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			For Cyrena Davison Keith 
and Edith Dudley Gardner, 
my grandmothers;

			for Kendra Levin, forever dear;
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				And when Hephaestus heard the grievous tale, he went his way to his smithy, pondering evil in the deep of his heart, and set on the anvil block the great anvil and forged bonds which might not be broken or loosed, that the lovers might bide fast where they were.

				So they two went to the couch, and lay them down to sleep, and about them clung the cunning bonds of the wise Hephaestus, nor could they in any wise stir their limbs or raise them up. Then at length they learned that there was no more escaping.

				—from The Odyssey, by Homer

				[image: ]

			

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]

				OVERTURE

				

			

		

	
		
			
				DECEMBER 1942

				I Hear a Rhapsody

			

			IT IS EARLY evening in the lobby of an elegant Manhattan hotel. Crystal prisms dangling from the chandeliers glow with soft electric light. On velvet couches near the fire, couples sit close, the men in officers’ uniform, the women in evening wear, resting their heads on their gentlemen’s shoulders. Restaurant garçons seat couples at dim tables secluded by faux-Greek marble busts and showy ferns, where urgent kisses may remain unseen.

			The orchestra warms up, then begins the strains of “I Hear a Rhapsody.” A lady singer fills the glittering stage with her amber-colored voice:

			
				MY DARLING, HOLD ME TIGHT

				AND WHISPER TO ME

				THEN SOFT THROUGH A STARRY NIGHT

				I’LL HEAR A RHAPSODY

			

			She’s not Dinah Shore, but she’s really something.

			A man and woman enter the lobby and approach the front desk. All eyes follow their progress across the Persian rugs. The man, colossal in build and stern of jaw, wears a fedora tipped low over his brow. When he reaches for a billfold from the inside pocket of his double-breasted pin-striped suit, the panicky thought occurs to the desk clerk that perhaps the man is reaching for a pistol. His black-and-white wing-tip shoes don’t look jaunty. They look dangerous. He makes half the men nervous, and the other half angry. He’s the kind of man who could crush you beneath his feet, and he knows it.

			But oh, is he beautiful.

			His lady friend, even more so.

			She wears a tailored, belted suit of deep blue that fits her better than skin. Her figure is the sort that makes other women give up altogether. From the waves of dark hair, coiffed and coiled under her cocktail hat, to her wide, long-lashed eyes peering out through its coy little veil of black netting, down to the seams of her silk stockings disappearing into her Italian leather pumps, she is arrestingly beautiful. Impossibly perfect. The scent of her perfume spreads its soft fingers across the lobby. Everyone there, man and woman, surrenders to their awareness of her.

			The tall man knows this, and he’s none too pleased about it.

			He riffles a pile of bills under the nose of the stammering clerk and snatches a key out of his unprotesting hand. They make their way through the lobby, with the man urging the woman forward as though time won’t keep, while she takes every slow step as though she’d invented the art of walking.

			They carry no luggage.

			Even so, a stooped and bearded bellhop follows them up the stairs and down the corridor. The violent glares from the tall man would have sent others fleeing, but this bellhop chatters as he lopes along on crooked steps. They ignore him, and he doesn’t seem to mind.

			They reach their room. Its lock gives way beneath the swift thrust and twist of the man’s key. They disappear into their room, but the persistent bellhop follows them in.

			He clicks the light switch back and forth rapidly. “Bulb must be out,” he says apologetically. “I’ll be right back with maintenance.”

			“Never mind,” says the man.

			“Bottle of champagne?” the bellhop suggests.

			“Scram,” the man tells him. He and his lovely companion disappear down the narrow hallway, past the closet and bath, and into the tastefully decorated suite.

			“As you like,” the bellhop replies.

			They hear the door open and shut. In an instant they are in each other’s arms. Shoes are kicked off, hats tossed aside. Jacket buttons are shown no mercy.

			One might not trust this man, and one might even envy or condemn this sort of woman, but no one can deny that when they kiss, when these two paragons, these specimens of sculpted perfection collide, well—

			Kisses by the billions happen every day, even in a lonely world like ours.

			But this is a kiss for the ages. Like a clash of battle and a delicious melding of flesh, rolled together and set on fire.

			They’re lost in it for a while.

			Until a cold metal net falls over them, and the electric lights snap on.

			“Evening, Aphrodite,” says the stoop-shouldered bellhop.

			

		

	
		
			
				DECEMBER 1942

				The Golden Net

			

			THE PRISONERS, stunned and blinking, have the squashed and deformed look of criminals who pull pantyhose over their heads to rob a bank. The golden mesh of the net, supple and translucent, presses down upon them with the weight of a ship’s iron chains. It’s a work of exquisite beauty and extraordinary cunning, but neither god appreciates its craftsmanship just then.

			Aphrodite’s lover tears at the net with savage fingers, but its glittering strands hold firm.

			“I’ll skewer you, brother,” he snarls. “I’ll smash your skull like an eggshell.”

			Most people would flee at the malice in that deep voice. But not Hephaestus. He’s not afraid of the massive god.

			“Don’t waste your breath on him, Ares,” says beautiful Aphrodite. She turns a withering gaze on her uniformed husband. “For a hotel this expensive, the service here stinks.”

			Hephaestus, god of fires, blacksmiths, and volcanoes, ignores the jab. He eases himself into a soft chair and stretches his misshapen feet before him on the carpet, then addresses the battle god, who is indeed his brother. Both are Hera’s sons. “Service everywhere has gone down the toilet since your latest war began. All the good men are overseas.”

			“Where they should be.” Ares thrashes again at the golden net. He tries to conjure a weapon from thin air. Normally this would be effortless for him.

			“No point,” advises Hephaestus. “Might as well be mortal, for all the good your power’ll do you. My net blocks you. Can’t have you escaping.”

			Aphrodite, goddess of passion, turns her back upon her husband. He catches her gaze in a long gilt-edged mirror.

			“You disgust me,” she tells his reflection. “Jealous, cringing dog.”

			“Jealous?” Hephaestus feigns surprise. “Who, me? With a wife so loyal and devoted?”

