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      Clyde Cooper sat on the bed, watching his wife, Abby, pull her stockings over each supple leg. He wondered for the hundredth time when she’d finally come to her senses and leave him. From the first day he’d seen her, he knew he couldn’t live without her. Then, just like now, he couldn’t believe she’d even talk to him, let alone agree to a date and, later, marry.

      Each time he looked at her beautiful face, he half expected someone to jump out and point and laugh at the cruel and intricate joke he’d fallen for. Then they’d walk off together hand in hand and he’d never see her again.

      She caught him looking and gave him a radiant smile. Her lips shone from the expensive bright red lipstick she wore. “What are you staring at?” She put her soft white hand to her chest and demurred.

      “An angel,” he answered. “A radiant angel.”

      She giggled and turned away from him. She put on her bra and held the ends out behind her. “Be a dear and help the angel, please.”

      He bolted from the bed and approached her white back, tastefully dotted with light brown freckles and moles. He took the two ends, and she cupped her thick, dark hair in her hands to hold it out of the way. It looked as though she held heaps of slow-flowing molasses. His hands shook slightly as he tried and failed to clasp the hooks.

      “Honestly, Clyde. You’re all thumbs.”

      He leaned forward and took in her scent. “God, you smell good.”

      Goose bumps erupted on her neck, and she scrunched her shoulders and scolded him. “No. Bad boy. We have to go or we’ll be late.”

      He sighed and concentrated on getting the clasps together. “It’s your fault. You drive me crazy.”

      He finally secured her bra, and she turned to face him. His eyes lingered on her breasts. She put her hands on her hips and shifted one seductively. “Do I need to send you out of the room?”

      He shook his head. “And miss the show? Don’t be cruel.”

      “Most women demand some privacy, you know.”

      He laughed. “In this postage stamp of an apartment? Good luck.”

      “That’s your own fault. Daddy offered to pay for something bigger, but your pride got in the way. Remember?”

      His mood darkened at the mention of Victor Brooks, his new father-in-law. “I stand by my decision. You’re married now. We don’t need his money. We’ll make our own way.”

      She smiled sweetly and held out her arms. He took her hands, and she said, “I know, and I agree, but saying something and doing something are a lot different. Half my clothes are still in my old room. I can’t fit them in the closet here, and it’s so dark and wet, I’m afraid they’d get ruined.”

      “We’ll get a bigger place soon. Mr. Witherspoon says more jobs are opening up at the paper because of the war. I’ll get a reporter’s pay once I move up. Real money. Enough to upgrade, at least. I promised to take care of you, and I will.”

      She dropped his hands and continued dressing. “What’s the war got to do with it? We’re not involved yet.”

      “Believe it or not, some guys are actually volunteering anyway. They say it’s just a matter of time, and they don’t wanna miss out.”

      “Who would do that?” she asked incredulously.

      “Joe McKursky, for one. He’s joined some group that’s heading over to France to volunteer.”

      “Fight for the French? Does he even speak the language?”

      “Hell if I know. Probably not.”

      “I’m not sure whether to be impressed or embarrassed for him. Can you imagine? What about your brother? Will he stay out of it?”

      Clyde nodded. “Frank’s stationed in the Philippines, far away from the troubles in Europe. He’s having the time of his life if his letters are true.”

      “Why wouldn’t they be?”

      “He doesn’t want my parents to worry, and he knows anything he writes to me, I’ll pass along to them—well, most everything.” He shook his head. “He’s not lying, though. Some of his stories would be tough to make up.”

      She looked at him pointedly, seeing his sheepish grin, and asked, “Like what?”

      “Stuff I wouldn’t share with my parents or my virginal wife.” Her face reddened and the color went all the way down her neck and stopped at her cleavage. He marveled. “You are so beautiful.”

      “You’re pushing your luck. One more pass and I’ll kick you into the hall.”

      “We could just stay in tonight. We’ll tell them you’ve come down with a cold.”

      She shook her head emphatically. “No. My parents are expecting us, and we can’t show up late. No reason to give him another reason for…”

      She hesitated, and he finished for her, “Hating me?”

      “He doesn’t hate you.”

      He reared his head back and guffawed. “The hell he doesn’t. I’m not even sure ‘hate’ is a strong enough word. Maybe ‘loathe’ would be better.”

      She didn’t correct him. She put in expensive earrings she’d brought from her old life and said, “Leave me alone and get dressed. Wear the black tie tonight. You’re supposed to be in a tuxedo, but your suit will have to do.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, and bowed.

      She giggled and said, “Good boy. Maybe you’ll get a treat when we get home.”

      He held his hands beneath his chin, stuck out his tongue, and panted like a dog. Her laughter filled the tiny apartment, and he fell even deeper in love.
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        * * *

      

      A car pulled up in front of the apartment, and the driver, a large man with an ugly scar across his cheek, stepped out. He’d worked for the Brooks family for decades. He greeted Abby like a long-lost puppy. He held the door for her and effused, “You look lovely tonight, my dear.”

      “Oh, thank you, Sal. You’re too kind. You remember my husband, Clyde?”

      Sal’s smile faded. “Yes, of course I do.”

      Clyde held out his hand, but Sal acted as though he hadn’t noticed, and Clyde pulled it back in embarrassment. “Kind of you to pick us up, Sal.”

      Sal ignored him until they were both inside and he’d walked around the front of the car and entered the driver’s seat. He finally said, “To tell you the truth, I wish I’d brought my piece. Nasty neighborhood.” He adjusted the rearview mirror, and Clyde saw his simmering eyes staring at him.

      Abby said, “You’re being paranoid. It’s a relatively safe neighborhood.”

      Sal sneered. “Relative to what? Poland?”

      Clyde’s jaw rippled as he bit back his anger. Abby put her hand on his knee and squeezed, knowing her husband wouldn’t rise to the bait with her in the car, but he sometimes surprised her. She said, “Just drive us to the party please, Sal.”

      Sal’s eyes came off Clyde’s and focused on her. “Of course, Miss Brooks.”

      “Mrs. Cooper,” she corrected him.

      “Oh yes, my mistake.” His eyes shifted back to Clyde before he pulled into traffic.

      Twenty quiet minutes later, they pulled into the long driveway of the Brooks estate. Sal parked in front of the brightly lit fountain and walked around to open the door. Through the massive windows and beyond the lightly swaying silky curtains, the elite of Seattle, Washington, mingled.

