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        Colon, Panama

        November 1, 1942

      

      

      Private Clyde Cooper walked off the transport ship in Panama with high hopes of seeing his cousin Shawn. Before leaving the San Francisco Point of Embarkation and traveling over three thousand miles to Panama, he’d sent a letter telling Shawn to expect his arrival. He didn’t know if any of it got past the censors. If not, he’d simply surprise him.

      His best friend, Gil Hicks, wrapped his beefy arm around Clyde’s shoulder and asked, “You excited to see your cousin?”

      “Yeah, it’s been a long while.” Clyde grinned and brushed imaginary dust off his silver airborne wings, pinned proudly on his chest. “He doesn’t know I’m airborne. Can’t wait to see the look on his face when he sees these wings.”

      “Didn’t he tell you about airborne in the first place?”

      “Yeah, but I got so busy I never told him I’d joined up. It’s hard enough writing to Abby and my parents, let alone Shawn. He’ll be shocked.”

      “What unit’s he in?”

      “I think the 501st. I know he was stationed here, but for all I know, they could’ve shipped out months ago.”

      “The 501st? Is he one of the originals from the Test Platoon?”

      Clyde shook his head. “Nah, but close. I think he went through right after those guys. A lot of them are in his unit, I think.”

      “Can you imagine? I mean, it was bad enough going through it now, but going through it when you didn’t really know if your chute would even open? Pazzo!”

      Clyde sneered at him, remembering when his chute didn’t open and it had forced him to throw his reserve chute. “I actually kinda can.”

      Gil guffawed, “Oh yeah, I almost forgot about that.”

      “I haven’t.”

      “Still think someone sabotaged it?”

      Clyde shrugged. “I know how it sounds, but yes.”

      “So, someone cut your lock off, messed with your chute, then put a different lock back on. Is that what you think happened?”

      “We’ve talked about this. Yes.” Clyde waved his hand as though shooing a fly, “but I’m not worried about it anymore. Whatever happened at Benning won’t follow me way out here.” He looked suspiciously at his friend. “Unless there’s something else you’re not telling me?”

      Gil frowned. “What’re you yapping about?”

      “Maybe besides being a card-holding member of the Mafia, you’re also a hired assassin.” Clyde noticed Gil’s shoulders slump, and he shook his head mournfully. They’d talked extensively about the incident with his wife, Abby. Gil explained what had happened, and he still felt terrible about the whole thing and couldn’t apologize enough. Clyde still had flashbacks: seeing his wife’s shaking knees, the bag over her head, and the gun aimed at her chest. It still shook him to his core. Gil hadn’t known his prisoner was Abby, but that didn’t really matter.

      Gil finally said, “I’m not a killer, Clyde. And neither’s my family. That son of a bitch, Sal, killed my cousin.”

      Clyde put his arm around him. “I know. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “Wonder how things are going back home? It’s gotta be tense.”

      Clyde answered, “You’re probably right. Abby’s father said he’d make things right for your dad. Victor’s a son of a bitch, but I think he’ll honor his word.”

      Gil sneered. “Don’t know how he’s gonna do that, but if he doesn’t do something, there’ll be hell to pay. Pops doesn’t like being jerked around.”

      “God, I hated leaving Abby in the middle of all that.”

      “I’ll bet. But she’s a strong woman. She’ll be okay. And my family won’t touch her again. I can guarantee you that. Hell, she just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “I just wanna get this war over with, so I can take her somewhere far away from all that.”

      “Well, first things first.” Gil looked out past the docks and over the wide blue ocean. “Where you think they’ll send us?”

      “I’ve heard the same scuttlebutt as you, Australia.”

      “No Japs in Australia are there?”

      “I don’t think so, but they can’t take us straight to some Jap-held island. But how the hell should I know? Ask MacArthur the next time you see him.”

      Gil held up his hands defensively. “Okay, okay. Just thought you might’ve heard something.”

      Clyde pointed. “Look at those guys over there. They look like paratroopers, don’t they?”

      Ten men dressed in U.S. Army green pants and sweat-stained olive drab T-shirts strolled along, pointing and laughing at the men debarking from the ship.

      “Yeah, but what the hell are they laughing at?”

      “Fresh meat, I’m guessing.”

      Clyde and the rest of the battalion filed off the ship. They’d left their gear on the ship, carrying only personal belongings. The officers and NCOs warned them not to stray too far; they’d be shoving off soon enough.

      As they walked past the jeering troopers, good-natured jabs passed back and forth. Clyde ignored it and looked for his cousin, but he wasn’t among them.

      As he passed close, Clyde asked, “Hey. Any you guys know a Shawn Cooper? I think he’s in the 501st.”

      One of them perked up and replied, “Cooper? Shawn Cooper? Yeah, I know him. What of it?”

      Clyde exchanged an excited glance with Gil, then answered, “He’s here? He’s my cousin.”

      The soldier exchanged stunned glances with the others. He didn’t answer, and Clyde wondered if something had happened to him. He doubted the 501st had stopped training since arriving, and training accidents happened all the time. Back at Fort Benning, two soldiers in B Company had died when their chutes entangled and they’d crashed into the ground at over 100 miles per hour. Witnesses said they’d died instantly. Had something similar happened to Shawn? He thought of Shawn’s mother—his Auntie Vera—how would she take the news? She’d be devastated. So would his own mother.

      “Has something happened to him?” he asked.

      The soldier answered, “He’s fine, far as I know, but he’s not here.” He looked at the other paratroopers and Clyde thought he looked unsure of what he should or could tell him.

      “What d’you mean? Where is he?”

      The soldier waved him over. Clyde stepped out of line and Gil followed him. Sergeant Larson, their squad leader, growled, “Don’t get lost, you two.”

      Clyde gave him a wave and focused his attention back on the paratroopers. The one who’d answered him extended his hand. “I’m Mike Unger.”

      Clyde shook. “Nice to meetcha. Now tell me what’s going on, will ya?”

      “Coop’s in our company . . . er . . . at least he was.”

      The other troopers looked uncomfortable. Clyde felt the hairs stand up on the back of his neck. “Is—is he dead?”

      “No. No, nothing like that. He—well, he got caught up in something.” Mike looked around and lowered his voice. “A woman.” He whistled low and shook his head. “A real looker. Not a local woman, neither. Way I heard it, she’s from Norway or something.”

      “Norway?”

      “I dunno. Somewhere north of here, though. Anyway, fraternizing is frowned upon around here. Next thing we know, Coop’s packing his bags. Looked mad as a hornet, too. He can get wound up, but I’ve never seen him like that.”

      The man beside Mike spoke up. “He got tangled up in some kind of shooting, too. Don’t forget that part.”

      Mike sneered and said, “That’s just a rumor. Probably nothing to it.”

      Clyde looked stunned. He asked, “Did they kick him out of the airborne?”

      Mike spit into the dirt and said, “I dunno. He had his wings on when he left, but we haven’t seen him since and he left in a big damned hurry. Didn’t even get to say goodbye to him.”

      “Damn. How long ago?”