			If his words sting Aphrodite, she doesn’t let it show. She pulls her blue jacket back on over her blouse and knots a fetching little scarf around her neck. “Well, you’ve caught us,” she tells Hephaestus. “Netted like two fish in a stream. What do you plan to do with us?”

			“I’ve done it” is his reply. “Step one, anyway. Put you under arrest.”

			Ares and Aphrodite look at him like he’s mad, which is possible.

			“Step two: offer you a plea bargain.”

			Aphrodite’s eyebrows rise. “Offer me a what?”

			“A deal,” he says. “Renounce this chump, and come home with me. Be my faithful wife, and all is forgiven.”

			The clock on the mantelpiece gets two or three clicks in before Aphrodite begins to snicker. Ares, who has watched for her response, now guffaws with laughter. Too big, too loud, but he’s relieved, and he’s never been a good actor.

			“You think she’ll leave this for you?” He flexes his many (very, very many) muscles. They swim like dolphins under his glowing skin. The removal of his shirt has done glorious things.

			Hephaestus is drowning inside, but he’s come this far and he sticks to his plan. “You reject my offer?” he says. “Then I’m taking you to trial on Olympus.”

			The net, which had lain over them like a heavy blanket, now encircles and encloses Ares and Aphrodite like a laundry bag, while a chain hoists them upward. Their divine limbs, so impressive in marble statues, jumble every which way uncomfortably. The netting bag rotates slowly through the air, like a ham curing over hot coals.

			“What are you doing?” Aphrodite cries. “You put us down at once.”

			“Your court date has been moved up,” answers the bellhop. “Father Zeus will officiate at the bench, and the other gods will form a jury.”

			The goddess of beauty has turned a delicate shade of pale green. The spectacle of the entire pantheon of immortals howling and cackling at her mortification! Nobody knows the sting of gods’ mockery better than a god. And nobody knows your weak spots better than sisters. Those prissy little virgins, Artemis and Athena, always looking down their smug, goody-goody noses at her.

			Bagged like a chicken she might be, but Aphrodite still has her pride. Far better to bargain with her husband in a swanky Manhattan hotel than to quail before her entire family.

			“Hephaestus,” she says smoothly—and Aphrodite can have a brown velvet voice when she wants to—“is there, perhaps, a third option?” She sees her husband is listening, so she presses her advantage. “Couldn’t we just talk this out here? The three of us?” She elbows Ares. “We’ll stay in the net and listen. Ares will behave. Surely we don’t need to drag others into such a private matter.”

			Hephaestus hesitates. Privacy is Aphrodite’s domain. A hotel room practically gives her a home-court advantage. He smells a trick.

			But she does have a point. He, too, has pride to sacrifice upon the altar in hashing this matter out publicly.

			“Let me get this straight,” he says slowly. “You decline your right to a trial by jury?”

			“Oh, come off it,” says Ares. “You’re a blacksmith, for Pete’s sake, not an attorney.”

			Hephaestus turns to his wife. “All right,” he tells her. “We can do it here. A more private trial. I’ll be the judge.”

			“Judge, jury, and executioner?” protests Ares. “This kangaroo court is a sham.”

			Hephaestus wishes he had a bailiff who could club this unruly spectator on the head. But that’s probably not what bailiffs are supposed to do.

			“Never mind him,” Aphrodite tells her husband. “You’re already sitting in judgment upon us, so, yes, be the judge if it suits you.”

			Ares laughs out loud. “Tell you what, old man,” he says. “Fight me for her. May the best god win.”

			Just how many times Hephaestus has imagined that satisfying prospect, not even his divine mind can count. The devious and cunning weapons he’s devised, lying awake and alone at night, plotting a thousand ways to teach his cocky brother a lesson! If only.

			But you don’t accept a challenge to duel with the god of war. Hephaestus is no fool.

			Except, perhaps, where his wife is concerned.

			He produces for himself a bench and a gavel. “This court will come to order,” he says. “Let the trial begin.”

			

		

	
		
			
				DECEMBER 1942

				The Judgment of Manhattan

			

			HEPHAESTUS LOWERS THE net back to the couch and lets it expand so his prisoners can at least sit comfortably. They can stand up, but they can’t go far.

			“Goddess,” he says, “in the matter of Hephaestus v. Aphrodite, you are charged with being an unfaithful wife. How do you plead?”

			Aphrodite considers. “Amused.”

			Ares snorts.

			“You’re in contempt of court,” Hephaestus says. “How do you plead?”

			“On which charge?” asks the goddess. “Infidelity, or contempt?”

			Hephaestus’s nostrils flare. This is already off to a terrible start. “Both.”

			“Ah,” she says. “Guilty on both counts. But I don’t mean to be contemptible.”

			Hephaestus pauses. “You plead guilty?”

			She nods. “Um-hm.”

			“Oh.” He hadn’t expected this. The clever lines he’d prepared, the scalding words, they desert him like traitors.

			“I’ve disappointed you.” Aphrodite’s voice oozes with sympathy anyone would swear is sincere. “Would it make you feel better to present your evidence anyway?”

			Who’s manipulating whom here?

			She’s not afraid. No amount of evidence will matter.

			But Hephaestus spent months gathering it, so he submits it for the court.

			The lights dim. A succession of images appears in the air before them like a Technicolor film in their own hotel room. The goddess of love and the god of war, kissing under a shady bower. On the snowcapped rim of Mount Popocatépetl at sunset. Cuddling on the shoulder of an Easter Island statue. On the white sand beaches beneath the sheer cliffs of Smugglers’ Cove, on Greece’s own Zakynthos Island.

			“Hermes,” mutters Aphrodite darkly. “Zeus never should’ve given him a camera.”

			If Hephaestus had expected his wife to writhe in embarrassment at this damning proof, he has only disappointment for his efforts. She’s shameless. His brother is shameless. He was a fool to think he could shame either of them.

			The images fade. Silence falls.

			Aphrodite watches her husband.

			Hephaestus’s thoughts swirl. What had he expected? A tearful apology? A pledge to be true? He should’ve known this would never work.

			But he’d been desperate. Even Olympians, when desperate, can’t think straight. Of all the beings in the cosmos, Hephaestus is the only one who can’t pray to the goddess of love for help with his marriage troubles. The poor sap hasn’t a clue.