      Sal helped Abby from the car and held her hand too long for Clyde’s taste. Sal ignored Clyde as he scooted over and exited through the same door. Clyde tapped Sal’s shoulder and the big man turned with a heavy scowl on his thick five-o’clock-shadowed face.

      Clyde smiled broadly and held out a shiny nickel. His voice took on an imperious tone as he said, “For you, good sir. Excellent work.”

      Sal took the nickel and stared at it. It looked tiny in the palm of his massive hand. He placed it between two fingers and flicked it away with a ting sound. “Fuck off, Clyde,” he quietly growled.

      “Pleasure as always,” Clyde replied, and caught up to Abby, who had stopped at the base of the stone steps, waiting for him.

      She looked over his shoulder and saw Sal’s simmering glare. “Everything all right?” she asked Clyde as he approached.

      He smiled and raised his voice enough for Sal to hear. “Yes, my love. Just tipping the help. Every little bit helps, you know,” he said imperiously.

      Halfway up the stairs, she leaned in to him and whispered, “Be careful. He’s killed men before.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, in the Great War. I just heard rumors, but that’s where he got that scar on his face. It’s from a German trench knife.”

      Clyde always felt tougher in her presence. “Really? I thought it was a birthmark,” he teased, and she scrunched up her bare shoulders and giggled.

      A tall butler held the door for them as they approached. Abby gave him a beaming smile, and he lifted his chin, and the corners of his mouth turned upward slightly. He said, “Welcome home, Miss Abigail.”

      She held out her hand, and he grasped it lightly, helping her across the threshold. “So good to see you, Mr. Hanniger,” she said.

      “You as well, my dear.” He released her hand and turned his attention toward Clyde. “Welcome to the Brooks estate, Mr. Cooper.”

      “Thank you. You look well.”

      Mr. Hanniger gave him a curt nod. “Thank you, sir. You as well. Married life suits you, it seems.” He raised his voice and announced their entrance. “Mr. and Mrs. Clyde Cooper.”

      A few folks looked their way, but most were too absorbed in conversation to take notice. Clyde leaned down and whispered in Abby’s ear, “No one’s used to your new name, it seems.”

      “I’m sure father told Mr. Hanniger to announce us separately, but he always plays by the rules of etiquette, not the whims of my father.”

      “Mr. Hanniger? He must have a first name.”

      Abby glanced back over her shoulder at the butler she’d known her entire life. “I’m sure he does, but I don’t have a clue what it is. He’s always insisted on Mr. Hanniger.”

      “Your father must know. After all, he signs the paychecks.”

      Before she could answer, Abby’s mother burst through a knot of flowing dresses and tuxedos with her arms extended. “Abigail. My darling, you’ve arrived.” She looked behind her at Mr. Hanniger, who still stood like an imperious silver-haired statue. “I didn’t hear you announced.”

      Abigail embraced her mother lightly, as though touching delicate china. “Oh, mother,” she huffed, “you’re just not used to my new surname.”

      Clyde stepped forward. “Hello, Mum.”

      Abby gave him a withering look, but he maintained his smile. Meredith Brooks released her daughter and gave him a strained smile. “Hello, Clyde. So glad you could make it.” She looked him up and down and asked, “No tuxedo?”

      “Sorry. I don’t own one.”

      “You married my daughter wearing one. Surely you haven’t had time to ruin it already.”

      Abby’s voice hardened as she said, “Mother, that’s hardly⁠—”

      “It’s all, right Abby.” Clyde touched her arm, then answered Meredith. “I borrowed that from a friend. He needed it back for Halloween, I’m afraid.”

      Meredith shook her head and touched her bejeweled hand to her chalk-white pearls hanging around her neck. “You’re joking?” she asked hopefully.

      Abby touched her mother’s arm and asked, “Where’s father?”

      Meredith’s face hardened slightly and she waved her hand haphazardly. “Oh, he’s around her somewhere.” A server strolled up to them with a silver tray holding six flutes of sparkling champagne. “Ah, there you are,” huffed Meredith. They each took a glass, and when the server turned away, Meredith tapped his shoulder. “Not so fast.” She drained the first glass and took another. The server lingered until she shooed him away with a flick of her hand. “Even the waiters are dressed better than you are, Clyde.”

      “Oh, mother, stop it,” Abby said as she took Clyde’s hand in hers and squeezed. “What does it matter? It’s a Christmas party.”

      Meredith held up the champagne and said, “Yes, Merry Christmas, then.”

      They held up their glasses and took sips. Clyde looked at the bubbling nectar with admiration and said, “That’s lovely. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, Clyde.” She rocked side to side and pointed at him mischievously. “I know what to get you for Christmas now.”

      “A case of champagne?” he asked hopefully.

      She tittered, then said, “No, my dear. A proper tuxedo. It’s early December, and there’ll be plenty more parties. I’ll make it an early Christmas present.”

      She drained the rest of her champagne in one gulp, and Abby lowered her voice and said, “Mother, you’ll get tipsy.”

      “Yes. I think that’s the point.”

      Someone brushed past her, and she turned and embraced an older woman with far too much makeup on. Before whisking back into the social spotlight, she turned back to Clyde and Abby and said, “Have a lovely time, you two. See you around.” And with that, she melted into the mass of flowing gowns and black tuxedos.

      Clyde whispered, “She always drink like that? I don’t remember that at the wedding.”

      “She’s gotten worse, I think, and this is different.”

      “Different? How?” She gave him a look, which he’d learned to interpret as figure it out, dummy. He nodded and said, “Ah, she didn’t feel comfortable at our wedding. She was embarrassed.” He said it without a shred of self-pity.

      Abby shrugged. “I think that about sums it up.”

      “Do you think they’ll ever accept me?”

      She turned to face him and looked deeply into his eyes. “Doesn’t matter. I love you and you love me, and that’s all that matters.”

      He grinned. “In other words, no.” She laughed, and they moved into the crowd hand in hand.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours and several glasses of champagne later, the men and the ladies formed two separate groups. Clyde listened as Victor Brooks held center stage, telling business stories with a couple of rude jokes thrown in to keep people’s interest.

      Eventually, as always seemed to happen these days, the talk turned to Europe and the raging war across the Atlantic. Victor effused, “Well, of course it would be good for business. Roosevelt’s New Deal put the power in labor’s hands, and look how that’s worked out. War would force the government to work with manufacturing again. They’ll need all sorts of goods. I’ve no doubt that business would thrive.”

