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France: March 1918
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PRIVATE HARRY BARNES ducked behind a pile of rubble belonging to what was once the front of a church. A German mortar exploded into the building across the street. The ground shook beneath him, sending stone and colored glass raining down. Whatever that building had been before—a store, maybe a restaurant—it wasn’t anymore.

He slowly raised his head. “Fin? George? You guys all right?” They’d been ordered to check the marketplace. The rest of their unit was spread out through the French village. So far, they’d found no survivors.

Fin dashed in from Harry’s left, sprawling next to him in the dirt. They’d grown up together, and there was no one Harry trusted more with his life than Fred Finley.

“See anyone?”

Fin shook his head. “No one alive.”

Harry held up a hand. “Quiet.”

George McLean appeared on his right. “What do you hear?” he whispered, scanning the surrounding buildings.

A single bead of sweat ran down the back of Harry’s neck. He shrugged, wiping away the distracting tickle with his collar. “There.” He nodded toward an overturned produce cart three yards south of the church. “A woman’s voice.”

They remained quiet.

“I hear her.” Fin clambered over the stones and ran toward the muffled cries.

“Look out!” Harry shot at a German soldier popping from a doorway, hitting him in the chest and throwing him against what remained of the house he’d been hiding in. His weapon slid out of reach.

Fin dove behind the broken cart. “Get him?” he called out.

The German dragged himself toward his gun. Harry fired the kill shot before ducking down by George. “Yeah. Find someone?”

“Two women. Both alive—I think.”

It was too quiet. Harry’s heart raced. He fought to slow his breathing. That couldn’t have been the only enemy soldier lying in wait. “I’m going over,” he said without looking at George. “Cover me.” He dashed across the rubble-strewn street to where Fin was tending the civilians.

An old woman was half buried under a layer of shattered wood and moldy potatoes. It was the kind of barely edible food the French had been relegated to in recent months. A young woman clung to Fin’s arm, her fast talk a struggle for Harry to understand. Why hadn’t he paid more attention in Miss Anderson’s French class? Only every few words made a modicum of sense.

Harry held up a hand. She stopped speaking and stared at him.

Fin released her grip from his arm and put a finger to his lips. “Germans,” he whispered. A bullet ricocheted off the wall behind them A shower of stones bounced off their helmets, landing on the ground at their feet.

The girl brushed dust and gravel from her hair. She gently turned the old woman’s head and whispered something in her ear, stroking her cheek. “Grand-mère,” she said, looking up to one man then the other.

Boots crunched slowly toward them. The glint of George’s gun barrel flashed in the sun. He fired a single shot. A cry, the thump of a body falling in the street, and all was quiet again.

How many more Germans were hiding in doorways, windows, waiting for them to make the wrong move?

This was just another nameless village. When he first saw it at a distance, he imagined people going about their day as if fear and death didn’t consume them, the kind of peace he knew his friends and family back in Pine Lake, Wisconsin, enjoyed. But the closer they got, the clearer the ugliness of war became. Buildings in ruins. The fog of unnatural stillness overhanging it all.

The only people left were old men, women, and children peeking out from doorways and behind shutters barely hanging from broken windows. And young girls, like the one who clung to her grandmother, once pretty but now aged and worn by fear and starvation. Almost skeletal beneath faded, over-patched dresses and torn sweaters not near warm enough, the girls would come out to greet the Americans. They offered what little bread or cheese they had, a kiss on the cheek, always with the hope of some kind of favor in return.

This village was no different than the rest, except they arrived while the Germans were still there—looting, raping, killing. Harry’s commander ordered them to infiltrate in groups of three to root out the bastards, to find and help any villagers in hiding. Since nothing inhabitable remained, anyone still living in this village would have to be taken elsewhere for shelter.

How much time has passed since the last gunshot, the last mortar shell?

Harry peered over the rubble, listening for any little noise that might mean the enemy was nearby. Nothing.

“George?”

“Yeah.” George peered from around his hiding place, hunkered down and ran, slipping on a pile of potato bits by Fin. He nodded to the girl.

She ran her hand softly down her grandmother’s face, closing the wide-staring eyes. “Morte.” She wiped away a tear then kissed the old woman’s cheek.

Harry scanned the street for any movement, any unexplained shadow. “We have to get out of here. Can you walk?” He looked back at her, pointed, and made a walking motion with his fingers.

She carefully pulled her legs out from under the cart. “Oui.”

“You speak any English?” Fin asked.

“A little.” She held up her thumb and first finger.

“Good.” Harry let out a breath, nodded, and smiled. “Your little bit of English is probably better than my little bit of French.”

They ducked when the sound of boots approached, not one pair but many.

Was the whole damn German army coming for them?

“Barnes!” It was their commander. “Finley! McLean!”

They helped the girl to her feet and picked their way out of the pile of broken wood and moldy vegetables.

“Good work men. Any other civilians? Germans?”

“Not alive, sir.” Harry sighed. A handful of villagers followed behind the rest of Harry’s unit.

“We’ll take them to the next village. Hopefully, they’ll be safer there.”

The girl fell into line with them. Harry lit a cigarette. Drawing in a deep breath, he exhaled long and slow, letting the smoke linger first in his throat before releasing it in a perfect blue hazy ring above his head.

The girl laughed. “Please?” She pointed to the pocket where he kept them.

“Here.” He tapped the pack against the side of his hand and held it out for her.

She placed it between her lips and leaned in for a light. She exhaled with a slight moan of pleasure, winking at Harry. “Thank you.”

He smiled, remembering a night in Paris not so long ago and a pretty young whore who’d moaned in that same way once he got her alone.

She turned to Fin and wrapped an arm around his.

He pulled free. “I got a girl back home.”

She shrugged, turning her attention to George. “You?”

