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Remembrance…

 


Dainty African violets bloomed on the window
sill despite the weather outside.

Snow fell at a fast, furious rate,
blanketing everything in white. On any other Sunday afternoon,
Bette might’ve dozed, settled into her favorite corner of the
couch, listening to some old black-and-white classic movie––but
today, she’d willed herself to stay alert. Across the room, one of
her great-granddaughters, April or Allie or something with an A,
waited with pen poised to paper. She awaited the answer, but Bette
just couldn’t quite recall the question.

“Tell me again, honey, what you need to know
for school,” she said.

Ariel. She remembered now––they’d named the kid for a mermaid in
some Disney film.

The girl sighed. “We’re studying World War
II in History class, and we’re supposed to interview an elderly
person about what they remember. Do you remember World War II?”

“Of course I do,” Bette replied, a little
stung by the precocious question from a girl who might be sixteen.
Maybe she couldn’t always remember what she ate for breakfast, or
the name of the building’s maintenance man, but she recalled the
past with amazing clarity. “What about it, exactly, do you want to
know?”

“Like, I don’t know…” Ariel said with a flip
of her abundant hair. “My teacher just said to ask. I’ve got to
write a paper about it, so just tell me something you remember
about it. Did you know any soldiers or anything?”

“I did. There was an Army training camp in
the small town where I’m from in Missouri,” Bette said, her mind
drifting back across the country and over the years. “Your grandpa,
no, I guess it’d be your great-grandpa, served in the Army and it’s
where we met.”

“Cool,” Ariel said. “So tell me about
him.”

Bette focused on the old sepia photograph of
her husband on the wall above the television, the one in which he
wore his full dress uniform. Beside it, the photo of her sitting in
front of him––just days after their wartime wedding––reminded her
of those days. Memories rushed into her mind, heady and full-bodied
like fine wine. “Okay, but Ariel…? I have to start at the
beginning.”

“When?” the teen asked as she picked at a
broken fingernail. “Don’t go all the way back to the Dark Ages,
please.”

For a moment, Bette debated on whether she
should slap the girl or not, but remembered most people frowned
upon such things today. “It all started the day America got into
the war, Ariel, on December 7, 1941: a day that will live in
infamy.”

“Pearl Harbor,” Ariel said, with sudden
interest. “Yeah, I remember that from class.”

“Good,” Bette said. “Now hush, and I’ll tell
you about living it.”


Chapter One

 


Sunday December 7, 1941

 


In a somnolent state somewhere between sleep
and awareness, Bette burrowed deeper beneath the covers, unwilling
to crawl out of bed. Most mornings, the aromas of coffee and
hickory-cured bacon from the farm lured her to rise, but on Sunday
she couldn’t eat until after Mass so she lacked a good reason to
get up. If she didn’t roll out soon, though, Aunt Virgie would call
her––and Bette couldn’t stand to hear her name stretched out into
three syllables in a tone loud enough anyone downtown could
hear.

She tossed back the covers and shivered with
the cold. After padding on bare feet to the bathroom and back,
Bette pulled on her best slip and buttoned into her good Sunday
woolen navy blue dress. Her fingers fumbled on the twenty buttons,
but she managed to fasten each one. Then she worked a pair of
stockings on, pulled them up, and thrust her feet into her best
shoes.

Bette combed her shoulder-length hair and
parted it on the left side. Her natural curl provided body and she
twirled a few strands around the comb to make ringlets. And though
she knew Aunt Virgie didn’t care for cosmetics, she dusted her face
with Angel Face powder and painted her mouth with cherry red
lipstick. She dabbed a little perfume on her wrists and behind her
ears.

Bette stuck out her tongue at the wavering
reflection in the old bureau mirror and took her worn cloth coat
out of the closet. As she picked up her pocketbook, a hand-me-down
from her aunt, Robbie’s voice echoed through the house, his deeper
tones mingling with her aunt’s shriller note.

Emerging into the dining room and through
the open doorway, Bette saw her childhood playmate seated on the
divan. He rose as she entered the front room to greet her.

“Good morning, glory.”

His stale joke chafed this early without
coffee, but Bette forced a smile. “Hi, Robbie. Is it cold
outside?”

“You bet,” he said. “It snowed just a
little. I thought I’d better come by to sweep off Miss Virgie’s
front steps and see if you wanted me to walk you over to your
church.”

“You’re awful sweet,” Aunt Virgie said as
she stepped out of her bedroom, wearing her black broadcloth skirt
suit––as outdated as the cloche hat sitting on her gray curls.
“Thanks, Robbie. Why don’t you come to Sunday dinner after you get
out of your services?”

“I’d like to, Miss Virgie, so thanks,”
Robbie answered, his goofy grin lighting up the dim room. “You sure
look pretty, Bette.”