      Mike looked around at the others and said, “Two weeks now, I guess.”

      “And no one knows where he is?” Clyde asked.

      “Nope. Don’t even know if he’s still in the Zone.”

      “The Zone?”

      “The Canal Zone. You know—here.”

      “What about your squad leader? He must know something. Is he approachable?”

      “Sergeant Mayhue?” He looked at the others. The closest man shrugged and Mike said, “Yeah, he’s a hard-ass, but he’ll probably talk to you, since you’re family.”

      

      It took some legwork, but Clyde finally found someone who knew where to find Sergeant Mayhue. Clyde found him in a rec room, reading a paperback novel that had seen better days.

      Clyde didn’t quite know how to approach him. He’d only dealt with the NCOs in his own unit, and even then, he didn’t always feel comfortable. Airborne privates didn’t simply approach airborne sergeants from other units and start asking questions.

      He took off his cap and approached him carefully. The sergeant didn’t look up from his novel. Clyde cleared his throat and said, “Sergeant Mayhue?”

      Mayhue kept reading but said, “Uh-huh.”

      “Sorry to disturb you. Do you have a minute? It’s about my cousin, Shawn Cooper.” Mayhue looked up from the novel and glared at him. Clyde quickly added, “I hear he was in your squad?”

      “Cousin, huh? I didn’t know he had a cousin,” Mayhue said.

      Clyde nodded quickly and nearly gagged when he tried to swallow. He finally said, “Uh, yes, sir. There’s two of us.”

      Mayhue put the paperback down, splaying the pages out on the rickety couch. “Well, what about him?”

      “I just came in with the 503rd and I’m trying to find him. Some other guys told me he got shipped out somewhere, but no one knows where.” He shrugged. “I’m just trying to figure out where he is.”

      Mayhue looked around. A few soldiers lounged around reading magazines or books. A radio in the corner played a tinny song that Clyde couldn’t identify. Satisfied that no one was within earshot, Mayhue offered the closest chair. “Have a seat, private.”

      So far, every time Clyde brought his cousin’s name up, he’d gotten the same odd reaction. As if the whole thing was some big secret. Clyde leaned forward and nervously shifted his hat between his fingers.

      “Your cousin’s a good trooper. You should be proud of him, first and foremost.”

      A lump formed in Clyde’s throat. “Is—is he alright?” Despite being told by the others that he was alive and well as far as they knew, he wondered.

      “He was when he left here. Yes, I’m sure he’s fine.”

      Clyde felt anger welling in his gut. Why won’t anyone give me a straight answer?

      Mayhue lowered his voice and said, “Look. He got into some trouble, but it’s all blown over now.”

      “The girl?” Clyde asked.

      Mayhue looked surprised. “Yes, a dame. She nearly got him killed.” He bit his lower lip as though he’d said too much. “Look, I can’t tell you a whole lot.”

      Clyde said, “He’s my cousin. He’s family. I’ve got a right to know what’s going on. Don’t I?”

      “You know better than that, son. It’s the U.S. Army; they’ll tell you whatever they want you to know and nothing more.” Clyde’s jaw rippled. Mayhue leaned in closer and said, “He’s been recruited into another—well, into another branch of the service.” Clyde raised an eyebrow and Mayhue added, “A darker side of the service, if you catch my meaning.”

      Clyde sat back, trying to figure out what this evasive sergeant was alluding to. Why didn’t he just come right out and say it? “So, he’s out of the airborne?”

      Mayhue shrugged. “Not the way you’re thinking about it. I mean, he still has his jump wings and he’ll probably still jump . . .” His brow furrowed as he caught himself saying too much again. “It’s not my part to tell you anything more.”

      “But what about his family? His mother will want to know where her son is. What’ll I tell my own parents when they ask?”

      “Tell ’em he’s serving his country the best way Uncle Sam sees fit.”

      “Is he some kind of spy? Is that it?”

      Mayhue’s scowl deepened, and he leaned back and scooped up the paperback.

      Clyde knew he’d get no more out of him. He’d already pushed his luck further than prudence warranted. But he asked one last thing. “He’s not here, though, right? I can’t see him before we ship out?”

      Mayhue leveled his dark eyes at him and nodded. “That’s right. He’s not here.” He cleared his throat loudly and pointed at Clyde. “I’ll be seeing you on that ship, by the way. The 501st’s joining you, at least some of us. How is it?”

      “What? The ship?” Mayhue nodded and Clyde answered, “Cramped and slow.”

      Mayhue grinned and said, “Well, it’ll be even more cramped once we load up.” He looked over the top of the book and said, “Would’ve been a hoot making the crossing with your cousin.”

      

      Clyde looked out over the vast ocean and felt lost. Since leaving Balboa, Panama, a few days earlier on the converted Dutch ship the MS Poelau Laut, he couldn’t shake the feeling of doom surrounding the ship. He’d read about the massive convoys steaming from the East Coast of the U.S., flanked by warships. The battles between German U-boats and American destroyers and cruisers had filled the pages of every newspaper and magazine. He’d often wondered what it would be like to be on one of those troopships while those battles raged all around them. It would be terrifying to have to rely on the skill of some unknown captain and his crew. One screw up, one torpedo strike, and the troopship could be sent to the bottom—killed before ever having a chance to fight.

      Gil sidled up next to him. “What’re you thinking about?”

      “Wondering why the hell we’re out here all alone. I mean, what gives? Not a single escort ship? What if a Jap sub finds us?”

      “I don’t like it either, but I guess they know what they’re doing. It’s a big ocean. Maybe they think a convoy will just attract their attention.”

      “Yeah, maybe, but at least in a convoy you’ve got a chance of being picked up if you sink.” He looked around at the dilapidated old rust bucket. “This thing might sink all on its own. Japs don’t need to torpedo us.”

      “Cheer up, Clyde. No use worrying about that sort of thing.”

      “It doesn’t worry you?”

      Gil turned around and lit a cigarette, his hand cupping the flame. “Sure, but like I said, nothing we can do about it. We’ll make it okay.” He slapped Clyde’s shoulder and pointed at the foredeck where paratroopers gathered, soaking in the sun’s rays. “Look at those guys.”

      Clyde turned and asked, “What about ’em?”

      “We’ve only been to sea a few days and already there’ve been fights. See how they’re all separated? It’s like they still think they’re in their old units.”

      “They’ll get used to it. We’re all paratroopers.”

      “The 504th, the 501st, a couple of random companies from the 509th . . . we’re all mixed up and they want all those guys to suddenly call themselves the 503rd?”

      “We are the 503rd. That’s us. All of us.” He swept his hand to encompass all the basking soldiers. “They’ll just have to get used to it, I guess.”

      Gil snickered. “I even saw some officers arguing about it. I hope they get it all worked out before we go into combat.”

      Clyde agreed. “Yeah, me too. It’s all messed up. I feel like the 503rd’s made up of a bunch of orphans. I guess throwing us all together on this rust bucket for a couple of weeks is their way of letting us work things out for ourselves.”