“N-no, ma’am,” he stammered.

Harry laughed. George always stuttered when in the presence of a lady. Although Harry was getting to be of the opinion this girl might not be much of a lady.

“No girl?” she asked, leaning in closer and taking hold of his arm.

George tried to step away. “You’re pinching me.”

“What’s your name?” She blew smoke in his face.

“G-George McLean, ma’am,” he croaked between nervous coughs.

“Paulette.” This time she turned her head away before exhaling. “I could be your girl, Georgie.”

He blushed, stammered.

“Sounds like a good idea to me,” one of the other men said.

Paulette stepped in front of George, blocking his way. “Take me to America, Georgie,” she purred. “I’d be a good wife. Cook, clean, make love. Oui?” She smiled her most appealing smile and pulled her dress aside to show a teasing hint of what lay barely hidden beneath what once passed for a dress. She traced a finger softly down his cheek, leaned in, and kissed the other. George pushed her aside and kept walking, eyes down, cheeks blazing.

“Yeah, George,” another soldier yelled. “You could use someone other than your right hand to keep you warm at night.” The others laughed, joining in the fun.

Harry shook his head. The guys were all right, for the most part, but when they got bored . . . He turned to see what Fin thought of all this. His friend wasn’t much on confrontation. Fin was keeping a close eye on George and the girl.

“Oh, yes,” the girl agreed, a spark in her eyes. “My hand much nicer than yours. I show you.”

He shoved her aside. “S-stop it,” he sputtered.

“Don’t you like me, Georgie?” Tears pooled in the corners of her eyes.

How long had she practiced before she could cry on cue?

“I’d be a good wife,” she repeated, scrambling to keep up with the march. “Give me a chance. I show you.”

Another soldier slapped George on the back and gave his shoulder a friendly shake. “How about it, George?” He dug in his pocket. “I’ll even pay for this one. My treat.”

Paulette shrugged and stuffed the few coins into her pocket. “Marry me, take me to America. I do for you every night.”

One of the officers steered his horse between them, pushing Paulette aside with his boot. “Get back with the others.”

Frowning at the officer, Paulette disappeared through the ranks.

The officer leaned forward and scowled at George. “Best advice I can give you, McLean, is stay away from these village girls. They’ll welcome anyone who gives them the time of day. You’ll end up with a disease you won’t want to explain to your mother before you end up with a wife.”

“I didn’t . . .” George argued, but was cut short by the officer’s glare. “Yes, sir.”

“Keep moving, men!” He spurred his horse up along the ranks. “Show’s over.”

Harry fell into step next to George. “Don’t let the guys bother you. I know sometimes I give you a hard time, but we’re friends. Those guys are not your friends.”

“And Sarge’s right about village girls.” Fin slapped him on the shoulder.

After a few minutes of silence, Harry leaned closer. “So, George, you’ve never . . .?”

“Have you?” George snapped.

“No,” he lied.

Fin snorted and shook his head.

“Whores don’t count.” Harry turned his attention to George, continuing his story. “But there was this one time, down by the lake, a girl named Betty. She was practically naked.”

Fin turned on him, fire in his eyes. “Was this before or after you asked Alice to marry you? If you hurt her, I swear . . . Alice is the best thing that ever happened to you.”

“Before,” Harry assured him. “It was a beautiful summer afternoon, and my Alice, Fin’s Lizzie, and Betty went to the lake for a picnic. I followed them, hid in the trees to watch. It was an awfully hot day. Betty waded into the water, but she must not have wanted to get her dress wet, see, so she took it off.”

George’s jaw dropped.

“She took off her shoes and stockings, too, and waded into the lake holding her petticoat up above her knees.”

“You saw her bare legs?”

“Yup.” Harry blew out one last, long, blue smoke trail then ground the butt into the mud with the toe of his boot. “And that’s not all,” he continued. “When she got out, she knelt on the blanket, reached over to get an apple from the basket, and the top of her petticoat drooped down so I could see everything. Mmmm. Small with little pink tips.” He cupped the air in front of him, imagining, again, what it would feel like to hold those breasts for real. “And you know what’s best?”

George shook his head, eyes wide, sweat beading on his forehead. He licked his lips.

“She knew I was watching because she looked right at me and smiled.”

“W-what did you do?”

Harry grinned. “Why, I snuck off where a man can be alone for a while, if you know what I mean.” A few of the men who’d been listening to Harry’s story laughed and elbowed each other.

“What about Lizzie?” Fin shoved Harry into the men marching behind. Harry took a swing at his head. Fin ducked to one side, and Harry’s fist grazed his ear.

“Problem here, Private Barnes, Private Finley?” This time two different officers slowed their mounts to either side of the row.

“No, sir.” Fin fell into step and stared straight ahead.

Harry waited for the officers to leave. “Take it easy, Fin. No reason to get all hot under the collar. I guess Lizzie and Alice weren’t interested in a swim. They stayed on shore, fully clothed. Unfortunately.”

“If Alice ever knew . . .”

“She isn’t going to know. Unless you tell her, and you’re not going to tell her, are you?” Harry glared and raised his fist again. His next swing would be more carefully aimed, less in haste.

Fin shook his head. “No, but only because I care about whether or not she gets her heart broken.”

“Besides, it’s not like I touched them,” Harry explained with a chuckle. “I only looked, and then only because Betty made certain to show them to me. So not my fault.”

“Privates, less talking and more marching. We have a lot of ground to cover before dark.”

They marched for hours before coming to a village where the civilians could be safely left behind. Harry was glad to see Paulette gone from their ranks. He knew trouble when he saw it, and she was nothing but.