      An older business man with jowls that hung well past his jawline and jiggled when he spoke asked, “Yes, but would it be good for the country? By the sounds of it, it’s quite awful.”

      Victor answered, “What’s good for business is good for the country, Stanley. You know that as well as I do. It proved true for the Great War, and this one might be even bigger.”

      “Heavens, I certainly hope you’re wrong about that.”

      “It’s only a matter of time before we get involved. Hell, the Navy’s already at war with the German U-boats.”

      “Not officially. They’re protecting the shipping.”

      “Which are full of American supplies and merchant Marines. They’re not lobbing firecrackers at each other either. Men are dying on both sides, but mostly our side. The sooner we commit everything to the effort, the sooner we can shift that trend the other way.”

      Stanley chuffed, and said, “Says the man who’d benefit the most.”

      Victor took a long puff off his cigar. His eyes turned from Stanley and drilled into his son-in-law. Up to that point, Clyde didn’t know Victor had noticed him. Abby, yes, but the same fawning her father extended to his one progeny did not extend to Clyde.

      He blew a large plume of smoke toward the ceiling and said, “My company would certainly benefit. But so would every facet of our economy. Hell, it’s just what we need to pull ourselves out of the grip of this depression. That crazy son of a bitch Hitler and his Nazi henchmen are doing us a favor.”

      Ernest Wojak, whose parents lived in Poland, guffawed. “I don’t think his victims look so favorably upon him. The last letter I got from my parents told of massacres and people being rounded up like cattle and shipped off to who knows where.”

      “Which is even more reason to get into the fight. We could stop the slaughter.”

      Wojak added with some bitterness in his voice, “And profit at the same time.”

      Victor growled, “Why not? When a good cause matches up with good business, everyone wins.”

      Stanley’s jowls fluttered as he said, “Men will die. American boys will die by the thousands. The Great War’s scars are still too deep. No one wants to go back to war.”

      A handsome young man standing off to Victor’s left stepped forward. Instead of a cigar, he puffed on a cigarette suspended on the end of a long ivory holder. “I, for one, would gladly fight. The Bosch need to learn a lesson, and this time we’d make it stick.”

      Clyde had noticed him earlier, but discounted him as just another spoiled son of the elite class. But now he noticed how Victor looked upon him as though he were a gift from God.

      Victor put his arm around him and said, “That a boy. See? That’s the spirit.” He released him and addressed the others. “Men like Miles will win the war. Men with good lineage leading lesser men into battle.” Victor’s eyes fell on Clyde for an instant, and Clyde felt his ears burn as they reddened.

      Clyde licked his suddenly dry lips. He stepped forward and directed a question at Miles. “What branch of the service will you join?”

      The broad smile highlighting Miles’s perfectly straight white teeth diminished somewhat, and his eyes bore into Clyde’s like ice picks. “Cooper, is it?” he asked.

      “Clyde Cooper, yes. I’m married to Mr. Brooks’s daughter, Abby.”

      Miles gave him a haughty sniff and answered, “Yes, of course. As to your question, I hadn’t really given it much thought. Whoever would have me, actually.”

      Victor said, “Any branch would be thrilled to have you, but you’re far more valuable doing what you’re doing now at Brooks Industries. I doubt the government would even allow such a thing.”

      The smile returned to its full beaming grandiosity and Miles said, “Pity, really, but I fear you’re right, sir.” He leveled his icy gaze back at Clyde and asked, “What about you? Surely they’ll be clambering for your skills. What is it you do again?”

      “I’m a newsman. I work for the Seattle Times.”

      “You’re a reporter, then?”

      “Not yet. I’ve only had the job for a few months and someone has to retire or die to move up to reporter.”

      “Interesting. So, what’s your job, then?”

      “I’m in the mailroom right now.”

      “Oh, well, good for you. There’s a job for everyone, isn’t there? How’s Abigail adjusting to that?” He looked at Victor and asked, “You must be helping them along, no doubt.”

      Clyde raised his voice, feeling his confidence growing along with the alcohol in his system. “Not that it’s any of your business, but we haven’t asked for a single penny. We’re quite happy doing it all on our own.”

      Miles smirked and said, “Apologies. I was rude.” He took another sip of champagne and continued. “Perhaps entering the war would help you, too. Surely the service pays equally, if not better than the Times. I hear the Navy pays a little more than the other branches.”

      “I’ve no intention of joining the service,” Clyde said quickly.

      “Not the patriotic type, then?” asked Miles.

      “What’s happening in Europe isn’t my business. I’m only interested in starting a family and taking care of Abby.”

      Victor’s brow furrowed, and he scowled darkly. “You won’t go to war in your country’s hour of need?”

      Clyde swallowed and hoped his voice didn’t crack. “Hour of need? We’re not at war. Why would I want to leave Abby all alone for some ill-begotten adventure?”

      Victor’s voice stayed low. “She wouldn’t be alone. We’re not going anywhere.”

      Mr. Wojack broke the growing tension between them. “You’re a romantic, and you’re obviously in love. Good for you, son. Family first, I always say.”

      “Not before country,” blurted Victor.

      Stanley interjected, “Really? Did you serve during the last war?”

      Victor’s color changed, and Clyde thought he might blow his top. Victor’s eyes suddenly softened, and he looked beyond the group.

      Abby touched Clyde’s shoulder and her scent rolled over him. Her sweet voice quelled the group of men instantly, even seeming to waft the heavy clouds of cigar and cigarette smoke away. “Excuse my interruption, gentlemen, but I must ask you to take your leave of my husband. I’m afraid I’m developing a bit of a headache and want to get home.”

      Miles stepped forward. “Is there anything I can do, my dear?”

      Abby gave him a withering look, which stopped him in his tracks. “No. I just need my husband.” She wound her arm into Clyde’s and squeezed.

      Clyde stared at Miles for a moment, then shifted to Victor. “Thank you for the wonderful food and drink, sir. Can’t wait to do it again very soon.”

      Victor waved him away and took his daughter in for a quick hug. “Good night, my dear.”

      As Clyde and Abby left through the massive front doors, Clyde said, “Your father wanted you to marry that fellow Miles, didn’t he?”

      Abby smirked and shrugged. “I grew up with Miles. He works for father at the factory. His father died in a car wreck, and Miles had just graduated college and needed a job. He hired him out of respect for his father. That’s all.”