      The ship heaved to one side as it turned to starboard. Gil puffed his cigarette one last time and flicked it into the sea. “Oh, for crying out loud, here we go again.”

      Clyde shook his head and braced against the gunwale. “All this turning’s gonna add weeks to the trip. We should beeline it to Australia, not meander back and forth like a drunken sailor.”

      “Guess they’re trying to throw off the Jap subs. I’m okay with that, if it gets us there in one piece.”

      “It’s give and take. The longer we’re out here, the better chance we have of being discovered.”

      Clyde looked out over the bow. Endless blue ocean spread out in white-tipped undulating waves. The ship’s bow dove into the gentle troughs, then sprang up again and climbed to the crest before falling once again into the trough on the backside, all the while rocking from side to side.

      Clyde said, “At least we’ve got calm seas at the moment. I’d hate to see this thing in a storm.”

      A Dutch sailor walked toward them, hauling something cumbersome. Gil nodded at him, but the sailor ignored him and kept right on going as though he were invisible. Gil watched him and said, “Those guys act like we’re a nuisance somehow.”

      “Yeah, they probably get paid the same whether they’re hauling people or product, but products don’t talk back or eat.”

      “True. Although they eat better’n we do. My stomach feels like it’s all tied up in knots. Wonder what the food’s like in Australia? I hear they’ve got a lot of pretty women there.”

      “Food and women, huh?” Clyde laughed. “By the time we get there, it might be occupied territory. We might have to fight our way in.” He looked at Gil and asked him, “What’ll you think that’ll be like? Fighting the Japs, I mean.”

      “Not as easy as everyone’s telling us it’ll be. I grew up fighting. I learned to never underestimate anyone. The smaller guys sometimes are the quickest and hit the hardest. Give me some big bruiser over a whip-thin guy who knows what he’s doing, anytime.” He grinned. “If nothing else, I can outrun the big galoot.”

      “You can’t outrun bullets,” Clyde stated glibly.

      Gil slapped Clyde’s shoulder. “That’s why they showed us how to shoot back. We’ll get them first.”
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        POW Camp Bilibib—Philippines

      

      

      Corporal Frank Cooper kept his head down as he and hundreds of Allied prisoners shuffled along under the blazing heat of Luzon. They’d marched right on through Mariveles and now trudged along a well-used dirt road, heading inland. Next to him, Marine Private Larry Grinning Bear lurched along. Dried blood still clung to his bare arm. The bandage covering the bullet wound looked filthy and needed to be changed. Infection and rot couldn’t be far off.

      Once they’d offloaded from the boat that had taken them from Corregidor to the mainland, Frank assumed the Japanese would send the wounded to an infirmary, but the ones that could walk marched right alongside them. The men on stretchers had been carted off, and he hadn’t seen them since.

      He glanced at Grinning Bear. The stalwart marine he’d fought beside during the final battle on Corregidor had disappeared, replaced with a man wracked by pain and shame. He’d barely spoken a word since General Wainwright surrendered them to the Japanese. It worried him.

      “You okay, Bear?”

      The Marine raised an eyebrow, but kept his head down as they continued slogging toward their unknown destination.

      “You need to change that bandage. You’ll get an infection,” Frank persisted.

      Grinning Bear shrugged and mumbled, “So what.”

      “You could lose the arm. It might kill you.”

      A Japanese soldier holding a rifle with an evil-looking bayonet glimmering on the end yelled at Frank. He met his glare, and the soldier lunged into the line, grasped his shirt, and dragged him out from the others. Frank held up his hands, and the soldier drove the butt of his rifle into his gut. Frank bent forward, grasping his stomach and fighting to regain his breath. He stayed on his feet by sheer force of will.

      The soldier yelled at him. Frank straightened himself slightly and glared at the soldier. The soldier yelled more and reared back to hit him again. Frank reacted without thinking. He blocked the rifle butt, catching it with his hands. The soldier’s eyes blazed with hatred. He pulled the rifle from Frank’s grasp, reversed it so the blade pointed at his face. Frank got control of his breathing and stood tall, waiting for the young soldier to skewer him and end his misery.

      The soldier hesitated, the bayonet only inches from Frank’s face. One simple lunge would bury the blade in his neck. Frank wondered what it would feel like. How long would it take to die from a cut like that? Hopefully, he’d cut an artery. He’d bleed out fast, with little pain.

      An arm wrapped around him. Grinning Bear pleaded and cajoled with the soldier, “Easy does it. Easy now. I’ll take care of him. I’ll take care of him.”

      The soldier shifted his blade toward Grinning Bear. Instead of lunging the blade into his guts, he yelled at them both. Neither could understand him, but the anger and rage came through loud and clear. Finally, they both faded back into the line of prisoners as if nothing had happened.

      A Japanese NCO approached the young soldier, placed his fists alongside his hips and barked at the private. The private stood stock still as the sergeant berated him. Frank wished he could understand them.

      The NCO abruptly stopped his tirade and stepped aside. The slow progression of prisoners continued to lumber past. Frank watched in horror as the Japanese soldier grabbed the nearest prisoner and pulled him out of line. The prisoner had filthy bandages covering his neck and half his head. He swayed as he stood there, staring uncomprehendingly. With a quick glance back at the sergeant, the Japanese soldier lunged and sank his bayonet into the man’s stomach up to the hilt.

      Frank felt his legs weaken, and he tried to scream and run to his aid, but Grinning Bear held him tight with his one good arm. “Don’t do it, Frank,” he seethed.

      The prisoner’s mouth opened in stunned shock, and his tongue extended obscenely. The Japanese soldier screamed and slashed the blade side to side, cutting vital arteries and organs. The prisoner’s eyes rolled to the back of his head and he slumped to the ground. His body fell off the bayonet and his blood and intestines glistened in the midday sun.

      The entire procession of prisoners stopped and watched the man die in the dirt. A few made efforts to help him, but were held back by others. The Japanese soldier hyperventilated as his bayonet dripped blood and gore. His eyes shifted from the man he’d killed back to the prisoners. Frank saw fear, disgust, and hatred in his eyes.

      The sergeant slapped the young soldier’s back and said something in an appreciative tone. Frank made eye contact with the NCO. The sergeant gave him a toothy grin, then yelled an order. The guards pushed them until the line moved steadily again.

      Frank wanted to cry, but he had no tears. He muttered, “I got him killed. I killed him.”

      Grinning Bear mumbled back with dripping malice, “No you didn’t. Those bastards killed him.”

      Frank heard the anger and hatred in his voice. He decided it was an improvement over desultory silence. He felt the same hatred building in his guts. Is this how we survive? Will hatred keep us alive or consume us?

      

      They marched until evening, finally being pushed and shoved into a large area surrounded by a high fence. At the entrance, a line of Japanese soldiers jeered and spit on them as they passed.

      Frank ignored them and scanned the compound, hoping to find some sign of water. His body ached all over, but he couldn’t ignore his thirst. He’d never felt such a deep need. It consumed his every thought and action.