* * *
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THE AFTERNOON SUN DIPPED low in the sky, sending long shadows across the fields and over more bombed and burnt-out farms. They passed a lake so clean and seemingly out of place, it reminded Harry of a different spring day. Alice had packed a picnic lunch. He still tasted the cold apple cider and rich chocolate cake. She recounted for him, in great detail, the plot of the motion picture the girls saw the week before. But he didn’t hear a word she said. He was bewitched by her hair, soft and smelling of warm sunshine. He loved the way it changed colors in the sun, one minute the soft red of a deer, the next shimmering with golden sparks. He wanted to run his fingers through it, loosen it from the pins and let it fall. The flash of her green eyes when she laughed and her white-stockinged ankles tempting him to touch. What would it be like to let his fingers trace their way up under her skirt hem?

She was so beautiful he’d proposed marriage on the spot, but before he could claim her as his wife, he’d been called to serve, and their future was put on hold.

A nudge in the arm from Fin brought Harry back to ugly reality. “The war can’t last forever.” He always seemed to know what Harry was thinking. “We’ll be home soon. Married. Children. It’ll be like none of this ever happened.”

Harry was counting on it.

* * *
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THE MEN HUDDLED IN the dark. Gathering clouds blocked the full moon from shining through, aiding them in hiding from the enemy while also making it more difficult, if not impossible, to spot them in return. Harry shimmied under the shelter of some bushes. He was cold and hungry, but there would be no fires to warm them or cook their dinner. Tensions ran high, pricking under the skin like a thousand hot needles. Every little sound a possible enemy soldier. They ate cold rations from tins and drank the last of the now tepid water from their canteens. In time, fatigue took over, and one by one they slept.

The first shell screamed overhead just as dawn broke the horizon. The once impenetrable blackness turned to gray shadow and searing red flames. The forest floor erupted in geysers of dirt and body parts torn from his sleeping comrades. Men scrambled every which way, like ants when he used to kick over their nests just to watch them run. This time he was the one trying to make sense of the chaos.

The second shell threw him from his bedroll. He hit the ground hard, showered with chunks of mud and tree splinters. His ears rang. He choked on the acrid smoke blinding him. Burning powder and the metallic smell of blood and urine filled his nose. Pain sent waves of nausea through his empty stomach, threatening to render him unconscious. He cried out when he touched the open wound that had once been the right side of his face. His hand came away wet with blood.

Men screamed and moaned all around him. Some prayed. A few cried for their mothers. The growing daylight revealed bodies strewn about, some moving, most not.

“Fin!” The night before his friend had bedded down only a few feet away. Now he wasn’t there. Harry forced himself to his knees and crawled through the smoke, the chaos.

Nearby, a body sprawled face down in the dirt turned to mud by a spreading pool of blood. “Fin?” Harry turned the man over. “Fin?”

When he saw the gaping hole where there was once a face, he scrambled away, retching sour bile down the front of his shirt. Hesitating, he crawled back to what was left of the man that might be his friend. He reached down the front of the man’s shirt and pulled out his identification tags. He closed his eyes and said a quick prayer before slowly opening his fingers to read the name.

“God, George.” He sobbed and hugged his knees to his chest.

“We gotta go.” Fin grabbed him by the shoulder and spun him around. “Jesus, Harry, your face.”

Harry looked up, relieved to see his friend alive. “It’s George.”

Fin flinched and turned away. “How can you be sure?”

Harry held out George’s tags. “He was just a kid. Shouldn’t have even been here.”

When a shell exploded nearby, Fin threw Harry to the ground. Another crater opened where the officers’ horses were tied a minute before. One horse was thrown at their feet. Still alive, it screamed and thrashed in pain, eyes rolling back in its head. Before its sharp hooves sliced them to ribbons, Fin pulled out his weapon and put it out of its misery.

“Did you know George was an only child?” Harry imagined the boy’s mother when she got the news. “His mother’s a widow.”

“Nothing we can do for him now, poor kid.” Fin pulled Harry to his feet. “We gotta get outta here.”

Another shell screamed over their heads. The earth shook when it hit home, and everything went black.

* * *
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HARRY OPENED HIS EYES. The shelling had stopped. Only the cries of the wounded surrounded him. Fin’s body held him to the ground. He pushed him aside. Blood spilled from Fin’s side. Harry shook him by the shoulders.

He has to be alive.

Fin moaned. Gasped. He tried to push himself up but fell with a cry, slipping back into unconsciousness.

Red Cross medics appeared through the trees, stretchers and supply bags at the ready. “Don’t move. Help’s coming.” If Harry’s bearings were correct, there was a hospital in the next village not too many miles down the road. They must have seen the fighting to arrive so quickly. Shots rang out in the distance.

A medic wrapped a long strip of gauze around the right side of Harry’s face and over his eye. A second was talking to him.

“What?”

“Can you walk to the ambulance?” the medic repeated.

“Yes, but my friend here needs a stretcher.”

The man glanced at Fin and shook his head.

Harry’s jaw tightened. He would not let them give up on Fin. “I said, my friend here needs a stretcher,” he said through clenched teeth.

Fin stirred. “I can walk.”

Harry rested a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Lie still. The medics are going to get you a stretcher, and then we’re riding together to the hospital.” He’d promised Lizzie he’d bring Fin back in one piece, and by God, he was keeping his promise. “Now, men! Move it!”

The first medic nodded to the second, who rushed off to find another stretcher. They loaded Fin into the ambulance. Harry took a seat next to him. With a hot glare, he dared the medics to tell him to ride separate.

He took Fin’s hand in his as they started the slow, bouncing ride down the rutted road to the hospital. “It won’t be long now. The doctors are going to fix us up good as new for our girls.”
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Wisconsin: September 1918

––––––––
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ALICE ARMSTRONG CLOSED her eyes and let the early September sun, bright and warm in a nearly cloudless sky, flow over her. The breeze light and birds singing, it was the perfect end-of-summer day in northwest Wisconsin.