      “He’s handsome and rich.”

      She snuggled into his arm as they descended the stairs. “Well, if you’re so smitten, why don’t you marry him?” she teased. “Besides, I like my men handsome and poor as paupers.”

      He laughed. “You’re an excellent liar, Abby.” He kissed her on the top of the head.
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      Clyde peeled the wax paper from around the sandwich Abby had made for him that morning and took a big whiff. Turkey and cheese, topped with lettuce, tomato, and plenty of mustard—his favorite. He always ate his lunch outside beneath an awning, sitting on the top step, overlooking the little park across the street. Even during these cold and dreary days in early December, he preferred the outside air to the stuffy and crowded lunch room. It also afforded him some privacy.

      Although Sunday wasn’t officially a workday, most of the Times staff, particularly reporters, worked anyway because, in the words of their chief editor, “the truth never takes a day off.”

      Clyde didn’t normally work on Sunday, but Tom O’Flannery, his boss in the mailroom, had asked him to come in and work on the backlog stacking up. When O’Flannery offered him more pay, he gladly accepted.

      He savored each bite of the turkey sandwich. Abby wasn’t used to cooking, but she’d risen to the challenge and she’d certainly mastered the sandwich. That’s about all, though, he mused. Her attempt at meat loaf the night before had ended badly. He smiled, thinking how proud she’d been and how he’d forced each burnt bite into his mouth with a thankful smile. He’d eaten every last scrap so he wouldn’t have to endure the leftovers at lunch.

      He consumed the sandwich quickly and found the small apple she’d packed. He rubbed it against his pant leg and jumped when the door burst open and Tom O’Flannery barked, “Cooper! The Japs bombed Pearl Harbor. Lunch break’s over.”

      Before Clyde could ask a question, Tom disappeared back inside. Clyde bit into the apple and stood. On the street, he noticed people darting around as though suddenly in a hurry on this lazy Sunday. “Pearl Harbor?” he muttered to himself. “Where the hell’s Pearl Harbor?”

      He finished the apple in a few quick bites and shoved the core back into the bag. He opened the door and the sounds of pandemonium swept over him. Entering the newsroom was like entering a different world. He nearly got knocked over by a sprinting reporter. “Hey, watch out!” he said. The man didn’t even look back.

      He had to cross the newsroom to get to the mailroom. He darted and weaved and mostly avoided collisions. He heard snippets of excited conversations about a Japanese air attack against Honolulu. US Navy ships had been sunk, and many sailors confirmed dead. Now it made more sense. Working at the Seattle Times, he couldn’t help but be privy to current events. The Japanese had been fighting in Manchuria for years, causing the US and other Western countries to react with trade embargoes…and now they’d attacked.

      As he entered the mailroom, O’Flannery’s face looked as red as the apple he’d just eaten. He shoved the contents of his small desk into a bulky mail bag. “What are you doing?” Clyde asked.

      Without looking up, he said, “Quitting. You’re in charge of the mailroom now.”

      Clyde looked at the other two employees. Floyd’s and Gantry’s mouths hung open, not comprehending anything happening around them. They always looked that way, but now even more so.

      Clyde gasped. “Quitting? You can’t just quit.”

      “Watch me.” He kept stuffing his belongings into the bag.

      “But why?”

      O’Flannery stopped and stared at Clyde. “We’re on the West Coast. Japs are attacking all over the place: Bangkok, Manila, Pearl Harbor. I’m getting out of here before they set their sights on Seattle.”

      The color drained from Clyde’s face. “Did you say Manila? They’re attacking the Philippines?”

      “That’s right, boyo.” He slung the bag over his shoulder and went to the door. Before opening it, he looked back and said, “I’m getting out while I still can, and I suggest you get home to your pretty lass and do the same.” With that, he flung the door open, stepped into the mayhem, and Clyde never saw him again.

      The door swung shut behind him with finality, and both Floyd and Gantry turned their dull eyes to Clyde. He shook his head in wonder. He needed more information. Before he left the mailroom, he instructed, “Just keep doing what you’d normally do, okay?”

      Floyd said, “Tom told us what to do.”

      “Well, do whatever he told you to do last.” They looked at him blankly. “Sort the mail and get it delivered,” Clyde huffed, and left the room.

      He dodged people as best he could and finally got to the desk of the most junior reporter, Mick Janus. He’d been at the Times for a year and had been friendly to Clyde. They’d even been out for a beer once or twice after work. He sat at his desk, sorting and reading through papers as quickly as he could. Like everyone else in the newsroom, he looked harried. Large sweat rings reached from his armpits and nearly met in the center of his back, making him look like he’d sprouted angel’s wings.

      Clyde slid in beside him and clutched his arm. “Hey, Mick.”

      Mick looked up from the report he read and quickly went back to it with a dismissive wave. “I’m busy, Clyde.”

      Clyde persisted. “Is it true about Manila? The Japs are attacking there, too?” Mick continued to ignore him, and Clyde squeezed his arm and raised his voice. “I’ve got a brother in Manila, dammit!”

      That got Mick’s attention. He turned back to Clyde and asked, “What’s he doing there?”

      “He’s in the Army, for crying out loud.”

      Mick’s face blanched and his massive Adam’s apple gurgled up and down like a slow elevator. “Nothing’s for sure on that front. They’ve definitely attacked Pearl Harbor and killed a lot of our guys, but I haven’t heard a solid verified report from Manila. Bangkok, yes, but not Manila. Not yet, anyway.”

      “Thanks.” Clyde stood and looked around at all the chaos.

      Mick added, “We’ve got a lot of troops over there and fighter planes and bombers, too. They’ll be all right.”

      “Thanks, Mick. I sure the hell hope you’re right.”

      “Good news is you’ll definitely get a promotion now.”

      Clyde looked at him in surprise. “How so?”

      “A war? This is big news. They’ll need every reporter they can get their hands on to keep up.”

      “O’Flannery up and left. He thinks they’ll attack Seattle next. He didn’t even tell Riggins, just gathered his stuff and left.”

      Mick’s phone rang, adding to the symphony of phones already ringing. Before he picked it up, Mick said, “He’s a loon, that one.” He answered the phone, and Clyde could hear the buzz of yelling coming from the other end.
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        * * *

      

      Clyde tried to call Abby several times, but the phone lines stayed busy, and he supposed operators were prioritizing calls related to the emergency. He would’ve liked to have called his parents too, but they didn’t have a phone installed. In frustration, he left work early. He doubted anyone noticed.