“Do I?” she said, although she knew the navy
blue dress sharpened her sapphire eyes and fit like a glove.
“Thanks.”

“We need to leave now or
we’ll be late,” Aunt Virgie fussed. “Honey, put your coat on and
get your hat.”

Bette shook out her coat and Robbie, ever
the gentleman, took it so she could slip her arms into the sleeves.
She put on her own little flat tilt hat. The straw number was
better suited for summer, but her schoolteacher’s salary didn’t
extend to many haute couture purchases. “I’m ready.”

In what had become the usual Sunday routine
since she moved to town last summer to begin her first year
teaching at the local high school, Bette followed behind as Robbie
took her aunt’s arm and escorted her down the narrow, steep stairs
from the porch to the sidewalk. The house sat perched midway up
Jefferson Street on one of Neosho’s many hills, so leaving meant
going either up or down hill. St. Canera’s, the town’s only
Catholic parish, crowned another hill less than two blocks away, so
Robbie led her aunt to the corner before turning east. Bette
followed, mindful of her footing in the snow covering the sidewalk,
but it seemed dry, not slick so she didn’t have any trouble at
all.

Robbie left them at the door of the
church––the institution, located in an old frame building Bette
always found reminiscent of a schoolhouse––and headed downtown to
the First Baptist Church where he worshipped, although he’d be very
early. Bette watched him go with his shoulders squared against the
winter wind blowing hard enough to rattle the bare branches. She’d
known him all her life and they’d gone to Hilldale School together.
His family’s farm bordered theirs and since she’d moved to Neosho,
he came by Aunt Virgie’s often.

“That young man thinks the world of you,”
her aunt said, voice soft as they entered the sanctuary where they
dipped their fingers into the baptismal font then made the Sign of
the Cross.

“I know,” Bette said.

They slipped into a pew on the left and
knelt to pray, silent now like everyone else.As Mass began, she
made all the right responses but her mind drifted as she wondered
what she should do about Robbie, who made it plain he admired her
and wanted to be more than friends.

Although she liked him and they’d grown up
together, climbing trees, running through the woods, even working
side-by-side in the fields, Bette felt nothing more than
friendship. Robbie’d always been almost like another brother to
her, someone who teased and watched over her like a guardian angel.
He’d defended her with his fists in grade school, and even long
after they came into town to attend the high school where she now
taught English. Bette believed in true love, but she thought, and
her college friends agreed, there should be some kind of sparkle
around any man who attracted you. He should take your breath away,
or make you giggle or heat you up with a kind of fever … but she’d
never felt such emotion around Robbie.

She didn’t think she ever would, but she
cared enough about him not to want to hurt his feelings. Bette had
given Robbie every chance to impress or charm her since she’d moved
in with Aunt Virgie, but so far, she had nothing but friendship to
offer him.

After Mass, they spent a few minutes talking
with other folks. Bette didn’t fit in with the teenage girls any
longer, but since she remained single and had a career, she felt
out of place with the young wives, too. So she stuck with her aunt
and listened to what people had on their minds. Most of them
thought the hard times were almost over, but the war across the
water in Europe worried almost everyone. Some of the ladies would
rather talk about what kind of candy they’d make for the upcoming
holiday bazaar, though, or what they might cook for Christmas
dinner.

“I haven’t seen your mama and daddy for
ages,” Miss Stafford, a spinster older than Aunt Virgie, said. “I
know they wish they could come to church more often.”

“Oh, they do!” Bette said.

The farm was situated between Shoal Creek
and the rugged hills giving way to prairie in the rich bottomland,
but it remained remote enough from Neosho, so coming to Mass each
week proved difficult. Sometimes if the creek flooded or the road
washed out, or the old truck used for family transportation broke
down, it became impossible.

Although raised Catholic, she’d become more
devout in her college years because she could go to church weekly,
and since she now lived in town, Bette still did so.

“I hear they’ve just about finished building
the Army camp south of town,” another of the older ladies said.

“I think it means we’ll be in the war sooner
than you think,” Miss Stafford added. “You know my brother’s family
had to move because the Army took their land. It just doesn’t seem
American––that they could take the farm he bought years ago, which
he worked so hard to make something of, and then force him to move
… but they did.”

All the talk of war made Bette nervous. Her
dad served in the World War, and although he talked little about
it, what he said made her believe war must be truly terrible. At
school, most of the teachers talked about it but she refused. Let
the war stay in Europe where it belonged.

As soon as they returned home, Aunt Virgie
changed into one of her faded print housedresses and began cooking.
Bette joined her in the kitchen, but she put an apron over her
dress, knowing Robbie would show up when the Baptists got out.

She might not be in love with him, but
vanity dictated she look her best anyway.

“What are you fixing?” she asked her
aunt.