			“Hephaestus,” Aphrodite says gently, “this trial was never to get me to admit something you know I don’t mind admitting, was it?”

			“You should mind.”

			“Your real question,” she says, “if I’m not mistaken, is why don’t I love you?”

			“It’s simple,” Ares says. “She loves me.”

			Something is apparently hilarious to Aphrodite. Ares’s huge arms fold across his chest.

			She wipes her eyes and speaks. “I don’t love either of you.”

			Ares sits up tall and thrusts out his lower lip.

			“Hephaestus,” Aphrodite continues. He feels like he’s now in the witness stand. “Do you love me?”

			He’s not sure what to say. What’s she doing? He wishes his dumb brother weren’t here.

			“I’ll answer for you,” she tells him. “Of course you don’t.”

			“I . . . That is . . .” Hephaestus stammers. “I’m here because I want—”

			“No one can love me,” she says. “No one.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“That is the price,” she tells him, “of being the goddess of love.”

			Ares’s deep voice breaks the silence. “Don’t be ridiculous,” he says. “The only reason Father Zeus made you marry him was because all the other gods were fighting tooth and nail for your hand. He stuck you with him to avert a civil war. We all wanted you.”

			She shrugs. “I know you all wanted me.”

			Modesty was never her forte, but then, a humble god is hard to find.

			“I’m the source of love,” she says, “but no one will ever truly love me. The fountain of passion, but I will never know a true passion of my own.”

			Ares throws up his hands. “You’re nuts! Have you read Homer? Hesiod?”

			“Goddess,” Hephaestus says quietly, “what can you mean?”

			She gazes into his eyes until he squirms. “You male gods are all rapacious pigs,” she says dismissively. “I grant you, Husband, you’re less horrible than some. You all brag of your exploits. You’re no more loving than an anvil is. Fickle and capricious and completely self-centered. You’re incapable of love. Just as you’re incapable of dying.”

			“You’re calling us self-centered?” replies Ares. “You’re no Florence Nightingale.”

			“You have no idea what I am,” she tells him, “nor what good I do. I know what you think of my ‘silly romances.’”

			She turns to Hephaestus. “I might find a mortal to love me,” she continues, “but that’s worship, not love. I’m perfect. Mortals aren’t meant to love perfection. It disillusions and destroys them in the end.”

			Hephaestus is baffled. Aphrodite has no one to love her? He, the god of fire and forges, has no shortage of ore and fuel. Ares, the god of war, has been enjoying a blood-soaked century like no other in history. Artemis has no shortage of stags to hunt. Poseidon’s not low on salt water.

			And his wife, the gorgeous goddess of romance, is lonely?

			“Do you know what it’s like,” she says, “to spend eternity embedded in every single love story—the fleeting and the true, the trivial and the everlasting? I am elbow deep in love, working in passion the way artists work in watercolors. I feel it all.” She wraps her arms tightly across her chest, as though the room is cold. “I envy the mortals. It’s because they’re weak and damaged that they can love.” She shakes her head. “We need nothing. They’re lucky to need each other.”

			“Yeah, well, they die,” Ares points out.

			“Why have you never said this before?” Hephaestus asks her.

			“Why should I?” she says. “Why would you care? You think my work is stupid. You never come out of your forge.”

			She’s right. Not stupid, not exactly. But, perhaps, inconsequential. Iron—there’s something that lasts. Steel and stone. But human affection? Hephaestus, as any Greek scholar can tell you, wasn’t born yesterday.

			Aphrodite still looks cold. She couldn’t be. But Hephaestus breathes at the fireplace, and the logs laid out there burst into sizzling flame.

			Firelight plays across Aphrodite’s features. She tilts her head to one side. “Do you want to see what real love looks like?”

			Hephaestus looks up. Her eyes are shining.

			“Do you want to hear about my favorites? Some of my finest work?”

			“Yes.” Hephaestus’s reply surprises him. “I do.”

			A groan rises from the couch, but the goddess ignores War.

			“I’ll tell you the story of an ordinary girl and an ordinary boy. A true story. No, I’ll do one better. I’ll tell you two.”

			Ares lifts his head. “Do we know these stories?”

			“Barely, if at all,” she says. “You never pay attention to girls.”

			He snickers. “I beg to differ.”

			“I’m not talking about their bodies.” Aphrodite’s eyes roll. “You never pay attention to their lives.”

			“Ugh.” His head drops back. “I knew this would be boring.”

			Aphrodite’s eyes blaze. “I’ll make it easy on you,” she says. “My two stories involve soldiers. From the Great War. The First World War. You’ll know their names and their rank, at any rate. You may find that you remember bits of their stories.”

			Aphrodite’s dark-lidded eyes gaze out into the skyline of a Manhattan autumn evening. The Big Apple’s lights have dimmed, in case of German U-boats in the harbor, or Zeus forbid, Luftwaffe bomber planes from who knows where, but not even a global war can completely snuff out the lights of the City That Never Sleeps.

			Ares watches Aphrodite’s lovely face, and Hephaestus’s grotesque one. For the millionth time, the war god wonders what Zeus intended, forcing these two to marry. What a curse, to be yoked to that monstrosity! All the more tragic for someone so perfectly perfect as she.

			Why, then, does Ares find the hairs on his arms prickling with jealousy? Even now, though the golden net divides the blacksmith from the goddess, there’s something between them. Something he can neither conquer nor destroy. Impossible though it is, a silver thread binds Hephaestus and Aphrodite together, if only slightly, barring Ares from making Aphrodite completely his own.

			But what does he expect? They’re married, after all.

			“Goddess.”

			Aphrodite meets her husband’s gaze. He points his gavel at her.

			“Present your evidence.”

			When she tilts her head slightly, he smiles beneath his whiskers. “Tell your story.”

			Ares rolls his eyes. “Gods, no,” he moans. “Bring out the hot pincers, the smoking brands! Anything but a love story!”

			Aphrodite glares at him.

			“She’s always yammering on,” Ares says, “trying to tell me about some dumb love letter, some random kiss or other, and how long it lasted, and, by Medusa’s hair, what they were wearing at the time.”

			“Goddess?” says Hephaestus.

			“Mmm?”