      Normally, during the regular work week, the bus ride home bordered on depressing. Few people interacted beyond common courtesy and small talk, but not today. Even though it was Sunday, the bus was full of people gabbing about the attacks.

      He listened with rapt attention to all the various stories. Having spent several months working at the Times, he knew most of the stories and rumors were pure fantasy. If he had believed everything he’d heard, he would’ve thought the Japanese had already invaded and beaten the entire US military in a matter of hours, and they’d all need to learn Japanese by tomorrow morning.

      He ran from the bus stop to his apartment. He sprinted up the four flights of stairs and quickly unlocked the door bolts and burst inside. “Abby, I’m home. Where are you?” For a brief moment, he had an irrational fear that he’d interrupt her and Miles in the bedroom. After all, he never came home early.

      She poked her head around the corner of the kitchen and gave him a beaming smile, immediately putting his fears to rest. “Darling, what are you doing home so early?” she asked, while wiping her greasy hands on her filthy apron. The smell of slightly burnt something filled the air.

      He strode across the small living room and embraced and kissed her mouth. She tensed for a moment, then relaxed and kissed him back passionately.

      They finally parted, and she breathlessly asked, “What’s gotten into you?”

      “Haven’t you heard the news?”

      “News? What news? I’ve been in the kitchen most of the day.” He darted to the radio and turned it on. She waved her hand. “That thing’s been awful today. I just got static, so I switched it off.”

      He moved the dial until he found a news station. Before he turned it up, he said, “The Japanese bombed Honolulu.”

      She gasped and raised her hand to her mouth. “What? When?”

      “Lunchtime here, but morning for them, I think.” He turned up the radio, and they listened as bulletins interrupted regularly broadcast programs. When one report mentioned Manila, Clyde cursed, “Dammit.”

      “Oh my God, your brother,” she gasped. “Have—have you heard from him?”

      “The last letter was two weeks ago, but nothing since.”

      She put her hand on his shoulder and he turned to her and they hugged. “He’ll be okay. He’s a good soldier. They’ll be ready,” she tried to assure him.

      “I hope you’re right. It’s murder not knowing. He’s half a world away. He might be fighting for his life right now.”

      “What about your parents? Do they know?”

      “They don’t have a phone, so I couldn’t call. I couldn’t even get an operator to pick up when I tried calling here.”

      Abby’s faced flushed, and her lower lip quivered. She couldn’t keep the fear from her voice. “What does this mean? Are we at war?”

      He gripped her shoulders and said, “I guess we are. There’s no way around it now.”

      “What—what will you do?”

      “Mick thinks there’ll be plenty of jobs opening up in the next few weeks. The paper will need every reporter they can get their hands on.”

      “You won’t enlist, then?”

      He looked as though he’d eaten something rancid. “Enlist? No,” he said louder than he meant to. He thought he saw a flash of disappointment in her eyes, and he amended, “At least, not until we know more about what’s going on. Perhaps they’ll come to some kind of peace terms.” She looked down and wiped a tear from her cheek. He said tenderly, “Hey, don’t cry.” He pulled her into his arms, and she wept softly on his shoulder. “I won’t leave you, darling,” he said tenderly.

      “You signed up for the draft. What if they simply take you?”

      Clyde furrowed his brow. “I’d forgotten about that. Well, like I said, we’ll wait and see.”

      “What about your cousin? He’s in the Army, too.”

      “Shawn?” She nodded, and he said, “He’s probably still in basic training.” He thought about his younger cousin. He’d never been on track for college, even though he could’ve gotten a scholarship for playing baseball. He’d always wanted to be in the service, and the troubles in Europe and the looming war talk had sealed the deal for him. “He’ll get his wish now. I just hope it’s not more than he bargained for.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He thinks war is all glory and earning medals. He’s read too many comic books. From the stories I hear at the paper, the war in Europe’s brutal. The editor has had to cut some reports because they were too brutally honest. Thousands of people are dying every day over there, and he’ll be one of the first combat troops sent there. His timing couldn’t be worse.”

      “Or better, in his mind,” she stated.
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        * * *

      

      “Here’s your new desk, Clyde. You’ll assist Mick for two weeks. If you prove yourself and Mick and the others think you’re ready, we’ll put you out there as a full-time reporter.”

      Clyde couldn’t keep the smile off his face. He knew he looked like an idiot, but he couldn’t believe the changes that had happened since the attack on Pearl Harbor a little over a week before. Every day, more and more young men left the Times to join the service. The Japanese sneak attack had awoken a patriotic fervor that swept through the country like a tidal wave.

      “Thanks, Mr. Scotchman. I’ll do my best.”

      The gruff veteran editor’s nose seemed to be even redder and more bulbous than normal. The gaping pores resembled dimples and pits. Scotchman growled something under his breath and stalked off to his darkened office behind the door with the spiderwebbed glass.

      Mick Janus slapped Clyde’s back and held out his hand. “Congratulations, Clyde. You’ll do just fine.” He picked up a stack of papers overflowing his in-box and handed them to Clyde. “You can start by sifting through these.”

      Clyde took them and dropped them onto his clean desk. “What are they?”

      “Reports from the public. Most are bullshit. You’ll find everything from ghost sightings to Japanese aircraft carrier sightings inside the Sound. Just thumb through them and look for anything that catches your eye. Anything that might be true and that we should follow up on.”

      “Is there always this much?” he asked as he read the first few scrawled notes.

      “Nah. With all the war news, I’ve been too busy to focus on anything else. And some of it’s from McKlintock’s and Hubert’s pile. It’s usually a third of that at the most.”

      “Hubert left, too?”

      Mick didn’t stop pounding away at his typewriter while he answered. “Yeah, this morning. He wants to join the Marines. Thinks they’ll be the ones to fight the Japs. He had a brother at Pearl.”

      “Jeez. I didn’t know that. Is—did he die?”

      “No. He’s wounded—badly burnt. Chuck wants revenge. I guess I can’t blame him for that. How ’bout you? You got anyone in the service?”

      He read and discarded a report from someone claiming they’d definitely seen a Japanese battleship a few hundred yards off the coast. Clyde answered, “Yes, remember? A brother somewhere near Manila.”

      Mick stopped typing and stared at him. “Oh, that’s right, sorry. Manila? The Japs are pounding that area.”

