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In his room above the only café in Vaimont, Federico lay on his back in bed. 

He lay atop a white ring quilt, where he had been deposited by his girl and himself moments before.

She had come to meet him in Vaimont. She was his girl. That’s what she said, and it’s why she had come. 

She first saw him in the alley, leaning back against the wall as if to rest and wait for her, which really was what he was doing. Resting and waiting. 

And that’s where he’d said she could find him, but of course he hadn’t said why. And he hadn’t told her in person. That was not possible. He’d sent the word with Jorge, his friend, who was going through her nearby town anyway and was happy to carry the message for him.

Had he been able to tell her himself over the distance between the towns, which of course he could not, he might have blurted out the why too. He was certain of it. Why he couldn’t come there. Why she would have to come all this way—three kilometers—to meet him. In some ways, she was a very selfish girl. She would have asked him why, and he would have told her.

But the why was not a good thing, so he’d sent the message with Jorge and kept the why to himself. Jorge knew the why, of course, and the two of them had saluted each other with a glass of wine before Jorge had departed. Jorge was a true friend. He was not selfish at all.

When she saw him there in the alley, a smile exploded across her face. Her long black hair formed a neat triangle on her forehead. It shifted side to side as she ran to him, and her knees alternately pressed against one side, then the other, of her long, dark, pleated skirt.

Federico watched as she ran, and he tried to smile for her. He thought maybe he did smile. It was odd. Her bare feet made no sound on the cobbles as she ran. Probably she ran on her toes. And she was still as slender and fit as he’d remembered from all those months ago. 
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It was a precious time, those months back when his unit had passed through her town and the captain had called a halt. Then he had surprised them all. “Two days,” he said, “We will rest here for two days.” Then he’d pointed at the ground, a scowl on his face but his voice very light and his moustache twitching as he said, “Form two ranks on this very spot in two days’ time at sunrise.” Then he’d wagged a hand back and forth and added, “Or perhaps within an hour of sunrise if you’ve better things to do.” Then he’d laughed. It was how the captain was. He was a good man.

And later that morning Federico had seen the girl in a café very similar to the one he was leaning against now. She was sitting alone at her own table and he at his, and as he watched her she watched him, and when he gestured for her to come over to him, she picked up her saucer and cup and came. And they talked and she liked his smile, she said, and she liked his curly black hair and his moustache and even his ears and she would like very much to spend more time with him, if only they could, if only he didn’t have to go to the war.

And he’d told her he had two days, and that if she didn’t have to get home right away he would spend every moment of it with her if he had his way.

And she said she had no home anymore, that the Germans had murdered her parents—she said murdered, not killed—only a month earlier and that since then she’d had no home, only a house. And it was large and empty and would he mind terribly if they spent the next two days there?

And of course he agreed because he was smitten, and she was smitten that he was smitten and it all worked out very well.

They were both very young, of course, and both single and both very much alone so they made love right away and then again a short time later and then three more times that night. They made love three more times the next day and night as if each desired to devour the other. But they also talked, at first about his life and hers before they had met and started theirs.

He told her of his life on a farm outside of a very small town in Spain very similar otherwise to this one and spoke of tending cows and pigs and that he only minded taking the heads off chickens, though he thought he wouldn’t mind that as much now, after he’d been to the war. 

And she told him stories of her papa and her mama and how good they both were to each other and to her and that they apologized often for not living in a larger town where their daughter would have more opportunities.

And he told her he had no girl but he liked her very much and had known, somehow, he would find the right girl someday and he’d often wondered why he was in France at all but now he knew.

And she said she hoped the right girl was her and he said he was certain of it and they were very happy for two days.

And the talking continued late into the night and all the next day and into the night again. It stopped only for a half-hour at a time when the urge to devour overcame them again.

And when the second day started to grow light and he finally told her he had to go stand in ranks and meet the captain she said to take her heart with him because she was his girl now if he would have her.

And he said yes, of course he would do that and he was the luckiest man alive and now he felt no fear and he was certain he would live forever because he knew she was his girl.

And she said he was only the second luckiest human alive because she was even luckier to have found him and they laughed and touched pinkie fingers and said oaths and considered themselves married. And they agreed that sometimes such things must be done in haste and that haste had no bearing on feelings and true love, except perhaps to deepen both. 
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They had agreed on much, Federico and the French girl, and then he’d gone off to the war and now he’d come back as far as he could and had sent word to her and she was finally racing up the alley toward him as he leaned against the wall of the café resting and waiting.

When the girl was almost to him on her soundless feet, the broad smile turning to a joyful laugh, her skirt blowing back against her legs in the breeze so he could plainly see the roundness of her knees alternating from one front of the skirt to the other, nothing about any of that warned him what was about to happen.

She laughed and launched. Her arms went up and around his neck. Her knees  went up and locked on his hips and something, some little but significant thing, came loose. 

The girl’s face turned up, her blue eyes glistened, and she kissed him, hard, passionately, possibly because they were hidden away in an alley, and besides he knew she wasn’t any kind of a bad girl. 

And he did know, and he knew she was his girl and his alone, and he lived for that knowledge, which is why he still was able to stifle a groan and withhold the why and hold her as closely as she was holding him. It was important only that he held his position, that he kept his butt pressed against the wall where he’d been resting and waiting.

But as the soft skin of her arms surrounded his neck and as they kissed and as he felt her knees on his hips at last, he’d rested long enough and the wait was almost over. He said to her, quietly in one ear as her luxurious hair tickled the side of his eye and his ear and mouth, “I have a room upstairs, my love.” 

And he called her “my love” because it was true, she was his love, but in the moment, he couldn’t remember her name. And what was a name
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