“I thought I’d roast the big chicken I
bought yesterday,” Virgie said. “Dumplings would go nicely with it
on such a cold day. Maybe you can make a cake.”

“Sure,” Bette said.

By the time Robbie arrived, the rich yellow
cake frosted with thick chocolate icing was ready and the snow
began falling again, heavily enough to make visibility difficult.
Her aunt’s chicken and dumplings were delicious and the cake tasted
scrumptious. After Bette did the dishes, her Sunday chore performed
to give Aunt Virgie a break, the three gathered in the living room
where Robbie turned on the radio. They sat in quiet contemplation
as the snow sifted down outside and listened to beautiful music
including Bette’s current favorites, Jimmy Dorsey and Glenn Miller.
Sometimes they talked, but more often they allowed the music to
trickle through their consciousness.

Aunt Virgie dozed and Bette thought Robbie
did, too. Her own sleepiness blanketed her with a delicious and
lazy feeling she loved. She indulged in the freedom of doing
nothing, a rare event since she began teaching school. When not
preparing lesson plans or grading papers, Bette usually knitted or
embroidered. Leisure time meant reading a novel instead of a
textbook, but for now she gloried in sloth.

The news broadcaster’s voice interrupted the
stream of lovely music, jolting Bette out of her complacent
comfort. As she struggled to understand the announcement the
Japanese had attacked Pearl Harbor, she heard the newsman say it
meant war.

Robbie roused, and so did Aunt Virgie.

“What’s happened?” her aunt asked, querulous
and cross.

“Hush,” Bette said. “The Japanese have
attacked us in Hawaii and the Philippines … I think it means we’re
going to war.”

In somber silence, they sat listening to the
news repeated over and over throughout the surreal broadcast. The
telephone began to ring as word spread. Outside, despite the
freezing temperature and snow, Bette saw neighbors coming out onto
the porches.

People gathered on the sidewalks in tight
knots as they talked about the attacks and what would come next.
Her stomach knotted with apprehension as Bette struggled to digest
what happened. Through her shock and angst, she realized that her
life as she’d known it had ended and something different was
emerging.

Nothing, she thought, would ever be the same
again.

“I’m going,” Robbie announced, his dark eyes
earnest in his pale face. “I’m enlisting tomorrow. I bet President
Roosevelt won’t declare war ‘til tomorrow because it’s Sunday, but
I’m going to fight Japs.”

His voice rose as he spoke to combine with
her aunt’s shouted phone conversation and the radio broadcast.
Bette heard church bells ring somewhere not too far away, and she
wished she could put her hands over her ears and stop it all.

“Don’t, Robbie!” She vented her confusion
and fear on her buddy.

He crossed the room to stand before her then
he jerked her to her feet so they faced each other. “I’m going away
to war, Bette.”

Robbie seized her in his arms and kissed her
hard. He’d kissed her once or twice, but those were chaste little
pecks. His lips were rough against her unwilling mouth and his heat
seared her flesh. He failed to evoke the wild mysterious reaction
she’d felt in college more than once, but Bette lacked immunity to
passion. She responded with instinct, her mouth giving back what he
offered.

Caught up in the moment, Bette’s arms
circled his neck and they kissed even after her aunt hung up the
phone to stare at them in stunned, shocked silence.

When he released her, Bette couldn’t find
anything to say, but he told her, “I’m heading downtown to see what
the other men are saying. I’ll see you later, sweetheart.”

“Well, I’ll be,” Aunt Virgie said, eyes as
round as a pair of iron skillets.

Bette didn’t know what her aunt would do or
what she thought, but the same amazement bent her knees to sit in
the easy chair. She couldn’t decide what stunned her more, the war
or the kiss, but both had Bette spinning in circles like an
out-of-control top.

Neither woman spoke as the phone shrilled
again.

When Virgie finished the call, she told
Bette, “You’d better go make some coffee. I bet we’ve got company
coming.”

Within a short time the house swelled with
people. Many neighbors, friends, and a few family members arrived
looking shell-shocked. Bette’s older brother Clarence came in from
the farm, face drawn and haggard.

“Mama’s in a state over this,” he said as he
drew her off into a corner. “And Daddy’s getting drunk. Maybe you
should come home until this war thing runs its course. It’ll be
safer on the farm and Mama’s worried those Japanese’ll bomb here
next.”

His concern touched her, but she could smell
the pungent moonshine on his breath, too.

“They’d have to cross the Pacific Ocean and
half the country to do it,” she said, voice tarter than she
intended. “It’s not likely, and besides I have a job … I signed a
contract with the school board. If I break it, I’ll never get hired
again.”

“Think about it anyway,”
he said.

“I will if you’ll come have a cup of
coffee,” Bette told him.