      “I know.” He held up another sheet of paper and smiled. “Alien spacecraft sighting.” He shoved it into the growing pile in the wastebasket. “I’m gonna need a bigger trash can.”

      “Aren’t you worried? Your brother’s probably catching hell right now.”

      Clyde sighed heavily and stopped sifting. “Of course I’m worried, but what the hell can I do? I’m way over here and he’s way over there.”

      “I dunno, just—well. I’m not sure I could just sit behind this desk if I had a brother in the war—I mean actually under attack—I’d have to help.”

      “By joining the service? How can my joining the service help my brother? Hell, by the time I get through basic training, this whole thing will be over.”

      Mick went back to typing. “I doubt that’s true. Basic’s only three months long now. Ninety days and you’d be fighting the Japs.”

      “That short?” Mick nodded, and Clyde said, “Who’s to say where I’d get sent? The bigger problem’s in Europe.”

      “You signed up for the draft back in September.” Mick said it as a matter of fact.

      “Of course. It’s the law.”

      “Only a matter of time before both of us are drafted.”

      “You really think so? After Pearl, half the country signed up. They probably have more’n they can handle.”

      “Once they get through the initial burst, they’ll need more bodies. I guarantee you that, and then you’ll be stuck with whatever branch they need you in. Probably the Army. That’s why Chuck enlisted in the Marines.”

      Clyde asked, “What about you? Why haven’t you enlisted?”

      “I’ve got no preference, really. I grew up an orphan. I’ve got no real family, so I’ll go when and where they need me. Maybe they’ll pick me up as a reporter. A war correspondent.” He rubbed his chin. “That actually sounds pretty good: war correspondent.”

      “All I really want to do is raise a family. Abby and I are happy, and we want to start a family as soon as possible. With this new job, I’ll be able to afford a much nicer apartment, maybe even a house.”

      “Well, that’s a nice dream, but this war’s gonna get in the way. Being a reporter won’t keep you from the draft either. It’s not an essential wartime job. There are plenty of old guys around to keep the news flowing. And to tell you the truth, despite what the constitution says, the military doesn’t really like us that much. The less news, the better.”

      “Just when things are going my way…” Clyde shook his head in frustration. “I’m not sure Abby would handle it too well.”

      “Millions of other women are in the same boat.” Mick stopped typing abruptly and grinned mischievously. “I hadn’t really thought about that. Soon there’ll be a lot less competition around here.”

      Under his breath, Clyde said, “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “What was that?”

      “Oh, nothing. Just wondering what I should do.”

      “Well, I’d say you’ve got maybe a month before you get a letter from the armed services requesting your presence at the nearest recruitment office.”
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        * * *

      

      When Clyde returned home to his tiny apartment, he smelled cooked onions and burnt toast. “I’m home,” he said in a singsong voice. The radio blared out a jazz riff, and he could hear Abby banging something against the counter, keeping the beat.

      She obviously hadn’t heard him, so he snuck to the corner and peaked around. Abby’s disheveled hair hung on her shoulders and bounced as she undulated to each fresh note coming from the radio. A saxophone player took over, and Abby lifted the wooden spoon she’d been drumming with and put it to her lips and blew out her cheeks. He covered his mouth to keep from laughing.

      He couldn’t take his eyes off her. Her hips swayed and even though smoke poured from the oven, he didn’t want to interrupt her. She glimpsed him from the corner of her eye and startled.

      “Oh my goodness,” she said, holding her hand to her heaving chest. “You scared me.” Her face flushed red and she said, “You weren’t supposed to see that.”

      He reached over and turned off the oven, then put his hands on her hips and leaned in for a kiss. She had flour and grease on her face, but he didn’t care. They kissed and swayed to the music with their hips firmly pressed together.

      She ran her hands through his hair. “I’ve never really liked jazz, but I gave it a try today, and now I can’t stop.”

      He kept pressing into her, and they swayed to the slowing beat. “If it makes you move like that, then it’s all right with me.”

      She broke away from his grip and said, “You’re trying to seduce me.” She wagged a finger at him. “Not until after dinner. I’ve worked hard on it.” She turned away and opened the oven door. Smoke billowed out, and she wafted it away with a hand towel until she could see inside. “Oh, I’ve done it again. It’s burnt.”

      He reached around her and opened the tiny kitchen window. The smoke swirled and eventually drifted out into the alley. He squinted into the black abyss of the oven. “What is—or was—it?” he asked carefully.

      “A roast. I stood in line for an hour and got one of the last ones from Mr. Hancock at the butcher block.” She pouted her lower lip. “And now I’ve ruined it.”

      “Nonsense. Just the outside’s burnt. We’ll just cut that bit off. It’ll be fine. It smells delicious.”

      She put her hands on her hips and said, “It smells burnt.” She pushed him out of the kitchen. “Go relax. It’ll be a few minutes before everything’s ready. You can tell me about your day, Mr. Reporter Man.”

      He told her about his day of sifting through the pile of rumors and tips from local citizens. By the end, they were both laughing. She put the strips of usable meat on the table along with sauteed onions and charred biscuits.

      Before she sat down, she sifted through a pile of mail and handed him a letter. “This came for you.”

      He looked at the return address, hoping it might be from his brother. “It’s from my cousin Shawn.”

      “Oh, my. What’s it say?”

      “He must be out of basic training. I don’t think they let you write letters.” He opened it and read it to himself first. Shawn could be crude, and he didn’t want to read anything offensive in front of Abby. He pursed his lips and set the letter on the dining table.

      “Well? What’s it say?” she pressed.

      “He’s out of basic and he’s volunteered for a parachuting outfit.”

      “Parachuting? Like they do at carnivals out of balloons?”

      “They do them out of airplanes, too. It’s a new thing, but he says he wishes he hadn’t volunteered, because the training is sixteen weeks long and he thinks he’s gonna miss the war.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Surely the war will last longer than that.”

      “Yes, but he’s worried they will never use his unit for combat. Thinks they’ll be more of an exhibition-type thing.”

      She reached across the table. “May I?”

      “Of course.” He handed her the letter, and she read it, raising her eyebrows at a few points.

      He took a bite of the tough meat, and by the time he’d gotten it small enough to swallow, his jaw ached. He scooped up the cooked onions to cover up the charred taste of the meat.

      She put the letter down and asked, “How is it?”

      He dabbed his mouth with his napkin. “It’s great, Abby. Thank you.”

