his face. He seemed a gentleman.

Didn’t they all.

The band hooted out “Chattanooga Choo Choo” and she froze.

Linus had leaned close, sung the words into her ear during this song.

You leave the Pennsylvania station ’bout a quarter to four…

“No—no, I’m sorry. No.” She brushed past the poor man, beelined for her coat.

Caroline met her there. “Where are you going?”

“I think—” She shook her head, picked up her coat. “I need to get to the hospital. Check on Charlie.”

“Charlie’s fine. Stay and dance. I saw that GI ask—”

“I can’t dance!” She rounded on Caroline, cut her voice low, affixed a smile. “I can’t dance. What if the Hahns found out?”

“How?”

Esther scanned the room, the dancers swinging to the beat. Her suitors had found other partners. Perhaps no one would care—after all, they were celebrating, right? She began to unbutton her jacket, but then she caught Rosemary, now standing on the sidelines, watching her from across the room.

Esther had always thought Rosemary had such dark, poignant eyes. Now, they seemed to bear something else, something Esther couldn’t quite name.

“I can’t stay.”

But Caroline wrapped her fingers around her wrist. “The longer you wait to tell the Hahns the truth, the tighter the noose around your neck. Linus is gone, and you’re free to dance.”

Esther stared at her, the too-red lipstick, her sunken, painted eyes. “I’ll never be free, Caroline. Not really.”

She hugged her friend then stepped out into the night.

A thumbnail moon hung above, the Milky Way blurry with the cover of clouds. She shoved her hands into her pockets, moving out of the nook of the dance hall.

Out of Linus’s disastrous embrace.

The hospital always seemed most despairing in the last hours of the day, when visitors had returned to the living and only the skeleton staff remained to endure the long vigil of the night. She hung her coat in her locker and slipped the deck of cards from the top shelf. If Mrs. Hahn caught her with a deck at home…

Well, even her own mother would cringe at the way Esther knew how to shuffle and deal out a deck of cards. But she’d learned for the troops. For Charlie.

Esther closed her locker, checked her watch. An hour until her shift started. She had time for a quick game with Charlie.

They’d moved him to a semi-private room two days ago, needing the beds in the surgical unit. Her shoes clipped down the hallway, and she ducked her head as she passed the nurses’ station.

Vacant. She tried not to let her mind wander to where the night nurse might be. With the advent of V-E day, people had begun to forget their priorities.

Yesterday she’d found a group of nurses in the break room, pining over two of the soldiers in the convalescent ward.

Someone had opened the curtains in Charlie’s room, let the wan light of the moon wax the floor, turn the metal bed to ice. Charlie lay, his head still bandaged, his leg still in traction. He’d begun to breathe on his own, but his gaunt form now turned him into a teenager. In the shadows his scars seemed less brutal, and she could make out the features that had once made him handsome. She had the crazy urge to run her thumb down his cheek. He needed a shave—another neglected duty from today.

She turned on the light next to the bed, filled a chin basin with water from the sink, set it on the table, then went in search of a shaving kit.

Pulling up a stool, she fitted a new blade into the razor and set it on a towel on the table. Then she dipped her brush in the water and worked the soap in the shaving mug into a lather. She wet his face then coated it.

“I promise not to nick you,” she said quietly. Charlie, of course, didn’t move. She shaved one cheek, cleaned the blade, then shaved the other cheek.

“You know, all the girls have been asking about you. They miss your crazy jokes.” She lifted his chin, ran the blade up his neck, avoiding his scars.

She washed the blade. “I went to a dance tonight. But I didn’t dance.” She finished up along his jaw.

“Why? Because I shouldn’t—you know that. I mean, Linus hasn’t even been declared dead. At least not by the army. And—well, what if he’s not even dead? Oh, I don’t know.”

She doused the razor again. “No, I don’t think I’m overreacting. Listen, I’ve already brought enough shame to his family.” She picked up the towel, wiped his neck. “Of course, it was his fault too. But it doesn’t exactly feel that way.” She leaned back. “Oh, Charlie, see, this is why you’re such a lady killer.”

She took the razor and bowl to the sink, dumped out the water, rinsed the razor, emptied the blade into the trash. “And no, Mr. Nosy, I haven’t told them. I mean, I don’t know anything yet, so it would just hurt them.”

