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I decided to come right to the point. “Your parents will never accept me as their daughter-in-law.”

“Probably not.”

“How will this affect us?”

“It won’t.”

“But, how can it not?”

“My parents are concerned with religion and tradition. I’m not. I’m in love with you, here and now. I’m not living in the past and want to build a life with you just the way you are. I don’t care what religion you practice. Granted it would be easier if you were brought up as I was, but if we love each other, we’ll find a middle ground.”

“Do you honestly feel that way, Joe? It’s got to be a difficult road. We’ll have your parents breathing down our backs, waiting for a fatal mistake so they can say, ‘I told you so.’ And what if they never speak to you again if you marry me? Will you be able to deal with that? I don’t know if I could.”

“Look, aren’t we jumping the gun here and putting the cart before the horse? Things could change.”

“Do you honestly believe in miracles?”

“Yes, I do. I’m looking at one now. Do you really know how much I love you?”

Tears welled in my eyes. Whether it was the culmination of the entire evening or the sentiments I’d just heard, didn’t matter one bit. The love I felt for Joe at that moment was so overwhelming I wanted to make love to him right on the spot and make what had happened insignificant.

Joe lifted my chin so our eyes met. “Yes, it would be more pleasant and a great deal easier if my parents accepted you. However, whether they do or never change their feelings toward you have absolutely no bearing on how I feel about you.”

I looked into those beautiful blue eyes and saw all the love I desired. The tears that had been brimming in my eyes spilled over. Joe gently wiped them away with his thumbs.

“I love you, Susan and always will. Nothing will ever come between us.”
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This book is dedicated to those whose voices were silenced prematurely. The world has been diminished 

greatly because of it.
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"All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing."

~ Edmund Burke
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ALL CHARACTERS IN THIS book have no existence outside the imagination of the author and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names, save actual historical figures. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the author, and all incidents are pure invention.
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March 1945 – Germany

It was March and still quite cold. A platoon of American GIs trudged on ahead, alert, still meeting small pockets of resistance, although the war was all but lost for Germany. They passed burned out tanks and vehicles. The roads were clogged with refugees dragging sorry looking carts or carrying bundles fleeing the Russians. Bodies of the dead littered the ditches.

One G.I. heard a soft mewl and cautiously drew closer to the side of the road to check it out. At first all he saw was the carnage of dead bodies like debris kicked to the side of the road. Then a slight movement caught his eye. He gently nudged the body of a dead woman aside. Swathed in a dirty blanket was an infant. A dusty, but expensive-looking leather pouch lay beside the child.

He slung his rifle onto his shoulder and reached down to pick up the infant. Another soldier stopped to see what he’d found, ready to shoot had it been a German resistor.

“It’s a baby—and it’s alive!” The G.I. held the child against his chest.
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1968

“This country’s going to hell in a hand basket!” my father shouted, coming through the front door and slamming it hard enough to shake Mother’s good dishes in the china closet.

Still holding a serving spoon, my mother rushed from the kitchen. “Edward, what’s the matter?”

“Every damn thing! You hear me, Eileen? Every damn thing!”

He threw his coat on the sofa and stomped into the kitchen with my mother right behind him. She was so close he nearly hit her with the refrigerator door when he yanked it open to retrieve a beer. I’d come down the steps when I heard my father’s loud entry and watched from the relative safety of the doorway. His face was bright red and the large vein on the side of his neck was throbbing and looked dangerously close to exploding. He chugged down half the contents of the can, angrily wiping the foam from his mouth with the back of his hand.

His face was a glowering mask of rage. “It’s a damn shame! I tell ya. No way to treat a man.”

“Tell me what’s going on, Edward.”

My father gulped down the last of the beer and slammed the empty can down on the table, nearly crushing it. “I’ll tell you what’s going on. It’s all so bloody simple. Nobody cares about you or me. We don’t count.”

“What are you shouting about?”

He took a cigarette from his pack of Camels and lit it, sending a winding stream of smoke into the air. “Those idiots in Washington are bending over backwards for the Negroes to make up for their slavery—which I personally had nothing to do with. This time they’ve gone way too far. Now it’s personal.”

I walked into the kitchen. “Dad, don’t they deserve to have equal rights?”

“Yeah, sure, but not at my expense.”

“How does giving them equal rights hurt us, Dad?”

His eyes narrowed as he glowered at me. “Not us. Me,” he spat, jabbing his chest with his thumb. “And since when do you care about those people?”

My mother interjected. “What happened, Edward?”

“You know that promotion I was supposed to get?”

“Yes. Of course. You worked so hard in order to get it.”

“That I did. I worked my ass off. Came in whenever they called and never took a sick day. Well, guess what? I was passed over.”

Mother’s eyes opened widely. “I...I don’t understand. Who else could they possibly give it to?”