			“Leave nothing out,” says the god of fire. “Make your tale a long one.”
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				ACT ONE

				

			

		

	
		
			
				APHRODITE

				Hazel—November 23, 1917

			

			I FIRST SAW Hazel at a parish dance at her London borough church, St. Matthias, in Poplar. It was November 1917.

			It was a benefit, with a drive organized for socks and tins of Bovril broth powder to send to the boys in France. But really, it was a fall dance like the one they held every autumn.

			While others chatted and flirted, Hazel glued herself to the piano bench and played dance tunes. The chaperones gushed about her generosity, putting others’ enjoyment before her own. Hazel was neither fooled nor flattered. She hated performing. But she’d rather stick pins in her eyeballs than make awkward conversation with boys. Anything was better. Even the spotlight.

			She thought she was safe. But music draws me like a bee to honey. And not only me.

			A young man sat some distance away and watched her play. He could see her hands, and the intent expression on her face. He tried not to stare, with limited success. He closed his eyes and listened to the music. But even as he listened, he saw in his mind’s eye the tall, straight form of the piano girl, dressed in pale mauve lace, with her dark-haired head lowered just enough to watch the keys, and her lips parted, ever so slightly, as she breathed in time with the song.

			Oh, the minute I saw those two in the same room, I knew it. I knew this could be one of my masterpieces. You don’t find two hearts like this every day.

			So I sat next to James, while he watched Hazel play, and kissed his cheek. Honestly, in his case, I don’t even think I needed to do it. But he had a very nice cheek, and I didn’t want to miss my chance. He’d shaved for the party, the little darling.

			I was jealous of how he watched Hazel, drinking in her music like water and tasting how she dissolved herself in it like a sugar cube. None of the girls whirling by held anything for him. He was a neat sort of young man, very careful about his clothes, as though he dreaded the thought that his appearance might offend anyone. He shouldn’t have worried. He wasn’t exactly handsome, not at first glance, but there was something in those dark brown eyes that might cause Hazel to forget Chopin for a moment or two. If she would ever look up.

			I slid onto the piano bench beside Hazel. She was so absorbed in her music that she didn’t notice my arrival. Of course, almost no one notices me, yet all but the hard-hearted do sense a new mood. Perhaps it’s my perfume. Perhaps it’s something more. When I pass by, Love is in the air.

			Of the young men present, some hadn’t yet left for battlefields. Others were home on leave (medical or R & R). To their credit, the girls were wonderful about those with ghastly injuries, and made the wounded feel like princes. A few lads worked war production jobs in weapons factories. Some saw them as cowards shirking the battlefield, but this crowd of girls welcomed them in good humor. They were practical, these Poplar girls, and they preferred local beaux over absent loves. Some enterprising girls hedged their bets and held on to one of each.

			The young ladies worked in munitions factories and in private homes as domestic servants. Not long ago they’d all been in school.

			And then there was Hazel. She played like the daughter of a duchess, raised under the eye of the finest musical tutors. But she was the daughter of a music hall pianist and a factory seamstress. Hazel’s father pounded the keys at night to keep the wolf from the door, but he taught his daughter to love the masters. Beethoven and Schubert and Schumann and Brahms. She played like an angel.

			James felt her angel music whoosh through his hair.

			Poor James. He was in a predicament. The one girl to whom he’d like to speak carried the party’s entertainment in her hands. To interrupt her would be unthinkable; to wait until the party ended would mean she’d disappear into the crowd.

			She reached a refrain, and I lifted her chin toward James’s watchful face.

			She caught his expression in full. Both of them were too startled, at first, to break away.

			Hazel kept on playing, but she had seen straight through those brown eyes and into the depths behind them, and felt something of the thrill of being seen, truly seen.

			But music won’t keep. So Hazel played on. She wouldn’t look up at James again. Not until the song was over did she sneak a peek. But he wasn’t there. He’d gone.

			It’s the quiet things I notice. Hazel exhaled her disappointment. She would’ve liked one more glimpse, to see if she’d imagined something passing between them.

			Hazel, my dear, you’re an idiot, she told herself.

			“Excuse me,” said a voice beside her.

			

		

	
		
			
				APHRODITE

				First Dance—November 23, 1917

			

			HAZEL TURNED TO see a forest-green necktie tucked carefully into a gray tweed jacket, and above it all, the face of the young man with the dark brown eyes.

			“Oh,” said Hazel. She stood up quickly.

			“Hello,” he said very seriously. Almost as if it were an apology.

			His face was grave, his figure slim, his shoes shined, and his dress shirt crisp. Hazel watched his shoes and waited for the heat in her face to subside. Did those shoes contain feet like her father’s, she wondered, with hair on top? Stupid, stupid thought!

			“I’m sorry,” the young man said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

			“That’s all right,” Hazel replied. “I mean, you didn’t.” A fib.

			The scent of bay rum aftershave and clean, ironed cloth reached Hazel’s face and made it tingle. His cheeks were lean and smooth, and they looked so soft that Hazel’s fingers twitched to stroke them. The dread possibility that she might act upon the impulse was so mortifying to Hazel that she very nearly bolted for the door.

			“I wanted to tell you,” the young man said, “how much I enjoyed your playing tonight.”

			Now, at least, Hazel had a script. Her parents had coached her over a lifetime of piano recitals in how to respond to compliments.

			“Thank you very much,” she said. “It’s kind of you to say so.”

			It was a speech, from rote, and the young man knew it. A shadow passed across his face. Of course it did, the poor darling—he only had one chance to interact with her, only one thing he could decently say: that he loved her music, that it took him away from this place, from this night, one week before shipping overseas to the Western Front, where young men like him died in droves, and that she, she, had given him this indescribable gift of escape, all the while being so sincere and fascinating in her absorption in the music. Propriety allowed him only to tell her that he enjoyed her playing, when he wanted to say so much more, and the one thing he dared hope was that she would feel how desperately he meant it.

			And her eyes, he now discovered, were wide and deep, rimmed with long black lashes.

			Poor James.

			Hazel knew she’d gotten it wrong. She swallowed her fear and looked into his eyes.

			“Truly,” she said, “thank you.”

			The shadow passed. “My name is James.” He offered her his hand.

			She took it, warm and dry, in hers and wished she didn’t have a pianist’s wiry, muscular thumb and fingers. Incidentally, that is not at all how James perceived her hands.