When it got dark, people started heading
home and she gathered up the dirty cups and cake plates and started
washing up. Robbie emptied overflowing ashtrays and straightened up
the front room. He’d returned hours earlier and joined in the
conversation echoing through the house. By the time she wiped down
the sink and hung the dishtowel to dry, Bette had a pounding
headache.

Aunt Virgie paused in the kitchen door, her
mussed hair as frazzled as Bette felt. “I’m going to bed, Bette.
Sleep well if you can.”

She disappeared into her bedroom at the
front of the house and shut the door with a soft but distinct
snick. Robbie moved toward Bette, but she lifted one hand to stop
him.

“I need to go to bed, too,” she said. “My
head’s splitting and I’ve got to work tomorrow. So do you.”

“They’ll have to do without me down at the
hospital,” Robbie said. He’d worked there as a custodian for the
past few years, taking pride in his job of keeping the new facility
sparkling clean. “I’ll be enlisting tomorrow. Go on to bed and feel
better. My girl needs her beauty sleep.”

My girl.
Two words she’d adored, coming from almost anyone
else. But Bette just stared at him and said nothing. One kiss
didn’t make her Robbie’s girl, but she didn’t feel remotely like
explaining it now. She loved him the way she once loved her ragged
old teddy bear with a strong affection and she wouldn’t hurt him
for the world. His talk of going away to war frightened her into
silence.

“Come see me tomorrow,” she told him, too
tired to argue.

If Bette thought Sunday went awry, Monday
turned out even crazier. With not enough sleep and far too much
coffee, she faced her students and found them all as perturbed as
she. All but three of the senior boys were absent and she knew
without doubt they’d gone down to the local recruiting office. Half
the junior boys were also gone. All of the young men who came to
school had aged overnight, somehow grown from boys into men. Some
of the girls still wept, blotting their eyes with handkerchiefs.
For once, their giggles were gone. They acted more mature, too.

During first period, Bette tried to continue
the lesson she’d begun the week before, a unit on early American
poets, but the kids weren’t listening. She yielded to their need to
talk about the coming war and for the rest of the day each class
confided their fears and hopes. None of the other teachers fared
any better, and during lunchroom duty Bette listened to the others
saying the same things as her students.

Before the day ended, President Roosevelt
declared war on Japan and by the time she walked home from the high
school, skirting the downtown to reach Jefferson Street, Bette
longed for nothing but a warm bath and bed. Crowds filled the
sidewalks and when she bought a newspaper, every news item was
somehow tied to the coming war.

Cold winds knifed through her thin coat as
she marched up the hill to her aunt’s house. She half expected to
find Robbie, but instead most of her aunt’s friends sat camped in
the front room listening to the radio. The widows lingered, but the
wives with families headed home so they could prepare supper.

Bette made polite conversation and ended up
fixing a simple supper they shared with the other ladies. Robbie
arrived just as they finished, but she’d kept back a pork chop and
some mashed potatoes for him so he ate while she washed the rest of
the dishes.

“I did it,” he said when they were alone. “I
enlisted.”

Bette paused, hands deep in dishwater and
sighed. “Which branch of the service?”

“Navy,” Robbie said. “My dad and one of my
uncles were Navy men.”

She nodded as she processed the information.
“When do you go?”

“I don’t know yet,” he replied. “But as soon
as they give me the word, I’m out of here.”

Her response came, as
automatic as amen at the end of a prayer. “I’ll miss you, Robbie.”

“Yeah?” His voice sounded closer and before
she could turn around, he put an arm around her waist. “That’s
good. I’d want my girl to miss me. You can write to me every day
and when I come home, we’ll get married. What do you say?”

Bette’s heart screamed a
silent no as a
tear slipped out of one eye to slide down her cheek. She’d meant
what she said, she’d miss him, but not the way a girl back home
misses her sailor gone to sea. She’d miss her buddy, the old friend
she’d climbed trees and skinned knees with back in the day. If
she’d known one kiss yesterday would mark her as his girl, she’d
have pushed him away with speed. Now, though, she didn’t want to
break his heart so she said, after a long silence, “I’ll write you,
Robbie, and you can write to me. We’ll talk about the rest when the
war is over, okay?”

He hugged her from behind, familiar but
uncomfortable now. “Aw, you’re just scared, honey, but it’s okay.
We’ll talk about it whenever you want.”

“Sure.”

Robbie didn’t hear her lack of enthusiasm
and when he asked to kiss her goodnight, she agreed but after he
left she ran a tub full of hot water, soaked in it with some
scented bath salts, and cried.

Bette hated the war already and it’d only
just begun.

By the end of the week, Germany and Italy
declared war on the United States. The new war had an official
name––World War II––and Roosevelt ordered the draft to begin. All
men between eighteen and sixty-five years of age had to register.
Then talk of rationing began.