      They’d marched all day beneath the blazing sun and their guards never offered the water that he could hear sloshing in their canteens. The Japanese noticed their feral looks when they watched them drink, so they exaggerated their drinking and purposely spilled it into the dust, wasting it wantonly.

      Once inside the compound, a few prisoners collapsed. They had cut the trees and surrounding jungle back, leaving little shade. Frank helped pull the collapsed prisoners into the shade of the thin wood buildings dotting the area. It looked to be the remnants of an old prison.

      He sat down next to Grinning Bear. From the back of the compound, men who’d been there before them emerged. They filtered through the mass of humanity, asking about officers and NCOs. Frank’s corporal stripe blended into his filthy uniform, but one of them noticed and asked him, “Where’s your squad leader, corporal?”

      Frank peeled his crusty eyes open and looked the man over. He looked even skinnier than him, but his uniform was clean, even though the edges were frayed and dotted with holes.

      Frank tried to speak, but couldn’t form words with his parched tongue and throat. He finally shook his head in frustration. Squad leader? He thought. What does it matter? Where’s the water? That’s a far better question.

      As if reading his thoughts, the soldier put his hand on his shoulder and said, “Once we get everyone organized, we’ll form up and dispense water.” Frank’s eyes lit up and so did Grinning Bear’s. The soldier shook his head and pressed Frank’s shoulder, keeping him from coming to his feet. “We can’t have a stampede or we’ll lose all of it. It has to be orderly. Keep the men in line, corporal, or no one’ll get any at all.”

      Frank wanted to strangle him, but he didn’t have the energy. For the first time, he noticed the bars of a captain sown beneath his collar. He wondered if he expected him to salute. If he could’ve laughed, he would’ve.

      The officer shifted his gaze to Grinning Bear. He leaned in and sniffed his arm wound. “Need to get that cleaned, marine.” He peeled back the cloth bandage and Grinning Bear gritted his teeth, but didn’t make a sound. The captain folded up the filthy, bloody cloth as though it were woven of gold, then looked closely at the wound. “You’re lucky. The bullet passed straight through. I’ll have Caulkins take a look at it for you.” He patted the folded bandage in his pocket. “These are hard to come by. We’ll wash it and reuse it.”

      Grinning Bear glanced at Frank and his voice cracked and sounded dry as dust, “You hear that? I’m lucky.”

      “Lucky Indian,” Frank managed to rasp back.

      “I’m Captain Rikauer. Major Glasgow’s the ranking officer here. Welcome to Bilibib Prison Camp.” Frank and Grinning Bear looked at him as though lost in a fog. Rikauer continued. “Just because we’re prisoners doesn’t mean we’re not still serving our country. Glasgow runs a tight ship and we’ll expect your men to act accordingly.” He leveled his gaze at Frank. “We expect the NCOs to keep the men in line, just like normal.”

      Frank uttered, “Yes, sir.”

      “Sit tight.” He looked past them and waved. “Caulkins. Over here.”

      A thin rail of a soldier emerged. His gaunt face reminded Frank of a skeleton head, but his brown eyes spilled kindness. He gave them a wan smile, then adjusted himself in front of the hole in Grinning Bear’s arm. The medic’s body seemed to compress and fold up like a boy scout’s pocket knife as he probed and stretched the puckered wound. Grinning Bear didn’t make a sound, but his face turned pale.

      Caulkins pulled a bottle from his satchel. Frank had to control the urge to lunge and take it from him. He could see clear liquid inside—water. Caulkins uncorked it and said, “This ain’t water. It’s Jap rice wine. Alcohol.”

      He pulled out a square of cloth and tipped the bottle onto it. The harsh smell of alcohol assaulted Frank’s nose, but it was liquid, and he had to fight the urge to snatch it away.

      Caulkins looked Grinning Bear in the eyes. “This is gonna hurt, Chief.” Without waiting for a response, he pressed the alcohol-soaked cloth onto the wound and held it there. Grinning Bear sucked in a breath and his body trembled. Caulkins slowly wiped the edges of the wound, then switched to the back of his arm and repeated the process. “Good thing the bullet didn’t hit your bone or the exit wound would’ve been nasty. This is nothin’.”

      Grinning Bear croaked, “Lucky Indian.”

      Caulkins finished patching him up. He wrapped a dingy, yellowish cloth around his upper arm. “Try to keep it clean.” Grinning Bear scowled at him. “Just do the best you can,” Caulkins finished.

      Captain Rikauer tapped Caulkins’s shoulder. “Get on to the next guy, Doc.”

      Caulkins unwound his thin body and hustled to the next wounded man. His bottle of rice wine sloshed, making Frank even thirstier.

      Rikauer stood and looked down at them. “Get the men up and moving toward the north end.” He pointed. “The largest building is the mess hall, such as it is. Keep them in line and in order, or there’ll be hell to pay.”

      Frank raised an eyebrow questioningly. They’d already been through hell. What could this captain do to them that would be worse than surrendering to these heathens?

      Rikauer explained. “Not from us. From the Nips. Colonel Naguyu is a stickler for discipline and order. If the men mob the water station, he’ll simply shut it down and prolong your misery.”

      The mere thought of water being so close almost made Frank crazy. He doubted he’d be able to contain himself once he actually saw it, and some others were far worse off than him.

      A shrill whistle sounded and Captain Rikauer said, “That’s the signal. Get the men up and keep them in line. I’m relying on you NCOs to get this done. Men’s lives depend on it.”

      Even that didn’t quite penetrate Frank’s insatiable yearning for water. He understood it on the surface. If they shut down the water station, men might die from thirst before they opened it back up again, but deep in his soul he could sense the animal inside him trying to emerge. The animal that would fight—even kill—for just a tiny sip of water. It scared him more than the damned Japanese at the moment.

      

      Frank forced himself to his feet. He helped Grinning Bear stand. They both swayed for a moment. Other newly arrived soldiers looked around questioningly as the whistle continued to blow in quick, sharp blasts.

      Frank conjured what little fluid he could in his parched mouth and tried to raise his voice. “Stand up. Form a line. Water. They’re giving us water.” He had to catch his breath after speaking so many words in a row, and his throat threatened to close off. The men who heard him quickly spread the word and men staggered to their feet. It reminded Frank of corpses rising from their graves like zombies in a horror comic book. He figured most of them were more dead than alive.

      Other NCOs who’d gotten the word pushed and cajoled the soldiers into a sort of disjointed line. Everyone looked toward the large building, hoping for a glimpse of the water station. Frank imagined a fountain overflowing with clear, clean water. He wanted to rush forward and get in the front of the line, but he kept control of himself. Captain Rikauer’s warning rang in his subconscious.

      The whistle blasts finally stopped, and the men swayed beneath the evening sun. Men strained to see the front of the line, causing the tail to bend and lengthen.

      Frank saw Captain Rikauer moving along, pushing men back into line, reminding them to keep their heads and proper spacing. Other officers and NCOs, who’d obviously been there longer than the newly arrived soldiers, moved up and down the line, doing their best to keep order.

      Frank found Grinning Bear standing halfway up the line. Frank slipped in next to him, but the man behind him immediately complained. “What’s the big idea? Back of the line.” Other men behind him grumbled, too.