			“And you?” He smiled. Never mind Hazel; I nearly swooned myself.

			She blushed. If she did any more blushing, her cheeks might spontaneously combust. “I’m Hazel,” she said. “Hazel Windicott.”

			“I’m glad to meet you, Miss Windicott.” James etched her name into permanent memory. Hazel Windicott. Hazel Windicott.

			“And you, Mr. James,” replied the piano girl.

			He smiled again, and this time dimples appeared in his cheeks. “Just James,” he said. “My last name is Alderidge.”

			The stout woman running the entertainment, one Lois Prentiss, came bustling over to see why the music had stopped. An older woman, a favorite of mine named Mabel Kibbey, popped up like a gopher in a hole.

			“Miss Windicott has worked hard all evening,” she said. “I’m sure she’d like a moment’s rest. I’ll play for a spell. I think I know some tunes the young folks will like.”

			Before Hazel could protest, Mabel Kibbey had pried her out from the piano and pushed her toward James. “Go dance,” she said. In a blink, James led Hazel to the edge of the dance floor and offered her his arm. Dazzled by the pink spots on James’s cheeks, just above the dimples, she placed her left hand upon James’s tweed shoulder and rested her right hand in his.

			Mabel Kibbey struck up a slow waltz. James pulled Hazel as close as he dared.

			“I’m afraid I don’t really know how to dance,” confessed Hazel. “There’s a reason I stay behind the piano.”

			James stopped immediately. “Would you rather not dance?”

			Hazel fixed her gaze on his necktie. “No, I’d like to. But you mustn’t laugh at me.”

			“I wouldn’t,” he said seriously. He slid back into the music.

			“When I trip and fall, then?” She hoped this would come across as a bit of a joke.

			He pressed his hand a shade more firmly into her back. “I won’t let you fall.”

			Nor did he.

			James, in fact, was a fine dancer, not showy, but graceful. Hazel wasn’t, but she was musical enough to find the beat. James supplied the dancing. She only needed to follow along.

			I sat next to Mabel Kibbey on the bench and watched. This dance could be a beginning, or an end, depending on a thousand things. Could they speak? Would one speak too much? Or say something stupid? Should I do something?

			“They’ll be all right,” Mabel said, casting a glance my way.

			“Why, Mabel Kibbey,” I whispered, “can you see me?”

			She flipped the page of her music. “I’ve always seen you,” she said. “You’re looking especially well tonight.”

			I gave her a squeeze about the waist. “You’re a darling.”

			She twinkled. “It’s nice to know you’re still here for the young people,” she said. “This dreadful war. How they need you now.”

			“Not only the young.” I nodded in the direction of a spry older gentleman, seated across the room. “Would you like me to make you an introduction tonight?”

			Mabel laughed. “No, thank you.” She sighed. “I’ve had my day.”

			We both saw, then, a faded wedding photograph, an empty chair, and a gravestone.

			“Who’s to say you can’t have another day?” I asked her.

			She reached a repeat and flipped her page back. “You go see about Miss Hazel.” So I did.

			They had covered the basics: She was eighteen. He was nineteen. Hazel, only child, from Poplar, daughter of a music hall pianist and a seamstress. Done with school, practicing full-time and preparing to audition for music conservatories. James, from Chelmsford, older brother to Maggie and Bobby. Son of a mathematics instructor at a secondary school. He, himself, worked for a building firm. Or had, until now. He was in London, staying with an uncle. Here to see about his uniform and kit, before reporting for duty in a week, to be stationed in France.

			The war.

			You had to walk into the room then, Ares. A final ending, a permanent goodbye.

			Yet you were the reason everyone was there. The war was in every sermon, every street sign, every news report, every prayer over every bland and rationed meal.

			And so James went from stranger to patriot, hero, bravely shouldering his duty to God, King, and Country.

			Hazel went from stranger and pianist to reason why the war mattered at all, symbol of all that was pure and beautiful and worth dying for in a broken world.

			When I found them, their heads were nestled together like a pair of mourning doves.

			James, the soul of politeness, wouldn’t dream of drawing Hazel too close on a first dance. Which was not to say he wouldn’t like to. But Hazel, baffled by finding herself so safe and warm in the arms of this beautiful young man, realized, when the song ended, that she’d been resting her forehead against his cheek. That cheek, she had wanted to caress, and now, in a way, she’d done it. She began to be embarrassed, but as the other dancers applauded, James cradled her in his arms, and she knew she didn’t need to apologize.

			Lois Prentiss began to boom out her thanks for all who’d made the evening a success, but Mabel Kibbey, with a wink at me, cut her off by starting a new song, even more tender than the first. While other couples jockeyed to find partners, Hazel and James found each other wordlessly, having never broken apart, and danced the entire dance, their eyes closed.

			If I couldn’t knit these two together by the end of a second dance, Zeus might as well make Poseidon the god of love, and I’d go look after the fishes.

			I could have watched them forever. By this point many eyes besides my own were watching Hazel Windicott, a well-known commodity in the parish, as famous for shyness as for music, dancing with the tall young stranger. When the song ended, and she opened her eyes, she saw James’s face watching her closely, but over his shoulder there were other faces, whispering, wondering.

			“I need to go,” she said, pulling away. “People will say . . .”

			She flooded with shame. How could she betray this moment to fear of others?

			He waited openly, calmly, without suspicion.

			What did she owe to other people anyway?

			“Thank you,” she said. “I had a lovely time.”

			She looked up nervously into his dark brown eyes. You’re wonderful, they said.

			So are you, her long-lashed eyes replied.

			“Miss Windicott—” he began.

			“Call me Hazel,” she said, then wondered if she ought.

			The dimples returned. She might melt. Other people didn’t matter. Let them gossip.

			“Miss Hazel Windicott,” he said, “I report for training in a week.”

			She nodded. “I know.” He’d already told her. It was so unspeakably awful. Already lads she’d known had died in the trenches.

			James took a step closer. “May I see you again before I go?”

			She chewed on this shocking proposal. This was not the way of things. Introductions, chaperones, supervision. Parental permission at each step. Large ladies like naval battleships prowling the seas of church socials, scouting for improper hand-holding and clandestine kisses. The war had relaxed propriety’s stranglehold, but only somewhat.