She did a quick inventory of the wagon bed. “Do we have everything?”

“I think so.” Betty Young did a quick review of the wagon’s contents and nodded. “A large blanket to sit on, umbrellas to protect from the sun, picnic lunch, fishing poles, bathing costumes, and towels.”

Alice laughed. “How can three girls need so much for one day at the lake?”

“Perhaps we should put on our bathing clothes now,” Lizzie Hudson suggested. “There’s no place to change at the lake.”

“And ride through town in them?” Betty’s gasped and covered her mouth with both hands. Her exaggerated shock and horror made Lizzie blush.

Alice put her arm around Lizzie’s shoulders and hugged her. She loved Lizzie’s sweet, kind heart. It was a happy relief when Fred Finley finally proposed marriage, and Lizzie tearfully accepted, because now Alice knew she would never have to worry about her friend again. Fin would keep Lizzie close and never let anything happen to her.

“We’ll change in the woods, one at a time, while the other two keep watch,” Alice assured her.

Lizzie’s smile returned. “That’s a marvelous plan. You always know just what to do, Alice.”

Betty smiled. “Of course, she does. That’s what Harry loves best about her.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm.

Alice knew Betty had always been jealous of her relationship with Harry. Betty tried to lure him away several times over recent years, causing hard feelings between them, but Alice thought they’d gotten past it.

“Wait.” Betty spun around. “I’ll be right back,” she called over her shoulder, returning to the house.

“What did you forget?” What could Betty possibly have left behind? She’d already loaded everything imaginable.

“My magazines.” Betty disappeared into the house, the screen door slamming behind her.

“Don’t slam the door!” Mrs. Young hollered from somewhere inside. She’d be getting ready to head over to the hotel soon. Since Betty’s father died, she’d thrown all her attention into managing the hotel and restaurant. Mrs. Young’s strong business mind soon caught the attention of several local widowers, but she made it perfectly clear from the start she was not interested in a new husband.

“Sorry, Mother.” Betty reappeared on the porch with an armful of magazines. The screen door slammed shut again.

“Betty!” Mrs. Young followed her onto the porch, broom in one hand and the other on her hip. Lizzie giggled through her fingers.

Alice smiled and waved. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”

“It is. You girls be careful now. Don’t get too much sun.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Alice turned back to her friends.

Betty stepped up onto the wagon and scooted over to the far side of the bench. “Let’s go, before Mother changes her mind and decides I need to stay home and scrub floors, or some other awful chore.” Alice sat next to her. Lizzie squeezed on last.

Alice handed the reins to Lizzie as soon as they passed the last of the houses. She untied her hat, dropped it in the wagon bed behind her, and unpinned her hair letting it fall in loose curls half-way to her waist.

“Aren’t you afraid you’ll freckle?” Betty adjusted her hat. Her porcelain complexion was her greatest pride.

Alice tossed her head, closed her eyes, and drew in a deep breath. “I don’t care if I do. I love the sun. I wish it was summer all year round.” She took back the reins.

Lizzie leaned forward to look past Alice to Betty. “I think she’s beautiful. Not a single freckle.”

Alice smiled and squeezed Lizzie’s hand.

Betty clucked her tongue. “Harry isn’t going to be happy if he comes home from the war to find you brown as a nut.”

Lizzie’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Don’t you listen to her.” She shook a finger at Alice. “Betty’s jealous because the two most handsome men in town love us. I think she’s afraid she’s going to die alone. Someday it will be Betty all alone in a house full of cats.”

“Not true, Elizabeth Hudson. I have plenty of young men knocking at my door wanting to spend time with me.”

“Name one,” Lizzie challenged. “And remember, I live right next door, so I know exactly who comes and goes from your house.”

“I suppose you would, seeing as your mother’s the biggest gossip in town with her nose in everyone’s business but her own.”

Alice stopped the horses. “I’ll kick you both out of my wagon right now, make you walk back to town, if you don’t stop your bickering immediately.”

“I notice you couldn’t name one,” Lizzie mumbled under her breath.

Betty opened her mouth to reply.

Alice shot her a warning glance. She looked from one friend to the other and smiled. “Pine Lake girls, friends forever,” she cheered.

“Friends forever,” was their reluctant reply.

She snapped the reins, and they continued their ride in awkward silence. Alice smiled. Despite their occasional little quarrels, they would always have each other.

As they rode, fields of colorful wildflowers were taken over by trees then opened up again to reveal the lake glittering in the sunlight and surrounded on three sides by the pine trees giving both the lake and town their name.

She pulled the horses to a stop and turned to her right. Betty pretended to study a non-existent spot on her skirt. Alice turned to Lizzie, who looked down at her hands folded on her lap.

Alice nudged Lizzie with her elbow. “Betty was right about your mother. She is a horrible gossip. You’ve said so yourself.”

The start of a smile twitched at the corners of Lizzie’s mouth. “Where do you think I get all my best information?” They laughed.

Betty hopped down and placed her magazines carefully in the wagon bed. “Come on, you two. I don’t feel like fishing. Let’s get changed and go for a swim. Then we can eat while we dry off, and I can tell you all the latest movie star news.” She grabbed the bag with her bathing costume. “I’ll go first. You two keep an eye out for Peeping Toms.”

“Don’t you mean one of your many admirers?” Lizzie giggled and gave a sly sideways glance toward Alice. Betty stuck out her tongue and disappeared into the trees, but not before Lizzie stuck out her tongue in return.

* * *
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WITH THEIR HAIR NEATLY tucked into their caps, they stood at the water’s edge. Lizzie dipped her toes in and jumped back. “It’s cold.”