      Grinning Bear turned and said, “Shaddup. The corporal’s with me.”

      Frank watched the men seethe, but no one had the energy to push it any further. He turned back to Grinning Bear and croaked, “This place is like a tinderbox.” Grinning Bear grunted his agreement.

      The line moved slowly. Frank could see men who’d made it to the water station holding cups and drinking deeply. He could hardly contain himself. Others saw the same thing, and grumbling started up and down the line. The NCOs increased their pace up and down the line, barking for quiet and calm, but the grumbling grew louder and the line shifted as men tried to see what was happening at the front.

      Frank knew he should help the other NCOs, but as far as he could tell, none of the newcomers were helping. They were all standing in line, just like himself. He could barely talk. What good can I do? He wondered. I need water first. He felt irrational hatred as a sergeant pushed him back into line. Even in his weakened state, he wanted to lash out and strangle the man. Couldn’t he see how thirsty they all were? We’re dying here and you’re pushing us?

      Frank concentrated on Grinning Bear’s back. He took ragged breaths and tried to suppress his thirst and anger. His tongue felt too big for his mouth. It didn’t feel like a part of his body. It threatened to choke off his breathing, and he felt panic welling up inside him.

      He opened his mouth and thrust his hand inside to press his tongue out of the way, or tear it out by the root.

      He gagged and Grinning Bear turned and looked at him. With his good arm, Grinning Bear pulled his hand out of his mouth and said, “Stop it, Frank. Stop.”

      Frank could feel the panic building. His brain screamed at him: water now or die. He tried to speak, but couldn’t form words. Grinning Bear squeezed his shoulder as though trying to anchor him to the spot.

      Up ahead, yelling broke out. The slow, steady shuffle toward the water station stopped abruptly. The man behind Frank walked into his back and grumbled something Frank couldn’t decipher. More grumbling and cursing erupted from men up and down the line. The NCOs quickened their walks and raised their voices, but they had little effect.

      Frank got control over himself, but could feel the tension continuing to rise steadily. The water station sat only yards ahead. In another few minutes, he’d get his drink. But he knew the dam was about to break. These men had had enough. He desperately wanted to yell and scream for calm, but he couldn’t make a sound.

      The ruckus at the front of the line grew in intensity. Frank heard the guttural yelling of Japanese guards. Desperation descended on him. If he didn’t do something now, he wouldn’t get his water ration. The Japanese would shut it down at any moment. The same realization swept through the rest of the men. Almost at the same instant, they surged forward.

      Frank lunged past Grinning Bear. Grinning Bear tried to stop him, saying, “Frank, no.” But it was far too late. Everyone pushed forward. Frank felt hands on his back and the crush of humanity on all sides, as each man lunged and fought to reach the water first. Some fell and men trampled them.

      For an instant, Frank saw the water station. The dripping wooden ladle and the scowling Japanese soldiers guarding the precious fluid sent him into a crazed world narrowed down to one goal: water.

      The soldiers turned their bayoneted rifles onto the mass of prisoners and yelled and warned them, but the flood kept on surging forward. Frank realized he would die on the end of one of those blades. The rush carried him forward relentlessly into those sharp, wicked knives. He collapsed and rolled into a ball. Boots and feet trod on him and rolled him along like a potato bug being tortured by a little boy, but he was below the level of the bayonets.

      The angry cries from the prisoners changed to fear and pain. Japanese soldiers yelled and screamed. Gunshots made Frank’s ears ring, and he curled into an even tighter ball. But the ringing couldn’t drown out the awful sounds of defenseless men being stabbed and shot only feet away.

      A body fell onto him. He could feel wetness seeping onto his backside. Revulsion overwhelmed him as he felt the body convulse unnaturally. He chanced a glance toward the water station. He could see a dirty puddle where some of the water spilled. A tiny rivulet of water streamed from it, winding through the Japanese soldiers’ boots. It wound toward him like a wondrous snake. He tried to wiggle free from the burden on top of him, but found himself far too weak. He reached out to the tiny stream, only inches away. He felt the wetness. He tried to scoop up the mud, but a presence suddenly darkened the space above him. He looked up and saw a grinning Japanese soldier staring down at him. His bayonet dripped blood and the end of his rifle streamed smoke. He stepped on Frank’s hand and put his weight on it. Frank gasped in pain and frustration. He pulled his hand back and tried to lick the streak of wet mud from his finger, but felt no relief.

      His vision dimmed around the edges. He welcomed it and blackness enveloped him. Finally, he thought.
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      Abby Cooper served dinner to her friend Trish. She’d gotten too involved in conversation and she’d neglected to stir the pasta. A quarter of it had stuck to the pot and burned. She pretended nothing had happened. She sliced the unburned pasta away from the burned section, but noticed little flecks of blackened pasta floating in the water while she drained it into the sink through a colander.

      With no other meal choices, she served the noodles, hoping the heavy garlic in the pasta sauce would cover the charred taste of the noodles. She cut a loaf of bread into slices and set it on the table. Trish stubbed out her cigarette, rubbed her hands together appreciatively, and sat at the table.

      “I am so hungry. This looks good.”

      Abby sat across from her and placed her napkin over her lap. “It’s Clyde’s favorite meal,” she said, and a wave of sadness swept over her momentarily.

      Trish scooped a large portion of noodles and sauce onto her plate, then dipped a butter knife into a container of margarine. “No butter?” she asked.

      “There is, but I can’t afford it. This is much cheaper. You don’t like it?”

      Trish spread it across her thick piece of bread. “It’s okay. All the rationing’s getting pretty bad, huh?”

      “Sure is, but it’s not too bad for me. I feel for women with kids to feed.” She inadvertently looked at her belly.

      Trish dipped the bread into the sauce covering her noodles and asked, “You pregnant?”

      Abby looked up quickly. “No. Clyde’s been gone for three months now. I’d have known by now, I think.”

      Trish shrugged and bit into the bread. She moved the bite to her cheek and spoke around it. “Yeah, I guess you would. Probably be puking all the time by now.”

      Abby’s eyes widened. “Not during dinner, Trish. I’ll lose my appetite.”

      Trish swallowed, wound her fork into the pasta, then pointed the dripping fork at her and said, “That’s another rich person thing to say.”

      “It is not. Talking about—well, talking about that sort of thing at dinnertime’s just rude.”

      “In my house, you had to eat no matter what was going on or being said. If you didn’t, you didn’t eat at all.”

      She shoved the ball of pasta into her mouth. Abby watched her out of the corner of her eye. Trish chewed noisily, then slowed. She finally swallowed and asked, “Did you burn the sauce? It has a burnt taste.”

      Abby deflated. “No. I burned the noodles.”

      Trish’s jaw dropped. “Burned the noodles? How? I mean, they’re in water, right? I didn’t know you could burn spaghetti.”

      Abby squinted and said huffily, “Well, apparently, you can. You don’t have to eat it if you don’t want to.” Abby pushed a bite into her mouth and immediately noticed the charred flavor. She pretended not to notice.