“A colored guy.”

“A Negro?” Mom gasped. “They passed you over for a Negro? How was that possible?” She grabbed my father’s arm.

“Got in because of something called affirmative action.”

“Oh, Edward, I’m so sorry.” She tried to stroke his face, but he pulled away.

“That promotion should have been mine.” He slammed his hand down on the table. “But, why should I be surprised? Today, instead of thanking a soldier for fighting in Vietnam and defending this country, he gets cursed and spit at. So why shouldn’t someone who’s not qualified or hasn’t paid his dues get the job instead of a more qualified person.” My father slammed his hand down on the table again. “I paid my dues, damn it! That promotion should have been mine!”

I understood how frustrated and disappointed my father was about not getting that promotion. Aside from the status, it came with a higher pay grade and he’d been counting on it. He hated the fact that Mom had to take in neighbors’ clothes for mending in order to supplement his salary. Dad was a good, hard-working man who’d been a custodian at the elementary school for a long time.

You might say I know this first hand. Being his daughter for the last twenty-four years, I had a pretty good vantage point. He definitely was a good man and had well deserved the supervisory position. I thought his track record was truly impressive and I was living here in the United States as a result of it.

Personally, I consider myself to be one of the luckiest people in the world. At the end of the Second World War when thousands of children were left in make-shift orphanages, I was adopted by Pvt. Edward Blaine and no child could ever ask for a more loving home.

We lived in a small, two-story, white framed house with green shutters, and a small backyard, nearly a carbon copy of all the other homes that stood along a tree-lined block in the sleepy town of Frampton, Michigan, nestled in the shadow of the city of Troy. I guess you could classify the town as Smalltown, USA, where everyone knew all their neighbors—and their neighbors’ business.

My mother stroked my father’s arm. “When that other man screws up, they’ll look to you, Edward, to fix things. You’ll see. Everything will work out in the end. You know it always does.”

My father looked up from his hands and directly at my mother. “Do you really think so?”

“I do. What you need right now is some of my delicious pot roast and mashed potatoes.”

For the first time since he entered the house, Father smiled and Mother went back to preparing dinner. I shooed my father out of the kitchen and into the den so I could set the table. Fifteen minutes later, while we were passing around the mashed potatoes, the telephone rang.

“I’ll get it.” I got up and answered the green princess phone that hung on the wall. A moment later, I recognized the voice of Jane Winters, my best friend with whom I’ve shared my dolls, clothes, dreams, and all the good as well as the bad times of our lives.

“It’s for me,” I said.

“You’re eating,” my father said.

“I’ll only be a minute.”

“I heard, Suzie. I’ll pick you up at the usual time.”

I hung up and sat down. I could tell by the look on my father’s face that he was going to say something.

“What’s wrong with that girl? Calling during dinner. Has she no respect for anyone?”

“How do you know it was Jane, Dad?”

“Who else would call during the dinner hour?”

Not wanting to get him riled up again, I let it drop. “It was important.”

He released a snort and went back to shoveling mashed potatoes into his mouth. “Even so, that girl should learn some manners.”

My parents weren’t too thrilled that Jane and I had remained such close friends over the years since they considered her ‘far too wild for her own good.’ They were straight-laced and prudish, especially when it came to sex. I imagine their biggest fear was that her brazenness would rub off on me. They often hinted at their feelings, but never were able to break up our friendship.

Jane and I had been nearly inseparable all through school and still remained close after graduation from high school. However, because of our different career paths, her becoming a secretary and I choosing a managerial position in a department store, we weren’t able to see one another as often as before. Therefore, we got together every Friday nights. Sometimes, we went to the movies while other times we attended the professional dances held at the Holiday Inn in town.

My mother often told us, “It’s just as easy to marry a rich boy as a poor boy. You just have to go where they are to meet them.” It sounded like good advice, but down deep within my heart I knew I’d only marry for love. I was a true romantic—modernized, of course. My prince would come and sweep me off my feet and drive me away to his castle in a car, not on a horse. Thinking of my dad’s financial status, I often wondered why my mother never followed her own advice. Ironically, though, it was at one of those professional dances that I met my prince—the one man I would always love.

As far as dating went, I was my own worst enemy and continually shot myself in the foot. You might even call it a self-fulfilling prophecy. When it came to mingling with the opposite sex, I was a total mess. Nervousness caused me to usually say something stupid. I was shy and to avoid embarrassing myself I usually said as little as possible. I’d learned far too often that nervousness caused me to usually say something stupid. I didn’t date much because of that, but at least I retained my self-respect.