“That’s why you have to get it over with fast.” Alice didn’t stop running until only her head and shoulders were visible, squealing all the way. Teeth chattering, she faced her friends. Lizzie wasn’t kidding when she said the water was cold.

“Come on in. The water’s fine.” Maybe she could trick them into following her. “I’m already warm.” She forced her best fake smile.

With a shrug and a grin, Betty grabbed Lizzie’s hand. They ran splashing and screaming after Alice.

They rose and fell, bobbing on the waves like flower petals in the wind. Their red and yellow and orange swim caps dotted the water.

Lizzie spread her arms and floated on her back like yellow flotsam. Betty skimmed her hand along the water, sending a wave over Lizzie’s face. She sputtered, folded like a pocketknife, and sunk. A moment later, her cap popped up without her.

Alice snatched up the cap. “Lizzie?” She kicked and twisted side to side. Lizzie was an excellent swimmer. Where was she?

“Lizzie, this isn’t funny.” Betty screamed, her arms flying above her head, before disappearing in a red blur as she was yanked beneath the lake’s surface.

Lizzie appeared next to Alice. Laughing, she pushed her hair out of her face. “Serves her right for being such a cranky puss today.”

Betty surfaced with a gasp.

Alice shoved Lizzie’s cap back on her head. It hung at an awkward angle down one side. “And you thought this would cheer her?”

Lizzie gave up trying to straighten her cap and took it off. “She splashed me. I dunked her.”

Alice studied Lizzie for a moment while Betty struggled to regain her breath. She shook her head and smiled “True.”

Betty glared. “Lizzie Hudson, I ought to kill you for scaring us.”

“But you won’t.” She turned toward shore. “Pine Lake girls, friends forever,” she cheered as she swam away.

Betty turned to Alice. “I probably deserved that.”

“You did.” Alice nodded and followed Lizzie. “Pine Lake girls, friends forever!”

“Friends forever!” Betty echoed.

The sun was hot and high when they emerged dripping from the lake. The breeze making the heat tolerable on their morning ride, died to barely a whisper. The only sounds as they sat wrapped in their towels were the drone of insects, the waves lapping against the shore, and the occasional splash of a fish jumping to eat a water bug swimming on the surface.

Alice dropped her towel and rose to her feet. “I’m starving.”

“Me, too.” Lizzie jumped up. She spread the blanket while Alice set out their lunch and Betty retrieved her stack of magazines. “Another minute without food and I would certainly curl up and die.”

Alice smiled at her friend. Some people might think Lizzie fat, or pleasingly plump, if they wanted to be kind, but Alice loved Lizzie’s soft curves and round pink cheeks. She pictured her surrounded by Fin’s babies, each one as happy as their adoring mother and proud father.

They ate ham sandwiches on Alice’s home-made oatmeal bread. Betty brought dill pickles and fresh pears so ripe the juice ran down their chins with every bite, leading to another round of giggling.

Betty licked mustard from the corner of her mouth. “I’ll be glad when the war is over and we can return to eating like normal people. Meatless meals. Wheatless meals. Meatless and wheatless meals. Who can keep track of all the rules?”

“Today’s Thursday,” Lizzie explained. “On Thursday, the noon rule is there is no rule.”

“And ham?” Betty took another bite of her sandwich. “I thought we’re supposed to save all the pork for the soldiers.”

“Porkless is only Saturday noon and evening,” Lizzie recited. “You work in your mother’s hotel. Doesn’t she have the poster hanging in the kitchen?”

“Probably.” Betty popped a pickle slice into her mouth, sucking the brine from her fingers before wiping them on her napkin. “But who reads those things, anyway? Not me.”

Lizzie shrugged. “Well, maybe you should. Then maybe you’d remember. It’s for our men and our starving allies.”

Alice reached for the top magazine. “So, Betty, why don’t you tell me and Lizzie all the news from Hollywood.”

Betty slapped her hand away. “You’re all sticky.”

Alice wiped her hands and face. She reached again, but this time more gingerly, afraid of another slap.

Betty pushed Alice’s hand away, wiped her own, and gave her the top issue.

“Let me see.” Lizzie leaned in. “I never heard of Theatre Magazine.”

Alice shook her head. “Me, neither. They don’t sell it at Erikson’s.”

“I have a subscription.”

Alice flipped pages, glancing at headlines, pictures, but not stopping to read the articles. “Looks like all gossip to me.”

Lizzie nodded. “I prefer Today’s Housewife or Woman’s Home Companion. Erikson’s sells both, and they’re full of all kinds of useful information, recipes and tips on housekeeping, babies and such.” She held out a tin of oatmeal cookies.

“I thought we were supposed to be rationing sugar and fats.” Betty’s lip curled like it always did when she was trying to start an argument. “For our men.”

“So, now you suddenly know the rules?” Lizzie huffed. “For your information, Miss Smarty Pants, I’ve been holding back just so I could bake these cookies for a treat.”

Betty opened her mouth to reply then closed it again. She snatched her magazine from Alice and changed the subject. “This isn’t gossip. It’s all fact. See, this article’s about Mary Pickford. The photograph is of Miss Pickford and her husband Owen Moore.”

“If they’re married wouldn’t her name be Mary Moore?” Lizzie nibbled on a second cookie.

Betty rolled her eyes. “You don’t understand these things, Lizzie. Mary Pickford is a modern woman, and modern women don’t always want to take their husband’s name. Don’t have to.”

Lizzie took another cookie. “You’re right, I don’t understand. When a woman loves a man and promises to be his wife, she’s promising to take his name.”

Alice agreed. “The old ways are the best. But I can understand why Mary Pickford would continue to use her own name. That’s how her fans know her. I’ve heard it’s called a stage name.”

“Well, I still think if she truly loved her husband, she’d want to take his name.” Lizzie held out the cookie tin again. “One left. Someone eat it before I do. I’ve already had three.”