			James stewed. He’d said too much. Moved too fast. The thought made him sick. But what choice did he have? He had only one chance to get to know Hazel Windicott, the piano girl.

			“May I?” he said again.

			Hazel’s father appeared in the doorway.

			“How soon?” she asked James.

			He smiled. “As soon as possible.”

			“How much?” asked Hazel.

			The smile faded, leaving only that intent gaze in its place. “As much as I may.”

			It was time for Hazel to demur politely, make her excuses, thank him for serving the Crown, and break away from this doomed solider boy. It was definitely time to say no.

			“I’d like that.”

			She smiled, the first time she’d smiled for this stranger. James’s poor heart might’ve stopped beating then and there if he weren’t young and healthy.

			Hazel give James Alderidge her address. When she felt fairly certain the eyes in the room had moved on from gawking at her, and her father had fallen into chitchat with other arriving parents, she reached up onto her toes and gave James a kiss on the cheek.

			James Alderidge didn’t know it was the second such kiss he’d received that night. He only knew he was in grave danger of heading off to the Front as a soldier in love.

			The thought scared him more than all the German missiles combined. Should he pull back? Should he cut this fantasy short, and not seek out another encounter with the piano girl?

			Music. Lashes. Lilac-scented hair. The light grip of her lips in a brief kiss upon his cheek.

			And, once more, the music.

			What he should do, James decided, and what he would do, had no bearing upon each other.

			

		

	
		
			
				APHRODITE

				The Kiss (Part I)—November 23, 1917

			

			IF THAT KISS caused James a night of agonizing wonder, of delicious bafflement, he was not alone. For Hazel’s part, the bafflement was wondering what on earth had come over her, and the agony was dreading what James must think of her. She, Hazel Windicott, who never looked at boys! The respectable, serious-minded young lady who spent hours each day practicing piano, who kept her head while other girls did . . . whatever it was that other girls did. Would this James think she was the sort of girl who went about kissing young men upon first acquaintance?

			She walked home with her father, buttoning her coat collar close around her neck. The night was unusually cold. Her left arm still remembered resting itself upon James’s arm, and her right hand remembered holding James’s hand. Her body remembered moving in time with his, and being pulled closer as the last song ended.

			“Did some dancing, did we?” observed her father. Hazel was mortified to discover that she was acting it out, holding out her arms toward an imaginary James. So much for secrets.

			“Mrs. Kibbey thought I ought to,” she said. Blame it on Mrs. Kibbey, will you? Weak!

			Her father, a tall man with long arms and legs and fingers, and deep grooves carved into his cheeks, put an arm around Hazel’s shoulders.

			“Mrs. Kibbey’s right,” he said. “You need to live a bit more, my girl, and have fun. Not just stay cooped up with old folks like your mother and me.”

			She leaned her head against her father’s shoulder. “Don’t be silly,” she told him. “You aren’t ‘old folks.’”

			“Tell that to Arthur,” her father said. “Arthur” was the arthritis that plagued his wrist and knuckle joints. “I mean it, Hazy. You should spend more time with people your age. Just promise me you won’t fall in love with a soldier boy. You don’t need your heart broken in two.”

			She nodded. She couldn’t exactly look her dad in the eye just then. And she certainly wasn’t about to make any promises.

			For pity’s sake, she scolded herself once more. You are not in love with that boy. You’ve only just met him tonight, and danced two dances. People who talk of falling in love after just one meeting have their heads full of pillow down.

			Why, then, had she kissed him on the cheek?

			

		

	
		
			
				APHRODITE

				The Kiss (Part II)—November 23, 1917

			

			WHY HAD HAZEL kissed James on the cheek?

			This was the question tormenting James as he circled St. Matthias’s block. Up Woodstock Terrace, along East India Dock Road, down Hale Street, along High Street, and back. Breezes off the Thames brought the cry of seagulls and the clang of the dockyards. Up ahead, the lights of Poplar twinkled.

			Was it a sisterly sort of thing? Surely that was all the kiss meant: Do not hope for more, you strange stranger. Here is where my view of you begins and ends: platonic goodwill. Patriotic gratitude. Here’s a quick little peck to prove it. Now goodbye.

			He groaned. He’d heard of things like that. Girls who went about bestowing kisses on soldiers in their khakis on train platforms, and on new conscripts at recruiting stations.

			There was the spot. Right there, upon his cheek. He ran a finger over it.

			He passed by a couple that had taken advantage of a deep, dark doorway for some kissing of the type Lois Prentiss would certainly veto. It reminded him of that one smile, lighting up Hazel’s lips, making him wonder how kissing them would feel.

			What was the matter with him?

			The war, he decided. The war had addled his senses. The war had driven the whole world to the brink of insanity. Hasty war weddings and fatherless war babies and last-minute love. The whole cheap, flimsy spectacle of it.

			But he closed his eyes and remembered, once more, the feeling of holding the piano girl in his arms.

			He could still see her father holding her coat for her, and steering her out through the throng. Wild horses couldn’t persuade James to shadow their footsteps home. It would be indecent.

			Her address. Would she have shared it if she thought of him in a strictly friendly way?

			When he’d passed the kissing couple three times, he headed home. He crossed East India Dock Road and came to Kerbey Street, which led to his uncle’s flat. He glanced at theatrical playbills and navy recruitment banners. When signposts revealed that Kerbey Street had met Grundy, he stopped.

			The corner of Grundy and Bygrove, Hazel had said. Second floor, above the barbershop.

			Surely she’d be home by now. Asleep in bed, no doubt. What harm was a little detour? He’d merely note the location. He ought to get a haircut anyway. Perhaps tomorrow he could return for a trim, and while he was there, he might . . . what? Knock on her door?

			The utter impossibility of it all hit him.

			He could take a look. His motives were pure. He wasn’t spying. He only wanted to see the kind of curtains behind which the piano girl lived her luminous life. He would innocently imagine her asleep on a soft pillow, her lashes delicately tangled together, her long hair spread about her, her slim hands playing Chopin in her dreams.