      Trish spun her fork in the pasta and hefted another large ball. “I don’t mind. Gives it kind of a smoky flavor.” She filled her mouth and used her napkin to wipe the corners. Before she finished chewing, she said, “You could sell this. Jerky-flavored spaghetti.” She held up her hands as though highlighting a grand marquee.

      Abby couldn’t keep from laughing. She swabbed the bread through the sauce and said, “You’re teasing me. I’m a terrible cook. I got distracted, though. I haven’t seen you in a long time and I got caught up talking.”

      “It has been a while. What gives?”

      “Well, with the whole grocery store incident . . .” She moved pasta around her plate, then continued. “Clyde didn’t forbid me seeing you, but he certainly wouldn’t be thrilled about it, either.”

      “So, why’d you invite me, then?”

      “I don’t know. You’re my friend. I wanted to see you.”

      “You must have other friends. You grew up here. What about your school days friends? There must be a few still around.”

      “They are all total bores. Most are married off to rich men and have children by now. There’s only one I’d be interested in being friends with, but she lives in Texas.”

      “Marry an oil man, did she?”

      “No, she’s single. She’s a professional pilot, actually.”

      “A pilot? Isn’t that unusual? A female pilot, I mean.”

      “You’ve never heard of Amelia Earhart?”

      “Well, of course, but she just seems crazy.”

      “Would it surprise you to know that I’m a trained pilot?”

      A ball of dripping pasta stopped midway to Trish’s mouth. She set it back down on her plate, leaned back, crossed her arms, and said, “Yes. That would surprise the hell outta me, but maybe it shouldn’t.”

      Abby scooped pasta and held it close to her mouth. She said, “Well, I am.” She took the mouthful and chewed slowly, watching Trish’s reaction.

      “What is with you rich people? I mean, really? A pilot? Why? When?”

      “There’s a flying club near the main airport. When I was sixteen, Daddy asked me what I wanted to do one summer and Beatrice, that’s the woman in Texas, said she was signed up for lessons.” She shrugged, “So that’s what I did, too. We were best friends back then.”

      “So right now, if we went to the airport, you could fly me someplace. Is that right?”

      “Well, no. I logged a lot of hours, but I was sixteen. I haven’t flown in years. It’s a skill you have to keep up on.”

      “If I put a gun to your head?” She asked with a sinister grin.

      Abby felt a thrill lance up her spine. Whenever Trish said such things, she never quite knew if she meant it or not. She realized it was one of the things she missed about her—the danger and adventure.

      “You have a gun?”

      “You know I do. But it’s not on me.”

      “Well, I suppose I could get us off the ground if I had to. But it’s the landing part that would be challenging.”

      Trish resumed eating noisily. She finished her portion of pasta and scooped up the remaining sauce with a piece of bread. She sipped the cheap red wine, leaned back, then tapped her belly. “That was good. Thanks.”

      Abby had only eaten half her portion. The charred flavor wasn’t as agreeable to her. “You’re welcome. Sorry I burned it.”

      “I’ve never been in an airplane. You need to take me up.”

      Abby wiped the sides of her mouth and said, “I’m not proficient. It would be way too dangerous. Besides, we’d have to rent a plane and they’re not cheap. In fact, with the war, I doubt there’s even fuel available.”

      Trish persisted. “I bet all the pilots have been drafted. There are probably unused planes all over the place. Probably fueled up and ready to go.”

      “So, your plan is to steal an airplane?”

      “Borrow. We’d return it. What do I want with an airplane?” She rubbed her chin as though pondering something she hadn’t thought about before. “Are the planes just sitting out there?”

      “How should I know? Like I said, I haven’t flown since I was a teenager.” Trish leveled her gaze at Abby. Abby shook her head. “What are you getting at? They’re most likely locked up in hangars. Or maybe they’ve all been bought by the government and put into military service.” She hesitated. “Like my husband.” She couldn’t keep a tear from forming in the corner of her eye.

      Trish leaned forward and placed the wineglass on the table. “I’m sorry. You know how I can get. Airplanes are expensive, right?”

      “What? You wanna rob the airport or something? You’re not a criminal.”

      “I’m not? You met me through an illegal gambling ring.”

      “Yeah, but there wasn’t anything nefarious going on, not at first, anyway.”

      “Nef—what? Speak English, Abby.”

      “I mean, you were providing a service. You weren’t stealing from anyone.”

      Trish lit a cigarette and blew the smoke from the side of her mouth. “Yeah, then two people got their guts blown out.” She stood and took her dish to the sink, where she deposited it loudly. “You want help cleaning up?”

      “You’re leaving already?”

      “Yeah, I gotta get up early.”

      “For what?”

      Trish looked away and turned on the faucet. “I’ve got a job,” she mumbled.

      “What? A job? You didn’t tell me that. What kind of job?”

      “Nothing illegal. Factory work.”

      “Really? An actual job? What factory? Boeing?” She asked, referring to the massive factory producing B-17 bombers.

      “Nah.” She scrubbed her dish for an excessive amount of time, then finally stacked it in the drying rack. She wiped her hands on the towel. Abby stared hard at her until she finally answered, “I work with Miles.”

      “Miles? Miles Burr? But he works for my father . . .”

      

      Abby woke in the morning and stared at the cracked ceiling. She couldn’t stop thinking about what Trish had told her the night before. She simply couldn’t picture her friend getting up every morning and punching a time card, then doing some mindless job for most of the day.

      The money was probably good. The country needed workers and lucrative government contracts allowed factories to pay their workers much better than they had in years. In fact, they were required to do so by law. She wondered if Trish made more now than she did at the height of their gambling gig. It would certainly be more consistent. But she still couldn’t imagine her working that sort of job. She must have an angle. She chided herself, maybe she didn’t know Trish as well as she thought she did. Perhaps it’s time I got a job, too.

      Clyde’s paycheck came directly to the house. With his paratrooper jump pay increase, she didn’t really need to get a job to survive, but if she didn’t do something, she thought she might go out of her mind. At the very least, she needed to interact with other people occasionally. The thought of joining a woman’s club like her mother almost made her puke.

      Talking about flying had brought a flood of memories back to her. She hadn’t really thought about it in years. Getting her pilot’s license had mostly been a lark. She knew it galled her father that she chose that instead of horse jumping camp or knitting classes. She’d enjoyed the thrill of flying, but after that summer hadn’t given it a second thought. With the war, she imagined the general aviation industry must’ve withered up overnight. She thought about applying to Boeing. She had some knowledge of airplane dynamics. Perhaps they’d hire her as some sort of assistant engineer. She chided herself, “No, I’d be on the assembly line with all the other women. I’m not special.”

      She suddenly felt angry at Trish. Why hadn’t she told her? Did her father know? Surely he didn’t keep track of his growing list of workers. Would he even care? Probably not, she decided. He’d be happy to know Trish wasn’t causing more trouble for his daughter. Still, she felt like she’d been left out in the cold. “You’re the one who hasn’t been a good friend,” she mumbled under her breath. “This is your fault.”