Returning to the bench, she closed the shaving kit. “I don’t know what I’ll do. Caroline suggested the management program. But, well, that would mean more studying, and I’m already away from Sadie too much.”

She pulled out the pack of cards, unwrapped the rubber band. “Best two out of three?” She shuffled then dealt out his hand. Hers fanned out to a flush of hearts, a pair of tens, with the jack of clubs odd man out. “You open.”

She picked up his hand. Two useless flushes with a ten of diamonds. She discarded it. “I don’t know, Charlie, your hand’s a mess.”

She drew a queen and tucked it next to the jack, discarding a four of clubs. “You know, I wrote to that soldier, Peter. He was with Linus when he died. He’s a medic. I think he must be home on leave, although he’s stationed at Fort McCoy.”

She picked up the four, added it to his flush of clubs, and discarded a two of hearts.

“I keep thinking, he didn’t mention any injuries, but maybe he’s up there in the VA hospital, just like you.”

She added the two of hearts to her hand, moved the ten of clubs to join the jack and queen, and discarded the ten of hearts.

“I mean, what if he doesn’t have family either? What if he’s—well, not as handsome as you, of course, but maybe…” I confess, I try to revisit that night as rarely as possible. “Well, it’s difficult. You know.” She retrieved his hand, rearranged it. “I just keep thinking about what you said on the roof, about being alone, and of course, you’re not, but what if he feels the same way?”

She picked up the ten, added it to his hand. “Oh my goodness, you have a straight flush here. I’m in trouble.” She discarded his king of hearts.

She stared out the window to where the clouds moved over the cutout moon.

“I was thinking I might write him back. See if he needed anything. Maybe a care package. We have those extras in the Red Cross closet.”

She picked up her hand. Oops. “I’m honestly not trying to win here, but you’re going to have to learn to be more cagey.” She picked up the king and placed it between her ace and queen. “Gin. Better luck next time.”

She gathered up the cards. “I’m just getting better, you have to admit it.” She sighed, shuffling. “Okay, fine. I’ll write him one more letter, and just ask him straight out, so we know for sure—did he watch Linus die?”

“Linus died? Linus is dead?”

The voice, the shrill of it, rocked Esther off the chair. She turned.

Rosemary, still dressed in her red siren’s dress, her hair tied up in a snood, wearing a flower at her lapel, stood in the doorway. Her painted lips trembled. “Is he… When? When did you find out?”

“Rosemary, what are you doing here?”

“I followed you from the dance. I knew there was something wrong. You…” She advanced into the room, her dark eyes lit. “You tramp. You took him and now he’s gone. And he’s never coming back—and…” She closed her eyes, shook her head.

“Rosemary… Listen, I don’t know what’s going on—”

“Sadie should have been my child!”

Oh.

“I—oh, I’m so sorry—”

“Just stay away from me, just… You came here, and you destroyed everything. He was supposed to come home to me when he was on furlough before he shipped out. But he didn’t come home. He stayed in Atlantic City. With you. And now—”

“He’s not dead!”

Esther didn’t know exactly from where the words issued—or why—but they spat out of her, a wave of desperation rather than assurance. “He’s—I don’t know if he’s dead, okay? I got a letter from this soldier who said he…. Well, he thought he died, but we’ve never received a telegram, okay? Nothing. Not even an MIA. So, I don’t know.”

Rosemary stared at her, unblinking, as if trying to comprehend her words.

“I–I’ll find out, okay? Just don’t say…anything. Please. I don’t know, and I don’t want anyone to be upset. To jump to conclusions. You can understand that, right? Think of the judge and Mrs. Hahn. Think of their grief if it isn’t true.”

Rosemary continued to stare at her, or through her, her eyes fixed.

“I promise you, I never meant to hurt anyone.”

That shook the woman back to herself, and for a second: the words seemed to find a soft place, because her breathing hiccupped, as she held her hand to her mouth. Then she closed her eyes…

Took a breath.

Opened them.

“You might not have, but you did. And if Linus is dead—” Her breath caught, her hand behind it. But her jaw tightened, her voice lethally quiet. “I promise to make you pay for what you stole from me.”
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