			

		

	
		
			
				APHRODITE

				Sleepless—November 23, 1917

			

			HAZEL WAS FAR from asleep. She’d changed into her nightgown and unpinned her hair. She sat on a low divan beneath her bedroom window, wrapped her arms about her knees, and looked out upon the street. In the upstairs flat, the two spinster Misses Ford played their gramophone recording of “My Heart at Thy Sweet Voice.” It was much too late for opera. Hazel didn’t mind.

			James Alderidge. A nice name. One could certainly do worse.

			Had she danced two dances with a stranger, and kissed him on the cheek?

			She pressed her own burning cheek against the cool, damp windowpane.

			Who would’ve thought, on this utterly normal day, that before bedtime her brain would be scrambled like an egg? She’d only gone to play as a reluctant favor to Mrs. Prentiss, just as she’d gone that afternoon to the Poplar Hospital for Accidents to play for the recuperating soldiers.

			James Alderidge. He was heading off to the war. Training, then trenches. That would be an end, not only of their acquaintance, but, very possibly, of his life.

			Or, the end of his life as he knew it. Already there were honorably discharged men to be seen, coming and going, in wheelchairs, missing legs. With sleeves tucked into jackets to hide missing hands. With hideous, disfiguring scars where shrapnel had torn their faces.

			She knew this, of course. All of Britain knew what a terrible price young men paid each day to stop the wretched Kaiser. That evil, stupid, horrid man who’d unleashed his army like a dark flood across Europe.

			The thought of that fearful price carved into the face of the boy with the dark brown eyes filled her own eyes with tears. So she failed to notice the figure on the street corner, gazing up at her bedroom window.

			

		

	
		
			
				APHRODITE

				The King’s Whiskers—November 23, 1917

			

			THERE IT WAS. The barbershop. The King’s Whiskers. James smiled. Hazel Windicott lived right above the King’s Whiskers. Did that make her, perhaps, a nose?

			The joke was so bad, it made him snicker.

			The dark windows of the second-story flat mirrored, dully, the orb of a streetlamp on the corner. A light on the third floor silhouetted a gramophone. He heard strains of a plaintive opera song. Mezzo-soprano. Very romantic.

			But there was no hint of Hazel Windicott. Had she told him the wrong address?

			He rounded the corner and stopped. The piano girl leaned against her window, lost in thought. James saw long hair spilling down her back, and the neckline of a white nightgown.

			Her reverie rooted his feet to the ground.

			By day, this corner would ring with the sound of Hazel’s piano playing. That lucky barber, Mr. King’s Whiskers, got to hear it all day long, over the sound of mechanical clippers.

			James Alderidge, he warned himself, you only met her once. You don’t know her at all. And you’re a fool.

			

		

	
		
			
				DECEMBER 1942

				An Interruption

			

			“HE’S RIGHT ABOUT that,” Ares says. “This tale is as dull as dirt. Boy meets girl, they dance a bit, and moon about each other. So what? Nothing’s happened.”

			Aphrodite’s eyes narrow. “Everything has happened.”

			Ares rolls his eyes. “Get to the real doings,” he says. “Get to the Front. The killing fields. That’s where war stories happen.”

			“Who asked you?” inquires Hephaestus, diplomat.

			“I’m not telling a war story,” says Aphrodite. “This is what I do, and how I do it.”

			“Go on,” Hephaestus says. “I’m curious.”

			“Then you’re a sap,” the god of war replies. “Here. I know this story. Two sheltered souls meet, boom—they get the hots for each other. They think they’ve invented romance. They gad about for a few days, then he heads off to war. It’s terrible, boo-hoo, he misses his girl, she misses him. They write letters at first, until the trenches turn him from Loverboy into Kid Trying to Keep the Rats from Eating His Face Off. She does some volunteer work”—Ares affects a sneer—“in a brave attempt to be like the boys abroad and do her measly bit. She cries into her pillow, wondering why the letters have stopped. Time passes. They both change. Tragedies pop up like boils. They blame me for their problems. Et cetera.”

			If Ares were mortal, the look Aphrodite aims his way would char the flesh off his bones.

			“Are you finished?” asks the goddess of love.

			Ares doesn’t bother to answer.

			“Thirsty, my dear?” asks Hephaestus. He conjures a martini glass filled with ambrosia and causes it to appear in Aphrodite’s open hand. She seems surprised, but she takes a sip.

			Hephaestus fluffs a pillow from the bed and arranges it behind his stooped shoulders. “I’m not here because I’m dying to hear from you, warmonger,” says he. “I want to hear my wife.”

			Ares laughs. “Are you taking love lessons from mortals now, blacksmith?”

			“You could stand a few yourself,” says Aphrodite.

			

		

	
		
			
				APHRODITE

				Caught—November 23, 1917

			

			JAMES THOUGHT HE’D get away without Hazel seeing him.

			But Hazel saw him.

			I may have had a little something to do with that.

			As I say, I wasn’t interfering, but the whole scene, the street corner, the lamppost, the shadows, the gentle opera spilling down from above, the ruffled nightgown—what was I to do? I’m an artist.

			I directed her gaze down to the street. She pulled back from the window when she saw someone standing there. When she saw his head turn away, she leaned in closer.

			It was James Alderidge.

			Should she mind that he was there? How could she mind something so marvelous?

			At the sight of her, his face lit up. He raised his hand in a half wave, then jammed it into his coat pocket and hurried on up the street.

			

		

	
		
			
				APHRODITE

				A Note—November 23, 1917

			

			YOU IDIOT, you idiot, he told himself. Peeping in windows? She should call the coppers on you.

			A creak behind him made him stop.

			He turned to see Hazel’s face leaning out the window, with ropes of long hair dangling below her shoulders. “Pssst,” she said, and dropped something white onto the pavement. Then she pulled the casement shut and disappeared.

			James found the white thing amid the bits and bobs of rubbish littering the street corner. It was a folded piece of paper. James had half expected a lace-trimmed handkerchief. But this wasn’t blooming Camelot, and he was no knight.

			He stepped farther into the street, closer to the streetlamp, and opened the note.

			Eight a.m. tomorrow, it read, in a tall, precise, vertical hand. Letters like the stems of musical notes. Coffee at the J. Lyons tea shop on Chrisp Street at Guildford.

			James Alderidge looked up at the now-dark window and grinned. Miss Hazel Windicott was no longer in sight. Swallowed by the darkness. Could she see him? He didn’t know.