Betty shook her head. “No, thank you. I’m watching my waistline. And you better slow down with all the sweets. Fin won’t recognize you when he comes home. You’ll be fat as a cow and your pretty wedding dress won’t fit.”

Alice took the last cookie. “They’re delicious. And I think you’re perfect.” Tears puddled in Lizzie’s eyes. She had always been sensitive about her weight. “I’ve never known a man to love a woman more than Fred Finley loves you.”

“Speaking of Fin,” Betty barely glanced up from her magazine. “I hear you got a letter from him not long ago. How is Mr. Finley doing out on the Western Front?”

Alice’s stomach tightened. She dropped her cookie and clutched Lizzie’s hands. “Why didn’t you tell me about Fin’s letter? What did he say? Did he mention Harry? I’m so happy for you. I know how worried you’ve been.” The words, the questions, tumbled out almost faster than Alice formed them. It had been months since either of them received a letter, and those last ones were short, void of any real news.

“He didn’t mention Harry. He only said he’d be coming home soon.”

Alice squeezed Lizzie’s hands tighter. Lizzie flinched and pulled away. “Sorry. You must be so excited, but I wonder why Harry didn’t write.”

“Perhaps his letter got lost somewhere. Military mail isn’t reliable. I’m sure you’ll hear from him any day now.”

“Yes.” Alice nodded, but wasn’t certain she believed her. Something didn’t feel right, and she was afraid what news a letter might bring.

Betty set down her magazine and picked up another. “Or, perhaps he’s not coming home.” She flipped through the pages. “Maybe he’s married some French woman. Or, perhaps he’s dead.”

Lizzie’s slap was sudden. Betty’s head snapped around and her magazines fell across the ground. Alice gasped, one hand over her mouth. She’d never seen her friend so angry before.

Lizzie shook with rage. “Don’t you ever say such a horrid thing again, Betty Young. Harry is not married to a French woman, and he is certainly not dead. He’s coming home any day now, and he’s going to marry our Alice.”

Betty held her hand to her cheek. Tears slid over her fingertips, quickly followed by a choking sob. “I’m sorry, Alice. I don’t know why I said that. I really don’t. I’m so sorry.”

Alice pulled her friends into her arms and hugged them tight.

Betty cried. “Forgive me.”

“Of course. Friends forever.”

Lizzie wiped Betty’s tears. “And I’m sorry I slapped you.”

“They’re coming home,” Alice said, so quietly she almost couldn’t hear herself. “All of our men will be home soon.”
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2
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JACK BARNES WAS THE first to rise each morning. He lit his lantern and limped across the Armstrong property, leaving the cozy quarters built for him onto the back of the main house, and headed toward the barn. Ken and Evelyn Armstrong were the only people willing to take a chance on him, and Jack was grateful for the opportunity to prove himself.

He set his lantern on the bench, freeing up a hand to open the barn door. Leaning on his cane, he gave the door a tug and was met by the smell of warm animal bodies and not-so-fresh hay.

“Good morning,” he called out. Still groggy with sleep, the animals shuffled in their stalls.

He hung his lantern from a hook, grabbed a bucket, and lowered himself with a groan onto the three-legged milking stool next to Daisy. Rubbing his thigh, he shifted to a more comfortable position. The cumbersome leg brace made everything a little more difficult. With every stiff muscle, every twinge or stumble, Jack was reminded of the life-changing day ten years ago.

Always one to try and out-do his over-achieving big brother, he climbed higher than he knew was safe in the old oak tree in their front yard. He was nine. Harry was ten.

“You better come down,” Harry had yelled up to him. “You’re too high.”

Jack kept climbing. “You went higher.”

“Yeah, but I’m older. Father will tan my backside if you fall and hurt yourself.”

Jack laughed at the idea. “No, he won’t.” Harry was never punished for anything. Jack pulled himself up one more limb, just high enough to beat Harry’s record.

There was no time between the first crack and the limb tearing free for Jack to grab another branch. He woke up in Doc Peterson’s surgery, his left leg encased in plaster and hanging from a make-shift pully. Their mother was crying, and Doc was explaining to their father why Jack would be a cripple. Doc never actually used the word cripple, but Jack knew what he meant.

Meanwhile, Harry stood quietly sniffing in the corner, staring at his feet. Jack learned later Harry received quite a tongue-lashing from their mother all the way into town, and after they got home their father did, indeed, tan his backside. Then Father made Harry help their hired man cut down the tree. It would be the first and last time Harry suffered a punishment for his misdeeds. Ironically, it was the one time it wasn’t his fault.

Done milking Daisy, Jack moved on to Rosebud. He stroked her side to still her anxious hooves.

“Would you believe one time I actually tied a brick around my ankle and tried hanging from a limb on a different tree?”

Rosebud turned her head toward him and bellowed.

“Did it work, you ask? If it worked, would I still be using a cane and wearing this blasted thing?” He slapped the brace and laughed. “All that stunt got me was a fresh break and a lot of pain.”

When he first came to work on the Armstrong farm, Ken Armstrong, the school principal, kept only enough animals to suit his family’s needs. Evelyn Armstrong was the school music teacher. She kept chickens, gardened, and taught piano. But when they heard of Jack’s dream to one day buy a farm of his own, they offered him the chance to turn their small farm into a profitable operation, while earning the money he’d need for a down payment. In the year he’d been there, he’d already doubled the number of animals and the size of the garden. Plans were in place to plant their first corn crop the next spring.

By the time he finished the milking, the sun was streaming in through the double front doors. He put out the lantern, dragged fresh bales of hay into the fenced cows’ yard, and filled their water trough. Once they were secured outside for the day, he did the same for the horses then slopped the pigs.