Bette moved through her days like a walking
shadow, feeling insubstantial and without foundation. If she could,
she’d move back the clock so this war would never have happened,
but she couldn’t.

She just had to live with reality.

Doing so turned out to be harder than she
ever dreamed it might be.


Chapter Two

 


June 1942

 


When school let out for the summer, Bette
thought she might have time to catch her breath and process
everything going on around her, but it didn’t happen. Roses
climbing the trellis on Aunt Virgie’s porch bloomed and the
honeysuckle in the backyard sent a heady sweet scent throughout the
neighborhood. At the same time, the war kicked into high gear.

After Pearl Harbor, everyone went wild as
America mobilized. Troop trains rattled through town day and night.
Students who should have graduated were in basic training instead.
Her brothers all registered for the draft and while the two married
ones weren’t called up. Clarence got his notice. He’d left the week
before, headed for Camp Hood in Texas. Robbie wrote her daily from
the Great Lakes Naval Station and Aunt Virgie volunteered down at
the USO across from the high school almost every day. Rumors flew
around town a new USO hall would be built, on the hill by Central
School, sometime soon.

“Are you ready for church?” Aunt Virgie
trilled one late June morning.

Dressed in a favorite dimity frock, Bette
came out of the kitchen with a smile. “Sure … we can walk over
whenever you want.”

“Let’s go, then,” Virgie said. “I want to
get a pew before the soldiers fill them all.”

Since soldiers started pouring into Camp
Crowder days after the attack on Pearl Harbor, the Army population
spilled over into Neosho. The sleepy, little county seat with five
thousand or so souls couldn’t contain the overflow of soldiers who
numbered close to forty thousand. Before the camp, Virgie swore
she’d known everyone in town. She greeted them by name if they
passed on a sidewalk downtown or traded in the same stores. Bette’s
aunt could link the generations and knew what family intermarried
with another.

That custom changed when the soldiers came.
Now Aunt Virgie complained she didn’t recognize anyone most of the
time, their familiar faces now lost in a sea of khaki and olive
drab.On the first Sunday after the Army arrived in force, many
soldiers headed to find a church in town despite the multiple
chapels at the post. Catholic boys from far away crammed into the
pews, until standing room only became the status quo at most
Masses.

Bette’s mind wandered during the homily as
she studied all the young men in uniform. Most of them were so much
alike they could have been cut out from a single sheet like paper
dolls. Many appeared even younger than Bette, just kids fresh out
of school.

As her eyes strayed over the pews, she
noticed one soldier standing out among the rest.Although she saw no
more than his profile at first glance, he caught her interest. His
straight dark hair covered more of his head than most, so he wasn’t
a brand new recruit. She could spot those by their nearly bald
scalps.

This soldier sported a neat snub nose and a
strong chin. When he turned as if he sensed her gaze, Bette noted
his slender gold-rimmed eyeglasses. Behind the specs, his beautiful
grey eyes were framed with black lashes. His slender lips curved in
a half-smile and a blush heated her cheeks as she glanced away. If
she read his expression right, he liked her admiration. When she
fumbled the next response, Aunt Virgie glared at her so she tried
to pay more attention, but after Mass she tried to get outside to
see if the soldier lingered. She saw him as soon as they exited the
church, but he stood in the center of a group of other Army men,
smoking.

Bette watched him while her aunt chattered.
The more she saw, the more she liked. He stood with a Lucky Strike
clinging to his lip, his stance more cocky than military. He
laughed at something one of the other soldiers said and started to
move away from the group headed in her general direction. Bette
took two steps forward, jerked one of the dime store hoop earrings
from her ear, and dropped it.

“Whoops,” she said, raising her voice as she
touched her fingers to her ear lobe. “I just lost an earring.”

The earbob dropped into a thick clump of
clover but before she could attempt to retrieve it, a shadow fell
across the green patch and the soldier she’d admired scooped up the
earring with one hand. He stretched out his hand, his square
fingers wrapped around the little gold hoop.

“Is this yours?” he asked,
his voice coming out with an accent she’d never heard outside the
pictures. To Bette’s ears, it sounded like he’d said.
Is dis yers? –– that
last word stretched out into multiple syllables.

“It is, thanks,” she said and held out her
hand. He dropped the hoop into her palm as his fingers tickled over
her skin. The slight touch made her shiver. “I guess you’re
stationed at Camp Crowder?”

“Yeah,” he said in a voice similar to Jimmy
Cagney’s. “I’ve been here a coupla weeks now. It’s a long way from
home.”

“Where are you from?” she asked, unable to
stop staring at his gorgeous eyes.

“Brooklyn,” he said without hesitation.
“Flatbush, Brooklyn … I’m Private Levy, Benjamin Levy, although my
ma calls me Benny.”