      “Liar,” she said as she cut a piece of meat in half. “A paratrooper, he called them. How brave of him. Do you think you could jump out of an airplane? My goodness, I doubt I could.”

      “I’ve never even been in an airplane before. Jumping out of one doesn’t sound like a good idea at all.”

      They continued sawing through the meat and forcing it down, using generous gulps of water and milk. Their conversation turned to everyday-life stuff, but Clyde couldn’t shake how Abby’s eyes had lit up when she’d mentioned paratroopers.
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      Corporal Frank Cooper pressed as low into the foxhole as he could get and held tightly on to his World War I–style steel helmet. His rifle, also vintage World War I, leaned nearby. Since the Japanese attacked on December 8, 1941, he still hadn’t fired the 1903 Springfield.

      He and his company had suffered plenty at the hands of the Japanese, however. The constant and unopposed bombing and strafing by the Japanese Air Force never seemed to end. And with the Japanese having landed to the north and south of Manila, heavy-artillery bombardments happened every day.

      “Here they come!” Corporal Loper yelled from the next foxhole over. “Hold on to your balls.”

      The distinctive whistling of falling bombs had become almost commonplace. He doubted anyone would ever get used to being bombed, but by now they could distinguish pretty well when the bombs would be close just by the sound. This batch would be close.

      The first impact shook the earth, and dirt clods fell from the sides of his hole. He hunkered lower and closed his eyes, but quickly opened them again, not wanting the last thing he saw to be the backs of his eyelids. He’d never been superstitious, but every time he survived a bombing or an artillery shelling, he tried to remember everything he did, so he could repeat it and keep the streak going. He’d always kept his eyes open, so he’d do the same now.

      The bombs landed in quick succession now, making each new explosion almost indecipherable from the last. The roar and incredible forces rocking the world shook him inside his hole. He felt his body lurch off the bottom, then slam back down as though dropped from ten feet up. He curled into a ball and thought he must look like a rubber bouncy ball inside a metal box.

      Time didn’t function normally. He felt like his brain would turn to jelly inside his skull. Shaken to death. He’d seen it before. Dead men without a scratch on them, but they were just as dead as if they’d taken a direct hit. A near miss scrambled the organs but didn’t disturb the skin. He’d die in the next few moments. He must. The human body can’t take this kind of abuse.

      Then the throbbing and the pulsating ground stabilized. Darkness surrounded him, and he couldn’t decide if his eyes were open or closed. Nothing seemed to work. His brain had checked out but hadn’t bothered to inform the rest of his body.

      He choked and tried to cough, but even that didn’t work. His lungs burned, and the pain helped him focus. His senses came back like a flood, and he wished they’d stayed dormant. Pain wracked his body. He felt weight on him and realized he must be buried. Panic embraced him and he struggled to move, but he didn’t know which way was up.

      Something hard struck his helmet and he winced but soon noticed light coming through. He couldn’t hear. He’d gone beyond mere ringing ears and straight to a black hiss. Another glancing blow off his helmet and then hands grasped him beneath the shoulders and lifted him. Two soldiers covered in white dust spoke, but he couldn’t hear even a hint of their voices.

      They moved him, and he watched them work, as though watching from above. He wanted to help them, wanted to move his legs and walk, wanted to thank them and talk to them, but nothing worked. They set him on a stretcher and he watched the smoke-filled sky clear briefly and the sun shone into his eyes. He kept them open, unwilling to close them for fear of never opening them again.

      Someone came in and out of his sight picture, and he thought he knew him, but he couldn’t remember his name. A dirty hand came down and brushed dirt and debris from around his eyes. Water dripped in from a canteen and he felt its soothing coolness washing the dirt away. It hurt but felt good at the same time. The soldier leaned close and his mouth moved. He smiled, then pressed his hand over Frank’s eyes and forced them shut.

      Frank couldn’t fight it anymore. Oh well, I guess it’s time to die. Better this way.
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        * * *

      

      Frank woke in darkness and panicked. He lurched upright, searching for his rifle. Something touched his left shoulder and he cringed away from it.

      A stern voice from the darkness. “Take it easy, buddy.”

      Frank rubbed the blurriness from his eyes, then focused. He saw a shirtless soldier with bandages crisscrossing his chest. Frank stammered. “Who—where am I?”

      “The infirmary. Where else?”

      Frank remembered the awful bombing he’d endured, and he shuddered. Dim light shone, and he recognized the inside of a church by the stained-glass windows and pews. They’d been pushed into a corner and stacked to make more room for casualties.

      He lay on the floor surrounded by rows upon rows of wounded. Nuns, Filipinos, and orderlies moved among them, administering whatever aid they could supply.

      The wounded soldier saw reason return to Frank’s eyes, and he said, “Rest easy.”

      Frank shifted his body. He felt stiff, as though he’d been on the wrong side of a fight, but he didn’t feel any major problems. He went through each body part and decided soreness was his chief complaint. He pushed himself onto his knees and swayed.

      “What’s wrong with you? Lie down.”

      “I’m fine,” he grumbled. “I need to get the hell outta this target.”

      “We’re in a church. Even the Nips wouldn’t do that.”

      “Maybe not on purpose, but a five-hundred-pound bomb doesn’t care what it hits, and I kinda doubt the Japs do either.”

      “All the shelling’s been on the front lines and airfields. Clark Field, that’s where I got hit.”

      “You were at Clark? Jesus. They plastered you guys, from what I hear. Heard they took out most of the planes, but I’m hoping that’s just a rumor.”

      The soldier shook his head, and his eyes glazed over, remembering. He spoke in a low monotone. “Brass got the word to expect an attack. Possibly sabotage, so they put all the planes in a tight group so they could defend them easier from saboteurs.” He rubbed at his seeping chest wound and winced. “Might’ve worked, I guess, but they didn’t use saboteurs. Those Nip bomber and fighter pilots must’ve thought they’d hit the jackpot or something, seeing all those planes lined up perfectly out in the open. Only took a few passes before they’d wiped them out completely. I mean all of ’em—gone.” He gulped and rubbed his short-cropped hair. “Killed a lot of good men, too. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Frank shook his head and said, “And now they’ve got full air superiority and can bomb and strafe us at will.” He pointed at the ceiling. “Which is why I’m getting the hell outta this death trap.”