Mopping sweat from his face with the kerchief he kept tucked in his back pocket, he leaned against the side of the barn and watched the horses. He used the quiet moment to catch his breath and enjoy the solitude. Not a cloud broke the sky, barely a breeze rustled the leaves. Cicadas buzzed and the mourning doves called out from their perches high in the barn rafters. It was going to be a hot one. He’d have to pace himself if he was to get all his work done without falling prey to heat stroke.

“Another beautiful day,” a soft voice said from behind him.

Jack jumped, knocking his cane to the ground.

Alice bent over to retrieve it. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

He took it from her. Their hands brushed sending sparks, like heat lightening, flashing through his veins. “Thanks,” he stammered. “I was so busy watching Sugar and Molasses chase each other around the corral, I didn’t hear you.” Alice laughed at the horses’ antics. To Jack, her laughter sounded like church bells ringing on a Sunday morning.

Jack returned to his chores, picking up the pitchfork to clean the stalls. “Did you girls enjoy the lake yesterday?”

Alice followed him. “We did.” She held up her basket. “Mom sent me out to collect eggs and tell you to wash up, breakfast is almost ready.”

“You can tell her I’ll be in presently.”

Alice turned to leave then stopped. “Jack, when was the last time you heard from Harry? Lizzie got a letter from Fin a couple weeks ago saying he was coming home, but he didn’t say a word about Harry. I haven’t heard from him since before Easter.”

Jack let his hand rest on the pocket holding his brother’s most recent letter. He knew when Alice didn’t say anything about Harry’s homecoming, she hadn’t received a letter of her own. When he suggested to his father, the almighty Harold Barnes, Sr., they should show it to her, that she had a right to know, his father’s reply was, When Harry wants her to know, Harry will tell her. Alice doesn’t have a right to know anything unless Harry says she does. Jack tried to talk to his mother but, like always, she sided with her husband. So, Jack took the matter into his own hands and pocketed the letter when no one was looking.

“Jack?”

He hated being the one to tell her. He reluctantly held it out for her to read. He knew when she got to the part about Harry’s injuries. A trembling hand went to her mouth to muffle a little cry. He took the letter from her before she dropped it in the mud and muck.

“They didn’t tell me, either. I found my parents’ letter quite by accident after dinner last Sunday.” Jack waited for Alice to say something, anything. “Harry should have told you himself. Don’t know why he didn’t.”

Alice took a deep breath, held it, then let it out. “But . . .” Her voice cracked. “Blind?” She dropped down onto a hay bale.

“Only the one eye.” He handed her his handkerchief. He had to admit it wasn’t much consolation when the news was still so fresh and raw. “And, knowing Harry, an eye patch will make him twice as handsome to the girls and twice the hero to the men.” He regretted saying that as soon as it left his mouth. He’d meant it as a joke to make her smile. He hated seeing her upset.

She chuckled. “Kind of like a pirate.”

“And did you see the part at the end where he says he’ll be home, both him and Fin, on next Monday’s train?”

“I did.” The spark returned to her eyes, the glow to her cheeks. She wiped her nose one last time and stood. “I’ll wash this and return it to you.” She tucked his soggy and rumpled handkerchief into her apron pocket.

“No rush. I have others.”

She nodded. “Thank you for telling me about Harry.”

“Mother and Aunt Caroline are planning on cooking the fatted calf in celebration, and I know they’ll expect you there.” Well, at least Aunt Caroline will. His mother was going to need to learn to accept that Harry loved Alice. They were to be married. If he could, so could she.

“I’ll bake a chocolate cake. Harry loves my chocolate cake. I think it’ll be all right to bend the rationing rules this one time. After all, we’re supposed to be saving food supplies for our fighting men, and that’s our Harry.”

“Yes, it is.”

“You’ll tell them for me, won’t you?”

“Of course.”

Alice held up her empty egg basket. “I’d better get to it. Mom’s waiting for me.”

Alice unlatched the gate to the chicken yard and disappeared into the coop. For Jack, being close to Alice was the best part of working for the Armstrongs.

He knew she was promised to Harry. When his brother returned from the war, they would marry, and she would become his sister. But at least he could be near her for the time being. Every morning as he went about his work, the light from his lantern swinging at his side, he’d see Alice and her mother through the kitchen window preparing breakfast. And every day, he wished she was his.

She hurried to the house with her full basket of eggs, leaving Jack to worry how he was going to tell his parents he’d gone against their, and apparently his brother’s wishes.

He washed his face and hands in the water trough, wet back his hair, and went into the house for breakfast.

* * *
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JACK REMOVED HIS HAT and knocked on the screen door before entering. The kitchen was buzzing with the news of Harry’s return.

“Sit down, Jack.” Ken Armstrong pointed to the empty chair across from him. “Your parents must be excited about Harry. Shame about his eye, but things could be much worse.”

Alice handed her father a cup of coffee. Jack never ceased to be amazed at how gently Mr. Armstrong held his wife’s tiny porcelain cups. His fingers, while not large by other men’s standards, appeared massive when he gripped the delicate handle. Alice once told him the cups had belonged to her grandmother and how much she loved the delicate pink roses and gold edging. The cups were definitely better suited to Jack’s mother’s social circle than the Armstrong farm kitchen. Still, they seemed right.

Alice filled an identical cup and handed it to him.

“Thank you.” He took a sip and carefully set it down on the table. “Yes, sir, Mother’s anxious to have him home.”

Evelyn Armstrong set a sizzling skillet brimming with scrambled eggs on a towel in the center of the table, alongside a pot of oatmeal and a plate piled with biscuits still hot from the oven. There was no butter, but plenty of honey to sweeten their meal. She drizzled some on her biscuit and handed the honeypot to Jack. “What I don’t understand is why they didn’t tell Alice. She and Harry are to be married.”