Bette couldn’t stop smiling at him. “Well,
Benny Levy, I’m Bette Sullivan and I’m a farm girl from just
outside Neosho.”

“I’m pleased to meet you,” Ben Levy said.
“Hey, you wanta go have coffee with me downtown or something? I’ll
buy you breakfast if you like. I’m starving.”

She admired his dark looks, enhanced by the
starched summer khakis he wore and nodded. “I’d love to. Let me go
tell my aunt so she won’t expect me home.”

Bette turned around to find Aunt Virgie
watching, mouth drooped open and eyes broad with surprise. Her
cadre of lady friends wore the same stunned expression.

“Aunt Virgie,” Bette said, in her best
polite tone. “I’m going downtown with Private Levy, but I’ll be
home for dinner, okay?”

“Child, you don’t even know him!” Her aunt’s
shocked outrage wasn’t faked. “You weren’t raised like this.”

“We’re at war,” Bette replied, voice mild.
“I’m going to breakfast, not a bar room.”

“Good morning, ladies,” Ben Levy said,
appearing at Bette’s side. “I’m Private Benjamin Levy from
Brooklyn, New York. My home parish is Our Lady of Refuge. I’ve been
an altar boy and until I joined the Army, I worked as an auto
mechanic. If you need a reference, Father Connolly can give you one
if you write him a letter, or you can call my ma. We ain’t got a
phone––but my uncle Sean will fetch her if you want the
number.”

Although his voice remained even and polite,
nice as anyone at any social gathering, his cheek amused Bette.
With just a few words, he charmed and disarmed her aunt.

“Well, I don’t think I need to,” Aunt Virgie
said with a sigh. “Honey, go ahead and have breakfast. Private
Levy, would you like to join us for Sunday dinner?”

“I’d like to, thanks.”

He grinned wide and Bette’s heart heated up
a few more degrees. Lord, but his good looks and sweet words warmed
her. Ben Levy crooked his arm and Bette took it, savoring the feel
of his crisp shirt against her bare skin. In tandem, they walked
away from the church and although she knew tongues wagged behind
them, she didn’t care.

“So how do we get downtown?” he asked. “Or
is there even one in a town this size?”

Laughter bubbled up from her throat. He put
her in a better mood than she’d known in weeks. “It may not be much
by Brooklyn standards, but we’ve got a town square. It’s downhill
and the easier way isn’t straight down Wood Street, but over a
block. C’mon and I’ll show you.”

They strolled back the way she’d walked over
to church and past her aunt’s house on Jefferson. Bette pointed it
out as they went by and pointed out the other landmarks along the
way.

“There’s the Sale Hospital,” she said,
pointing at the neat gray stone building on the corner.

“What’s a Sale Hospital?” Ben asked. “So do
they offer cheap prices or what?”

She’d never thought about the name before
but she giggled. “No, Dr. Sale founded it.”

They passed the First Baptist Church and the
old hospital, which was now converted into apartments, and then
turned on to Main Street, past the city auditorium. A Works
Progress Administration, or WPA, project considered a major jewel
in the local crown. They moved onto the square where the
courthouse––a squat modern structure built to replace the old brick
one just a few years earlier––commanded the center. Around it,
business blocks ringed the square as well as for a few blocks in
any direction. Bette compared it to images she’d seen of Brooklyn
on newsreels and in magazines. Neosho must seem small, she thought,
and very rural.

“So this is it,” she told him. “Downtown
Neosho.”

Those gray eyes magnified just a little by
his spectacles studied everything before he nodded. “It’s quaint,
you know, like something out of the Old West. It sure ain’t
Brooklyn, kiddo. Lead me to a café.”

The first two they tried had no free tables,
not even a stool at the counter so Bette took him down on South
Washington, just off the square across from the Phil Ratliff farm
supply house. In the shadow of the multi-storied brick building,
the little café across the street hunkered down almost unnoticed.
Better yet, so far they paid little attention to rationing. If
customers had the dough, they served what they wanted. Bette and
Ben Levy nabbed an empty table near the back, tucked away into a
corner and accepted coffee. When it arrived, they ordered breakfast
then sat back to wait.

Bette felt as comfortable as her worn-out,
favorite pair of oxford shoes. None of the usual nervous jitters
she suffered on a date reared up and the café felt as cozy as home.
All the background hubbub of conversation, tempered with sizzling
from the grill behind the counter and the occasional trill of the
bell stationed over the front door, lulled her into contentment.
The delicious aromas filled her nose: hot coffee, frying bacon,
country sausage, pancakes and warm syrup mingled with rich tobacco
from a dozen or more cigarettes. Through it all, Bette detected the
fresh hint of soap from Private Levy’s skin.

“So you’re a grease monkey?” Bette asked as
they drank coffee, limited now to one cup per patron because of the
war.