      A nun noticed him getting to his feet and rushed over to him. She held a kerosene lamp. It lit up her dirt and blood-streaked face. Her hard, deeply lined face held compassionate eyes. She looked like she hadn’t slept or even sat down for a rest in days. She spoke with a French accent. “Rest, soldier. Lie down and rest.”

      Frank shook his head and stood to his full height. “I’m not injured. Just got shook up a bit. Where’s my rifle?”

      “Are you sure you’re well?” She held out the light and searched his body for any obvious wounds.

      “I’m fine,” he growled with more bite than he meant.

      “We don’t allow weapons in the church. There’s a stack of them outside, though. Take your pick and go with God,” she uttered, and moved to the next injured soldier.

      Frank turned to the soldier and extended his hand. “My name’s Frank Cooper.”

      “Calvin Ludgate.”

      “If I were you, I’d get outta here first chance I got.”

      “They say we’ll be transferred to a hospital soon, then onto a ship back home.”

      “Well, good luck, Calvin.”

      He weaved his way through rows of wounded soldiers. Some were asleep or passed out, while others tossed and turned, moaning in deep pain. He smelled hints of rot and decay and wondered how many men would lose limbs to gangrene in this cesspool of blood and gore. He said a silent prayer to whoever might listen for his close brush with death and his unscathed body. It took a long time to get to the front door, and by the time he did, he felt the walls closing in on him.

      He finally reached the large double doors and burst through. Even though the air temperature pushed ninety degrees and smelled of rotting jungle and dead sea creatures, he took in a deep, grateful breath. A few soldiers lounged on the steps smoking cigarettes.

      Frank asked, “Where can I find a weapon?”

      The nearest soldier pointed with the tip of his half-burned cigarette. “Over there. Inside the shed.” He pulled a flashlight from his pack and handed it off to him. “I’ll want this back.”

      Frank took the flashlight and stepped around them. He felt every muscle in his legs ache as he descended the steps and walked the few yards to the shed. He shone the light inside and gave a low whistle. Weapons of every type had been stacked haphazardly. Springfields dominated, but he also saw old bolt action Mausers and some German Kar-98s. He shone the light onto a stack of Thompson submachine guns. He’d always wanted one, and he doubted anyone would mind.

      He rifled through a few and settled on one that looked well used but not overly used. He pilfered a few magazines from other Thompsons and stuffed them into his pants pockets. He’d have to check the ammo when he had more time and could see better.

      He walked the flashlight back to the soldier and thanked him.

      The soldier asked, “Where you off to?”

      Bright flashes lit up the night and a low rumble rolled through moments later. He pointed that way. “Back to my unit.”

      “At night?”

      “I don’t wanna hang around here.”

      The soldier checked his watch and said, “If you wait an hour, it’ll be light enough to use the roads.” He thumbed toward a jeep sitting in the darkness. “We could give you a ride.”

      “I’d appreciate that. Doesn’t the thing have headlights?”

      He guffawed. “Sure, but the last guy that tried that got strafed within minutes.” He pointed toward the dark sky. “Japs are up there, just waiting.”

      “Night fighters? Really?”

      The soldier put his finger to his earlobe as though listening. “Hear ’em?”

      Frank’s ears had stopped ringing and he listened. Sure enough, he heard the faint sound of a droning engine. “I’ll be damned.” He sat next to the two of them and asked, “Got any more cigarettes? My supply must’ve gotten blown to kingdom come.”

      The soldier reached into his lapel and handed him one. He lit it while blocking the light with his helmet. Frank took a deep drag and blew it out slowly. “Thanks. I’m Corporal Frank Cooper.”

      “Nice ta-meetcha. I’m John Immerson, and the quiet one over there’s Lou Klonsky. What unit you in?”

      Frank answered, his voice taking on a proud tone. “Second Battalion, Easy Company.”

      Private First Class Klonsky pulled out a tin and used his knife to pry the lid off. Frank’s mouth watered and his stomach rumbled. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was and now his stomach felt like an empty cavern.

      “You got any more of that?” he asked, licking his lips.

      Klonsky handed it over. “Help yourself. I’ll open another one.”

      Frank dug in and finished the brown tinged meat-like substance in a few seconds. He tilted the can to his lips and scraped the sides with his grimy fingers.

      Private Immerson asked, “Holy crap. How long since you ate last?”

      Klonsky handed him the second can he’d opened, and before Frank answered, he’d consumed half the contents. “I dunno,” he finally answered. “Seems like just this morning, before the bombing.”

      Immerson exchanged a look with Klonsky. “We haven’t brought any casualties here for two days. There’s no more room. We just came by to check on things.”

      Frank stopped shoveling food into his mouth. He swallowed and asked, “What day is it?”

      “It’s Wednesday, the seventeenth of December, for crying out loud.” Frank dropped the can, and the remaining contents splashed on Immerson’s shoes. “Hey, watch it,” Immerson complained.

      “I’ve been here three days?” It didn’t seem possible, but he remembered the bombing happened on Sunday the fourteenth because he’d wondered if the preacher would have a service in the middle of a war zone.

      Klonsky said, “No wonder you’re so hungry.”

      Hunger overtook his shock and Frank reached down and scooped up the dropped can. He used his finger to scrape out the rest of the food and licked it clean.
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        * * *

      

      Klonsky and Immerson drove north, away from Manila. Normally, the roads became less and less busy the further from the capital a traveler went, but not so now. Driving the jeep north felt like swimming upstream against a torrential current of refugees.

      “What’s going on? Have the Japs invaded?” Frank asked.

      Immerson kept up the constant honking. “Not as far as I know. But it’s pretty clear they will. I think these folks are trying to get ahead of things.”

      Klonsky agreed, and added, “They’ve bombed a lot of the towns up north. They’re running from that, too.”

      “Now that we need them, I didn’t really understand how inadequate the roads are here.”

      Immerson said, “True. There’s not enough of them and none are in good shape.” The jeep lurched and bounced into a pothole as though proving his point.

      By midmorning, they finally made it to an area Frank recognized. He read the handwritten street signs. “Pull off here,” he said. Immerson honked and yanked the wheel to the right. Few travelers blocked their path on this side road, and soon they bounced along at a decent pace. They came to a roadblock and skidded to a halt.

      Two GIs stood on either side of the gate. The one on the right approached them with his Springfield slung over his shoulder, while the other watched them suspiciously.

      “Can I help you?”

      Frank stepped stiffly from the front passenger seat. “Hello, Private. I’m looking
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