			But I knew. You’d better believe she could.

			

		

	
		
			
				APHRODITE

				The Tea Shop—November 24, 1917

			

			SINCE SOME PERSONS, who shall remain nameless, seem impatient with the depth of detail I devote to this pair in their heart-fluttering first hours of finding each other, I’ll pass over the drama of James’s and Hazel’s sleepless nights, their ridiculously early hours of rising, and their anxious dress and grooming, silent to avoid waking uncles and parents on a sleep-in Saturday morning. I will spare my critics the excited nausea that gripped the young darlings’ stomachs as they made their way out into a London morning to find J. Lyons tea shop. I will make no mention of the constant rapping of doubt—the fear that this something, which they hoped was something, was actually nothing, that they’d allowed their feelings to fizz and froth for absolutely, positively nothing.

			It wasn’t their fault that they fizzed and frothed. They could no more scold themselves into indifference than they could will themselves to stop breathing.

			It was time for James and Hazel to get properly acquainted. Time to see if the magic of music and moonlight and graceful movement were all that they had shared, or if a grimy gray London dawn and a cheap cup of coffee could make them feel the same way.

			J. Lyons tea shops are scattered all about London. James’s illogical dread was going to the wrong one. He arrived well before eight o’clock and, finding Hazel not yet there, paced the street. At eight he entered the shop, sat on a bench, crushed his hat, smoothed it, and crushed it again.

			Hazel was late. Not surprising, given that her journey went as follows:

			She would walk a block, then turn around and walk back, then retrace her first steps and go a little farther, then panic and scamper back toward home base. By the time she reached J. Lyons tea shop, she was perspiring under her sweater and blouse, even though the morning was chill and damp. So, holding her breath as though that might somehow compel James Alderidge to do the same, lest he notice any body odor, she entered the tea shop.

			James leaped to his feet. That looked too eager, he realized, so he stiffened. He hadn’t a clue what to do with his face.

			Hazel saw him jump up in a spasm of obvious disappointment, then grimace in disgust.

			She knew it. She smelled terrible. She looked terrible. She was terrible. And inviting him to meet her here was a terrible, terrible idea. She kept her hand on the doorknob and tried to think how to escape. Her parents need never know. It would be as if it had never happened.

			James’s heart sank as he watched her panicked expression. She was even more adorable by morning light, in everyday clothes. But clearly, she wanted to flee. What could he say to relieve her distress and let her know she was free to leave?

			“Good morning.” He smiled by reflex. It’s what one does when one says “Good morning.”

			“Good morning.” She held out her hand. It was what one did when one said “Good morning” at a tea shop to someone whom one doesn’t hug or kiss.

			But she had kissed him. Oh, mortification!

			He pressed her hand between his. He smiled again, and Hazel forgot about fleeing the tea shop. The scent of bay rum may have had something to do with it.

			“Table for two?” I said.

			They followed me to a secluded corner table. James pulled the chair out for Hazel and hung her coat in the doorway. There was only one free peg, so he placed his own coat over hers. It made him blush. He took his seat opposite Hazel.

			I love this boy. In a purely spiritual sense.

			“I recommend the lemon cake,” I said, and handed them menus.

			The serving girls were slow that morning. These two maybe-lovebirds-maybe-not teetered on a knife’s edge, and if I didn’t get them seated at a table, there was no telling what might happen. So I took shape in the form of a matronly, middle-aged table server. How it pained me to adopt the joyless uniform of the J. Lyons waitresses, I can’t begin to express. But I do make sacrifices.

			No, I don’t consider that cheating, interfering, or manipulating. I was only doing what a competent waitstaff ought to have done. Sometimes fates hang in the balance over matters even more trivial than a waitress flirting in the back with a pastry chef.

			Hazel and James studied the menus as if their very lives depended on it. Safer than glancing at each other. I sent a little puff of attraction wafting back toward the kitchens, to keep the real waitress chummy a bit longer with Mr. Pastry Chef, who was making roses with a frosting pipe. This forced me to serve a few other customers as well, but I armed myself with a self-replenishing pot of hot Colombian coffee and made everyone’s morning that little smidge better. One stout, bald gentleman, in particular. I think he suspected there was more to me than met the eye, the old rascal. He’d been a bit of a Romeo once, several belt sizes ago.

			I swept back toward James and Hazel. They’d relaxed into conversation.

			“Excuse me,” Hazel told me very earnestly. “We don’t see lemon cake on this menu.”

			It was all I could do not to giggle. “It’s today’s special,” I told her.

			“I wonder how they got the sugar,” Hazel mused. “Rationing’s so tight.” She turned to him. “Shall we order some, then, James?” Just like that, he became a first-name friend.

			“It sounds delicious, Hazel.” He turned to me very seriously. “Two slices, please.”

			My pretty little pets, having a nursery-room tea party for two. The little boy, playing grown-up man for his girl. The girl he hoped would be his girl. You see why I love my work, don’t you? Why it’s not a career, it’s a calling?

			I returned to the serving table, conjured giant slabs of cake, and served them. The bald gentleman tapped me on the elbow to order some. Before I was done, I’d served cake to four tables. Compliments of the goddess. With the Great War in its fourth year, Britons needed cake.

			James and Hazel faced the new predicament—do they eat in front of each other, at the risk of spilling crumbs or blobs of lemon curd? Then again, if they didn’t eat, they must talk. How does the old Gaelic ditty go? O ye’ll tak’ the high road, and I’ll tak’ the low road, and I’ll be in Scotland a’fore ye? Hazel took the high road, cake, and James took the low road, speech.

			“I’m so glad to see you again,” he said.

			He was in Scotland a’fore her.

			Well, there it was. He’d skipped the preliminaries. There was no turning back now.

			His words caught Hazel with the tines of her fork still in her mouth, and a very large bite of cake melting on her tongue.

			“Mmph” was her elegant reply.

			But there he was, all brown eyes and kindness, waiting patiently, watching her face as if he could watch it forever. Her wide eyes drank all this in, and she managed, by a miracle, to swallow the cake without choking.

			“Me too.” She remembered her napkin. “I mean, you too. Glad to see you.”

			She was, and there was no hiding it.
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