Ben laughed. “Yeah, that’s what you could
call it. Or, I worked as one back home. The Army seemed to think
I’d make a better radio operator after basic training, so they sent
me to Missouri and I’ve almost done their training course. I didn’t
figure I’d be here long so I never come into town much. I was going
to Mass on the base. I’d probably have shipped out overseas by now,
but a truck broke down one night and the only one who could get it
going turned out to be yours truly. They moved me to the motor pool
afterward then the post commander decided he liked me all right.
He’s from New York himself, a long time ago. So now I work on
engines and drive big shots around. It’s not so bad really, but I’d
like to be over there in the fight. Even my kid brother’s
there.”

“I’m kinda glad you’re still stateside,”
Bette said. “’Cause if you’d gone, I wouldn’t be having breakfast
with you. So where’d you do basic after you enlisted?”

“Georgia,” Ben said, lighting a new
cigarette. “Camp Wheeler somewhere south of Macon. Until then I’d
never been out of the city before. I’d never seen a cow until I saw
them from the train.”

Bette smiled as she took the cigarette he
offered. Ben lit it for her as she said, “I’m not laughing at you,
but I grew up on a farm so I’ve always been around livestock. I’d
be lost in Brooklyn, though, I bet. Springfield seemed like a big
town when I went to teacher’s college there.”

“You’re a teacher?”

“I just finished my first year when school
let out. I teach American literature at the high school.”

“Oh yeah?” He sounded interested. “I’d never
figured you for a teacher lady.”

“Why not?”

“You’re too pretty and young.”

A warm rush of pleasure at the compliments
swept through her and she managed to say, “Thanks. I’m the youngest
teacher on staff. I just did a two-year degree so I could go to
work. My daddy couldn’t afford more tuition. Without the war I
might’ve gone this summer to take more classes, but maybe
someday.”

“You must be a kid, hardly twenty years
old,” Ben said, with a grin.

“I’m twenty-one,” Bette said. “How old are
you?”

If he could ask, so could she.

“I’m twenty-three, baby, and I scraped my
way through high school by the skin of my… well, let’s say
teeth.”

His voice with his strong Brooklyn accent
intrigued her and Bette swore she could listen to him all day long.
When their food came, he attacked his with appetite. She savored
the restaurant breakfast, a rarity for her. After the meal, he paid
the ticket and dropped a tip on the table.

As Bette trailed after him she wondered just
what they’d do until dinnertime. A quick glance at the kitty cat
clock hanging on the wall behind the counter with its tail swinging
with the seconds showed her two hours left until noon. Most Sundays
she’d be helping her aunt cook dinner, but Aunt Virgie didn’t tell
her to come home so she decided she wouldn’t.

Once back on the sidewalk, Ben offered her
his arm again and she accepted. As the strolled back toward the
square he asked about the ugly old house on the opposite
corner.

“It used to be the jail and where the
sheriff lived,” Bette said. “Now the jail’s on the top floor of the
courthouse. That’s the social security office now.”

“Show me around town,” he suggested.

After a moment’s hesitation, Bette nodded.
“Sure. We’ll walk up here and you can see where I teach.”

She pointed out the three-story brick
building and indicated which of the windows opened from her
classroom. They strolled back to the square and she told him little
snippets about each business.

It didn’t take long before he asked, “So
where’s this park I keep hearing about? All the guys say you can
meet people there.”

“Big Spring Park?” Bette asked.

“Yeah, that’s the one,” Ben said. “It’s a
regular meet and greet spot if I can believe the scuttle I
hear.”

“News to me,” Bette said. “But I’ll show it
to you.”

They trailed down Spring Street a few blocks
to the postage stamp sized park. To their right a natural spring
cascaded down a rock bluff and spilled beneath a bridge to flow
across the road where it seemed to vanish into the Big Spring Inn.
A path divided the green grass into two halves edged with blooming
flowers in every color. At the rear, Grecian columns flanked the
kids’ wading pool and playground equipment took up space by the
rock walled public restroom.

Although a few kids played on the swings or
teeter totters and more than one old man napped in the summer sun
on a park bench, most of the other people in the park were
soldiers. Some sprawled out on the benches, others lay in the grass
and some just walked. A few had a girl on one arm like Ben Levy and
she saw two soldiers emerge out of the straggly brush behind the
Grecian pool. She wouldn’t have expected so many folks on Sunday
morning and realized he’d known more than she did.

“This is it,” she said. “Big Spring Park in
all its glory.”

“It’s nice,” Ben said and sounded sincere.
“What’s the stage for?”

“Sometimes they do community plays or
someone performs music,” Bette said. “The cross on the hill is for
Easter Sunrise Service and the choir stands there, risking their
life.”