      She got out of bed and decided she’d pay her father and mother a visit. She hadn’t seen them in weeks and she wanted to know what had finally happened regarding the Trambolinis and the gambling ring. From her perspective, it appeared it had never happened. She pondered whether she should bring up Trish’s employment. She shook her head. Best to leave things as they stood. She didn’t want her father to treat Trish any differently—better or worse—from the other employees.

      Abby put on a quick dash of makeup, dressed, and called her father’s house. She recognized the butler, Mr. Hanniger’s voice. She smiled, imagining his stiff stance, and silver hair that perfectly matched his perfectly manicured silver mustache.

      “Mr. Hanniger, hello. It’s Abigail.”

      “Mrs. Cooper. What a delight to hear your voice,” he answered. “For what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Are mother and father there? I’d like to come for a visit.”

      “I’m afraid not. Your father left for work before the sun rose and your mother left right after breakfast. I believe she’s meeting her bridge group today at the club.”

      “The club? Perhaps I’ll surprise her there.”

      “I’m sure she’d be delighted.”

      “Perhaps I’ll time it to coincide with father coming home.”

      “Should I send Sal to pick you up, or do you have your own mode of transportation?”

      The thought of Sal sent a feeling of dread through her. Since she’d watched him kill two men at close range with a shotgun, she couldn’t bring herself to see him the way she used to as a child. It still haunted her dreams. She desperately wanted to forget the incident, but she couldn’t. She wondered if she’d ever be free from its horrific grip.

      She hadn’t seen him since soon after the incident. Thinking about him now, she realized she shouldn’t shun him. If he hadn’t been there, who knows what would’ve happened? She remembered the abject fear she’d felt as one of those men looked her up and down and licked his thin lips as though she were on some vile menu.

      “Mrs. Cooper? Are you still there?”

      “Yes, yes. Sorry. Yes, send Sal if he’s able to break away.”

      “He’s standing right here. I’ll send him to your apartment now, if that’s to your liking.”

      “Yes. I’ll be waiting.”

      

      Sal stepped from the Rolls Royce and hustled around the hood toward Abby, standing on the sidewalk. Several passersby gaped at the Rolls. It certainly stood out in this part of the city.

      “Abby!” Sal said as he spread his massive arms and pulled her in for a hug.

      Abby didn’t know how she’d react, but his familiarity and his obvious joy at seeing her made her smile, and she hugged him back. “Hello, Sal.”

      He released her and stepped away a few steps. “Sorry, but I haven’t seen you in ages. Not since . . . well not in a while.”

      “I know, Sal, and I’m sorry for that. I just needed some time to process everything. With Clyde gone . . .” She shrugged and felt a tear trying to form. She bore up and swiped it away before it formed. “Shall we?” She extended her arm and Sal graciously took it and helped her to the back seat.

      He strode around the front of the hood and entered the driver’s seat. He pulled into traffic and settled in, then looked in the rearview mirror and asked, “You okay?”

      “Yes. I suppose so. I mean, things are hard, but I’ve got it better than most, so I can’t complain. But you probably already know that,” she said with some acid in her voice.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “Aren’t you still keeping an eye on me? Like before?”

      Sal looked hurt. “No, Abby. No. Even if your father ordered it, which he didn’t, I wouldn’t do that without your permission. That was wrong. I shouldn’t have done it.”

      She picked at her cuticles. “Well, I suppose I’m glad you did, seeing how things worked out.”

      “You still having nightmares?” She nodded. “Me too,” he said sadly.

      “You? The big war hero? You have nightmares, too? I don’t believe that for a minute.”

      In the mirror, his eyes looked hard, but there was also a deep sadness there. He answered in a low voice, “That’s why I have ’em.”

      “Oh, you mean from the war,” she stated matter-of-factly.

      “The shooting at the grocery store has become a part of the horror show. Kind of like another chapter in a hellish book.”

      “Oh Sal, I’m so sorry to have put you through that.”

      He shrugged it off. “Nonsense.” He drove a few blocks, then asked, “Have you heard from Clyde?”

      “I’ve gotten a few letters, but he’s been on a ship, so the mail doesn’t go out until he hits a port. He sent one from Panama and I got one from Australia, too. So I know he arrived safely, anyway.”

      “I woulda thought the censors would catch that sort of thing.”

      “Oh, they did, but the postmarks made it pretty obvious.”

      Sal guffawed, “Nice to know the army still has its head up its own ass.” Abby blushed deeply, and Sal quickly apologized. “Sorry. Just slipped out.”

      She laughed, and he chuckled. It felt good. “Oh, it’s good to laugh with you again, Sal. I didn’t know if I ever would.”

      “It is.” He caught her eye in the mirror, then glanced away. “I’m getting worse in my old age. Sorry about my foul mouth.”

      “Speaking of old, how’s father?”

      “He’s on top of the world. You know how he is when business is good. He’s positively beaming all the time, so you know business is really good.”

      “And mother?”

      Sal’s smile turned into a slight scowl. “She’s fine too, although I don’t see much of her anymore. She spends a lot of time at the club.”

      She noticed the look he gave her. Almost like he wanted to tell her a secret, or suspected her mother of some ill deed. But before she could ask about it, they pulled up to the country club’s roundabout drop-off point and stopped.

      Sal marched to her door and opened it for her. A boy she guessed to be no older than fifteen smiled at her as she stepped out of the Rolls. Normally, the position would be filled by an adult, but she figured the man who the child replaced was probably a part of the war effort in some capacity.

      She hugged Sal and held on for a good long time. “It’s good to see you again, Sal.”

      He gave her a rare smile and answered, “You too, Abigail. Would you like me to wait for you?”

      She waved at him. “No. I’d like to visit with mother until it’s time to leave.”

      He checked his watch. “I haven’t been given a time for pickup. In fact, she finds her own way home most days. Usually an hour before dinner.”

      Abby startled. “So late? She spends all day here?”

      He gave her that same mysterious look before returning to his side of the car.

      He leaned on the roof. “If you need to be picked up before that, just call Mr. Hanniger.”

      She waved and said, “Okay. See you tonight.”

      She watched him pull away, then turned to the boy holding the door. “Thank you,” she said as she passed through. “Say, do you know where the bridge group meets? I’m looking for my mother, Mrs. Meredith Brooks.”

      “Bridge group?” He shrugged and said, “I’m not sure about that, but I saw Mrs. Brooks heading into the library an hour ago.” He hesitated, and she thought he might say more, but then he spun away.

      She thanked him and strode into the ornate foyer. The lush carpet and large chandelier high overhead reminded her of endless summer days playing at the club with her friends. She remembered how they’d sneak around and peek at the older boys, then pretend to marry them and swoon and giggle incessantly. Everything seemed to be so much simpler back then.

      Those girls had grown into women and most had fulfilled their girlish fantasies, although she doubted the men were half as romantically dreamy as they’d imagined them. The thought made her giggle.

      The library? She wondered about that. Her mother read, but what use would she have with the club’s tiny library? As she recalled, most of the books covered sports and sports heroes. Perhaps she’s turned over a new leaf, she thought.