Jane, being unequivocally my opposite, was a live wire. She attracted men like a lightning rod and was able to sustain their interest until she set them free. Sometimes I’d wondered how two completely different people could remain such close friends, but she was the sister I never had. To be honest, I only attended the dances because Jane didn’t want to go alone. That I found amusing, because she’d usually meet someone and I’d be left on my own. Sometimes I met someone, too, but as I mentioned, not being a great conversationalist, I wasn’t able to keep their interest long. Truly, I envied Jane her gift of gab and hated that I always tripped over my own tongue.

Jane hated it when I remained quiet at the dances. She really wanted me to have a good time. I couldn’t tell you how many lectures on the subject she’d given me. “Susan, just talk. Answer the guy’s questions. Ask them about themselves. Talk about baseball and football. It’s easy to talk to a guy. They’re people just like us.” But, whenever a guy approached me, I’d get so nervous I’d forget all her advice. Sometimes, I felt it was hopeless. However, Jane had an answer for that, as well. “You obsess about it. Put it out of your mind.” As if that were possible. “Never forget,” she’d say, “when the right guy comes along, you’ll know all the right things to say.” How I hoped she was right and when I met that special guy, my words would just flow like Lake Michigan.

That night, as I was dressing to go to the dance at the Holiday Inn, I decided I was tired of watching Jane having all the fun. After all, wasn’t I the blonde? I was determined to be sociable and even went so far as to practice talking to myself in the mirror. As I studied my face, I zeroed in on my features. My nose was straight and didn’t seem too big or my mouth too wide. My long, thick, hair had a nice shine and certainly complemented my blue eyes. Being fairly tall at 5’8” and on the thin side, I had a decent figure. However, attracting the guys wasn’t my problem. It was conversing with them. All I had to do was talk without getting tongue-tied. Yeah, right, I thought. But those blue eyes glared back at me telling me I could. I only had to try a little harder. It was a question of whether or not I believed in myself. I applied my lipstick and gave my image in the mirror, daring me, the thumbs up sign.

This was going to be my night.

The doorbell rang and I knew Jane had arrived. I hurried downstairs, grabbing my coat and purse. Leaving her alone with my parents was way too dangerous.

“Have a good time,” my mother called from the kitchen.

“Goodnight, Dad.”

Engrossed with some television program, he waved his cigarette at me.
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The Holiday Inn ballroom was large and noisy. A cloud of gray cigarette smoke hung in the air like a cumulus cloud, nearly making me choke. It took a moment for my eyes to stop watering long enough to be able to see beyond my own nose. Squinting, I noticed a bar on the left side of the room. Guys dressed in sports jackets and women in dresses waited in line to buy drinks. The dance floor was just ahead. The band was playing “Build Me Up, Buttercup” loud enough that I could hardly hear what Jane was saying.

We walked around to one side of the polished oak dance floor and watched a half-dozen couples dance. It wasn’t long before a tall, dark-haired guy with a bushy mustache came over to talk to us. Jane had once told me she liked to date guys with mustaches. When I asked why, she giggled. “Silly girl, I love the way they tickle.” Knowing Jane, I could just imagine where. Five minutes later, he and Jane were on the dance floor and I was by myself, as usual. I receded back into a corner and observed what was going on around me.

From my vantage point next to a pillar, I noticed a tall, well-dressed guy in a dark blue suit standing at the end of the bar conversing with an attractive redhead wearing a clingy knit mini. His black hair tapered neatly to his collar and gleamed in the lights. A lock of wavy hair fell casually on his forehead. As I studied him, I felt my heart begin to beat faster. With his strong, dimpled jaw and straight nose, I thought he was one of the most handsome men I’d ever seen. He was clean-shaven, which I personally liked. Though I tried, I couldn’t discern the color of his eyes. I tried not to stare, but found it most difficult to look away. There was just something about him that intrigued me. I sighed, wishing I had the courage to meet him. Even so, he was with the red-haired woman.

Ending my self-inflicted torture, I turned away to watch Jane who was now dancing with a different guy. She seemed to be having a great time.

“Hello.”

Startled by the voice, I whirled around and knocked into the handsome man I’d been spying on. And I had spilled the drink he was holding all over his hand and shoes.

“I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

“Oh, my gosh! I’m so sorry!” I opened my purse and pulled out a wad of tissues. Without thinking, I began to wipe off his hand. As the saturated tissue shredded, leaving pieces of tissue all over his hand, I realized I’d only made matters worse. I felt like dying.

“You must think me an idiot,” I said. “Before I do any more damage, I’ll just leave.” As I turned to flee, he stopped me. “Please don’t go yet. I don’t even know your name.”

I turned half-way around. “And you’re not going to. Do you think I want you to know who did this to you?”

He laughed.

That ticked me off. With narrowed eyes, I turned completely around to face him. “You think that was funny?”

“Yeah, I do. You’ve got to admit it was certainly a unique way for two people to meet.”