Ben laughed and pulled her over to view the
shallow wading pool with the Grecian backdrop. “This is beautiful.
I like it.”

“There’s one more thing,” she said. “Let me
show you the grotto.”

Bette grabbed his hand and led him around
the pool to a deep cleft in the natural rock. Broad steps led down
to the bottom in a small cave like grotto where clear spring water
flowed free. Although the rest of the park remained crowded, they
would be alone here. She sneaked a glance at his face and his rapt
expression confirmed he liked the place.

“Come on … we can sit here a while if you
want,” Bette told him, settling her skirts beneath her as she sat
on a step. Ben lowered himself beside her, still holding her
hand.

“God, this is really something. We’ve got
parks in Brooklyn, some of them nice, but nothing like this.
Prospect Park’s got a lake and it’s great, but nothing like this.
Whaddya call it again?”

“Everyone just calls it the grotto,” Bette
said with a smile. She snuggled closer to him so her dimity dress
and his tan khaki shirt touched. His body heat contrasted with the
cool of the spring and made her skin tingle.

“It’s peaceful,” he told her, voice just
above a whisper. “It’s almost like church. They all told me about
the park, how to meet girls here, but no one mentioned this.
Thanks, Bette.”

“You’re welcome, Benny,”
she replied, his name rolling off her tongue as if she’d used it
all her life. Then she recalled he’d said his mother used
Benny. “Or do you prefer
just Ben?”

Those delightful gray eyes met hers, candid
and open. “You know, most people call me Ben and its okay by me. My
ma says Benny, my baby name, and so does my kid brother half the
time, plus maybe a few old people from the neighborhood back home.
I don’t think I’d tell anyone else it’s kosher but yeah, you can
call me Benny if you want.”

“Okay, Benny,” she said, trying it out again
with permission. She liked the familiarity of the nickname because
it fit the connection she felt with him. He must have sensed
something similar, because he put his arm around her and she rested
against him, content.

They sat in easy silence for a few minutes,
a comfortable time stretching out sweet and comfortable.

“Hey … Bette?”

“Yeah?”

Ben Levy faced her and traced the line of
her upper lip with one slow finger. The sensation sent shivers
through her, his touch lighter than a butterfly’s brush.

“Do you mind if I kiss you?”

She ached for his kiss, truth be told. “If
you don’t, I’ll probably die.”

“I’ll take that as affirmative,” Ben said as
he put his lips over hers.

His mouth joined hers with a soft caress
evoking a deep tenderness within. He kissed her like a porcelain
doll, fragile and precious. Bette’s emotions kindled as his lips
shifted from sweet to heat and she returned his kiss.

Fever sparked between them with heat and the
sweetness of the syrup she’d drizzled over her pancakes. Bette
tasted both coffee and his Lucky Strike cigarettes, but she didn’t
mind. His scent infused her with longing. He smelled like a man, of
soap and cigarettes and sweat and just something so
quintessentially Ben Levy. She’d kissed a few men, but no other
kiss invoked her body and soul the way his did. In his arms, she
forgot Robbie claimed her as his girl and half the town had
believed it, too.

As they canoodled, her arm locked around his
neck, one of his hands strayed so it touched her breast through
thin fabric of her dress. Bette allowed him the liberty and shocked
herself even while she liked it. She wondered just how far they
might’ve gone if a sharp whistle hadn’t cut into their
consciousness.

“Hey, Jew boy, is this the way you spend
Sunday mornings?” a loud voice shouted above them.

Ben released her and
turned around, bristling with irritation. “Whaddya want,
shmendrick?”

The unfamiliar word confused Bette and she
scooted over as Benny found his feet. She feared there might be a
fight but the whistler, another soldier, snickered.

“I don’t want from
nothing,” he said, in the same nasal accent. “I just wondered if
your shiksa knows
you’re not pure goy.”

Benny laughed and the men embraced.
Surprised, Bette stood up brushing her skirt and tugging it down to
stay decent. They babbled in a language she didn’t grasp putting
her on the outside, left out. Her ‘happiness bubble’ threatened to
burst, until Benny put his arm around her shoulders.

“Bette, don’t think I’m crazy … this is an
old buddy from Brooklyn. We went to Erasmus Hall High together.
Moses Cohen, this is Bette Sullivan.”

“Pleased to meetcha,” Moses said with a bow.
“Your ma’ll like this one, Benny, a good Irish girl. Where’d you
meet her?”

“Church,” Benny said. The
word exited his mouth firm as a pebble. “You keep forgetting I’m
really a shagetz.”

“You’re
meshugeneh, that’s what
you are,” Private Cohen said. “So carry on, Private Levy, as you
were.”

Church bells from the little Episcopal
Church on the edge of the park pealed the noon hour as the other
Brooklyn soldier
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