      

      Trish entered the coffee shop just before the sun rose. She stomped her feet and blew warm air into her hands. Even in early summer, the Seattle mornings felt cold and wet.

      Vince came from the back of the shop holding a steaming cup of coffee. “Here you go. Just brewed it fresh.”

      She tilted back her wool dock worker’s hat and clasped the warm cup. She put her nose to the brim and breathed in the warmth and heavy scent. “Yeah sure. More likely heated yesterday’s,” she teased.

      “Naw, come on. I wouldn’t do that to ya.” He looked around the shop. A few patrons sat with coffee cups, reading the morning paper. He directed her to an empty booth in the corner a little away from the others. “Got a minute?”

      “Sure thing.” She followed him and they both sat down in the booth. She asked, “Got any sugar?”

      “I already put in a teaspoon.” She scowled at him and he added, “Be happy there’s any at all.”

      She shrugged and took a sip. “Oh, that’s good. Thanks.”

      “So, how’s it going? Any progress?”

      “Not really, but I’ve only been on the job for a month. It’ll take a while to gain their trust. You’ll have to be patient.”

      “Nothing? Really?”

      She squinted at him and took another slow sip. “Is this coming from you, or is someone else asking?”

      “Johnnie came by asking.”

      “Johnnie? Johnnie who?”

      “He might be one of the Trambolini lieutenants.”

      Trish leaned back and put one arm on top of the back of the booth. “If they got questions, why not just ask me? What the hell’s going on?”

      “I thought it was weird, too. I mean, you’re in contact with ’em, right?”

      “Yeah. Course I am. You helped me set this whole thing up. You know I am.” She leaned forward and whispered, “Maybe he’s not who he says he is.”

      “What, like a rival gang or something?”

      “Cops maybe? What was your take on the guy?”

      “He didn’t smell like a cop to me. Unless he’s one of them traitors.” She looked at him questioningly and he explained, “You know, those guys who turn against their family and start working for the cops or Feds. They can be pretty convincing.”

      “How the hell would you know that?”

      He just shrugged.

      Trish took another sip, then said, “Johnnie, huh? What’d he look like?”

      “Big guy. Bigger than me, even. Looked kinda dull, has a huge forehead and reminded me of a caveman or something.”

      Trish felt a cold shiver run up her spine. Could it be that Johnnie? She suddenly didn’t feel well. “I’ll bring it up to the big guy at our next meet. He’ll know whether or not he’s legit. God help him if he ain’t.” Or maybe I won’t.
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      Abby wound her way through the country club. Most every corner of the place held fond memories for her. She stood in front of a row of pictures stuck to a corkboard for nearly twenty minutes before finally pulling herself away. She didn’t recognize any faces. It’s no wonder, she thought. They were old back then. The ones I knew are most likely retired or dead by now.

      She finally found the library. It was one room she had rarely visited as a child. She pushed the heavy door, and it opened with a whoosh of book-scented air. She loved the smell of books and she stopped to take it in. A large desk with an empty luxurious leather chair occupied the side of the entryway. Stacked books with a thin layer of dust on top told her that no one had occupied the checkout desk for at least a few days, perhaps longer.

      The door shut softly behind her and she felt momentarily afraid, as though she’d stepped into some kind of alternate world. The place seemed to be completely deserted. It being a library, she didn’t want to call out, so she stepped carefully toward the stacks.

      She heard something. She stopped and held her breath. Whatever she’d heard added to her irrational fear. It sounded like some kind of growling beast. Had some wild animal chewed its way in and was now trying to burst its way out? But no, the sound wasn’t all grunting. There was also cooing, and she thought she heard low voices. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end.

      She stepped carefully, not knowing why she crept, but feeling it would be better to remain unnoticed for as long as possible. She got to the first stack. The noise came from the corner at the far end. She peeked around the stack and nearly fainted. A young man stood behind a woman, his hands on her hips, thrusting into her with great abandon. Abby could clearly see his bare ass.

      In a panic, Abigail leaned too hard on the stack and toppled a row of books about golf history onto the floor. The man spun around. A woman with wild hair covering most of her face also peered back from her bent over position. The woman brushed her hair from her face and Abby screamed, “Mother?” Then with more force, “Mother!”

      
      Abby ran from the library without looking back. Her mother called her name, but she kept running. She tore through the country club, drawing startled shouts and ire from the stodgy club members. She burst out the front doors before the boy had time to open it for her. He yelled, “Hey, watch out!”

      She ran along the long, tree-shaded driveway until she ran out of breath. She looked back at the expansive country club grounds but didn’t see her mother or anyone else in pursuit. She couldn’t shake the image of her mother being used like some common tart in the back of a library, of all places. Had it really been her? Perhaps she’d been mistaken. It couldn’t be her—but it was. She’d seen her eyes. And the man—so young. She didn’t recognize him, but he might’ve been even younger than her.

      She sat down on a large, polished rock and put her face in her hands. She wept briefly, but anger soon replaced her grief and confusion. She brushed the tears aside and looked back the way she’d come. Such a beautiful landscape. The rainforest-like environment brought out such vibrant growth. She marveled at the hundreds of different shades of green, especially as the sun dappled through the treetops. Everything seemed to sparkle. How can things be so dirty among such beauty? The war, Clyde gone, the violence she’d recently witnessed, and now this betrayal.

      A car slowly pulled from the country club and wound its way toward her. She sat straighter but didn’t hide herself. She supposed she looked like some homeless waif sitting there like that, but she didn’t feel like moving. If she offended their sensibilities, so be it.

      She turned away as the car approached. No reason to let anyone see she’d been crying. To her annoyance, the car slowed and stopped. She heard the crunch as the tires pulled into the gravel alongside the drive. Just leave me alone, she fumed. The last thing she wanted to do was explain herself.

      She heard the car door open, and she shook her head, ready to confront whoever wanted to interrupt her.

      “Abigail!”

      Abby looked up and the anger building deep in her belly erupted. “Mother! No! Get away from me!” She noticed the driver looking balefully at her. She realized with growing disgust that it had to be her mother’s lover. She turned away and continued walking.

      “Abigail, please. Let me explain.”

      She grabbed Abby’s arm and Abby tore free and spun back toward her. “Don’t touch me, you filthy—” she couldn’t finish the phrase. She wanted to, but this was still her mother. Something deep down wouldn’t allow her to call her a whore. “Cheater!” she blurted instead. “How could you do this to Daddy?”

      Meredith looked back at her lover for a moment, then back to Abigail. “Your father and I haven’t been intimate in years. I know it’s not an excuse, but . . . well there it is.”

      The conversation made Abby’s skin crawl. She shivered, wishing she’d grabbed her coat as she left the club. “It’s not an excuse, Mother. It’s disgusting. It would devastate Daddy.”

      “You’re shivering. Get into the car. Calvin will drive you home.”

      Abby shot a withering glance at Calvin and hissed, “It has a name.”

      “Stop it, Abigail. Calvin’s the nicest young man I’ve ever met. He reminds
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