“I think they didn’t want to worry her.”

Alice’s father smiled at his daughter. “Of course, that’s why. Harry probably wanted to surprise you and to be able to show you himself that everything is fine without all the worrying and wondering.”

Mr. Armstrong doted on his only child and Jack couldn’t blame him. Alice was a light in the darkness. Always there to help in any way needed, always with a kind word.

“I’m certain you’re right, Dad. More coffee?” She brought over the big pot. “Jack?” She filled his next and returned the pot to the back burner.

Jack wondered if Mr. Armstrong knew how much his parents disapproved of Alice for a daughter-in-law. They were never convinced Alice was the right choice for their prized eldest son. She wasn’t a bad choice, just not the best choice. Harry was set to take over the bank. He was the local football star, basketball star, baseball star, and now a war hero. He was their golden child.

What Jack couldn’t understand was why Harry didn’t tell her about his injuries and imminent return himself. He was supposed to be in love with her.
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HARRY FOLLOWED FIN off the New York to Chicago train. They stopped midstream to get their bearings. Panicked, wild eyes peered from above white influenza masks as people rushed onto the train, anxious to get out of the city. A man and woman, each holding tight to the hand of a child, pushed between them, almost knocking Harry off his feet and causing him to drop his pack.

A porter stepped forward and retrieved it for him. “Your bag, sir.”

“Thank you,” Harry muttered, brushing dirt from the bottom.

“Watch your step, now, and have a nice day.” The porter smiled and tipped his hat. He was the only person Harry came into contact with since returning to the States who hadn’t looked away in horror. A dirty bandage was wrapped over his missing right eye. It covered some of his scars, but not all.

“Could you direct us to the ticket counter?” Fin asked the man.

“Yes, sir. Just keep following the other passengers into the main station house. You can’t miss it.”

“Thank you.” Fin handed the man a coin for his troubles. The porter pocketed it with a nod, tipped his hat, and disappeared down the platform and around a corner.

Harry and Fin took their place in the ticket line. Normally, such a place in the heart of a city like Chicago would be swarming with people at all hours, but not today. All the talk of influenza had most people avoiding crowds, cowering behind locked doors and closed curtains.

The crowd dispersed as quickly as it formed. The train left for its next destination. The few who remained were the ones hoping to get a ticket to anywhere else, hoping to outrun death. They were the ones searching for some remote hiding place until it was over, although returning to what, no one knew. If they did notice him and Fin, they backed away, leaving a wide berth.

It was the same scene when they arrived at Union Station in New York two days earlier. He almost smelled their fear.

“It’s me.” Harry referred to the eye patch and puckered red scar leaving his smile almost sinister in appearance. “I’m a monster.”

“It’s not you.” Fin picked up a doll the little girl ahead of them dropped. She smiled at him, but when she saw Harry she screamed, dropping the doll again. Her mother snatched up her tickets and daughter and ran for their train. When a porter came to see what the problem was, a different man than before, older and tired looking, Fin handed him the doll and a coin.

“Could you see the girl gets her doll back?”

“Yes, sir.” The porter pocketed the coin and hurried to catch the fleeing woman.

“Your friend is right,” the man behind the ticket counter said when they stepped up to the window. “Except for the child, it’s your uniform that frightens people.”

“Our uniform?” Harry was confused. “Why would they be afraid of our uniform?”

“We’re supposed to be heroes.” Fin scanned the faces of the other passengers milling about. “We’re the good guys.” He announced to anyone listening. People turned away or stared at their feet.

“Newspapers all say it’s you boys who brought the sickness home with you from over there.”

Harry leaned closer to the cage separating them from the ticket master. “That so? We look sick to you?” A slow rage boiled up from deep inside him, replacing the self-pity. Was this what life would be like going forward? Screaming women and crying children? What about Alice?

The man squinted at him. “Don’t know. Are you?”

Fin nudged Harry aside. “What about me?”

“No way to say for sure. People wake up good, coughing by lunch, dead by dinner.”

“Why aren’t you afraid of us?” Fin leaned on the countertop.

The man stepped back. “Who says I’m not?”

Harry had his fill of the nonsense. “Two tickets to Pine Lake, Wisconsin, and you won’t have to worry about us anymore.” He slapped down more than enough to cover both fares. “And you can keep the change.”

“Nope.”

“What?” Harry looked at Fin.

Fin put his hands on his hips and shifted his weight. “What do you mean, nope?”

“I mean, I’m not going to sell you any train tickets, so you can be moving on now.”

Harry’s temper was soon going to get the best of him. “Are you saying the train’s full? When’s the next one scheduled? We’ll take tickets for that one, or the one after.”

“I’m saying, I’m not selling you tickets—to anywhere—on any train. Can’t risk it. I’m surprised New York let you on this last one. Find another way home. Good day.” The ticket master flipped his open sign to closed and slammed the window shut.

Harry punched the window grate, rattling the glass behind. “The whole world’s gone mad.” He shook his hand and flexed his fingers.

“You break it?” Fin nodded toward Harry’s hand.

“No.” Although he wished he could break the smug ticket master’s nose.

“Then let’s get out of here. We need to see a man about a horse, as they say.”

The porter who’d earlier retrieved Harry’s pack was talking to another man leaning on a broom. Whatever the man with the broom said, the porter laughed.

Fin motion him over. “Can you give us directions to a stable that might have a couple horses for sale?”

“Sure can.”

* * *
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THEY WALKED NORTH TOWARD the outskirts of the city until they came to a stable with a sign for sales and rentals. Harry waited outside while Fin went in to bargain with the owner.

God, how he hated horses. He hated them at home before the war, he hated them at the front, and he hated them in Chicago. He hated
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