My anger was quickly inching up to the red line. “Wait a second. Do you actually think this is how I go around picking up men?”

He held his hands up to fend me off. The sight of the tissue-covered one nearly made me laugh. “No, silly. I’m only teasing. But, I’m glad it happened.”

“You are?” This guy had to be crazy.

He nodded. “I saw you behind the pillar and wondered why you were hiding in the corner. You piqued my curiosity, so I came across to talk to you. Won’t you reward my effort by at least telling me your name?”

The fact that he knew I’d been watching him and still came over wasn’t lost on me. My anger had abated completely. “I guess I owe you as much after spilling your drink. It’s Susan Blaine.”

“Joe Maisel.” He began to extend his hand for me to shake, but pulled it back quickly. “Forgot it’s sticky and covered with tissue bits. I need to wash my hand, but I’ll only be gone a minute. Promise me you’ll wait here for me, Susan.”

“Okay.” I made a silent prayer not to do another stupid thing which might scare him away.

Joe walked about ten steps before turning around, probably to make certain I was keeping my promise. Seeing me standing where he’d left me, he continued on.

He was back within five minutes. “Let’s go find a seat and have a drink.”

We found two seats at the bar and the bartender asked what we’d like. Joe looked at me. I said, “A glass of white wine.” He ordered a Manhattan and smiled at me. I loved his smile. He had a pair of adorable dimples to match the cleft in his chin. But his eyes were his best feature. They were a brilliant shade of blue. If I wasn’t careful, I could drown in them.

The bartender placed the drinks in front of us on two paper coasters. I took a sip as Joe paid for them.

“Now, Susan Blaine, please tell me why such a pretty girl was hiding in a corner?”

From the back of my head a tiny voice cautioned me not to screw up. “I got separated from my friend and didn’t know anyone else.”

“I see. Well, now you know me.”

I took another sip of wine and felt myself begin to relax. It was surprisingly easy to talk to him. Or was that the wine talking?

“Do you come to these dances often, Susan?”

“Yes. There’s not too much to do around Frampton. Is this your first time?”

He nodded. “It is, and I’m certainly glad I came. I’ve been away at law school and just got back yesterday.”

“Where did you go?”

“Yale.”

“Did you always want to be a lawyer?”

“I guess. That’s all we ever talked about in my family. You see, my dad’s a lawyer and always expected me to follow in his footsteps.”

I felt a little intimidated. He was a lawyer like his father. Though he didn’t seem to boast, I could tell he was proud. For a moment I toyed with the idea of making myself sound more important by telling him I was a legal secretary and my dad had an important job in some business firm. Then I realized he had to like me for myself and who I was, even if I was basically a nobody. Lies were like snowballs. The further along they went, the bigger they became. No, I wouldn’t lie. I would tell him the truth.

“What do you do?” he asked.

The moment came and even though I’d decided to be truthful, I honestly did waiver a moment before I answered. “I’m a salesgirl at Chapman’s Department store. It’s not as prestigious as working in a law firm, I’m afraid.”

Joe smiled, showing me his cute dimples again. “I guess not, but any money that pays the bills and puts food on the table is still money no matter how it’s made.”

The band began to play a new set of slow music. Jane waved to me and gave me a victory signal. She mouthed something I perceived to be, “Good work.” I’m sure she was also thinking about adding something about not blowing it.

“Would you care to dance, Susan?”

I nodded and placed my hand in his outstretched one as he led me onto the dance floor. When he took me in his arms, I suddenly got the strangest thought how this must be like entering into heaven. He was an excellent dancer and held me close. I half-wondered if he could feel the erratic way my heart was beating. It hadn’t taken me very long to become somewhat intoxicated from the after-shave he was wearing and it made me want to snuggle closer. Never before had I felt this heady around a guy. What was more astonishing was the fact that I was able to converse with him without saying something stupid. This brought on a private smile. Maybe there was hope for me after all. And then a more sobering thought was able to break through my besotted head reminding me not to count my chickens before the eggs hatched.

We continued dancing until the band began to play a fast song. I felt disappointed, not wanting to leave Joe’s cozy arms. As a consolation, he led me to a table and signaled a waitress.

“I’m going to order another drink. Would you like another as well?”

I wasn’t much of a drinker, but knew I’d feel more comfortable if I had something to do with my hands. “Another glass of white wine, please.” Tonight I seemed destined to live dangerously.

After the waitress left he smiled, twisting my already reeling emotions into a pretzel. “Are you enjoying yourself?”

“Yes, very much.”

“I am, too. I honestly hadn’t expected to, either.”

His beautiful blue eyes sparkled when he said that and nearly hypnotized me. To think I was the reason he was having such a good time simply thrilled me.

“Why is that?” I tried to keep the conversation going and wanted to make certain I heard him correctly.

The waitress brought us our drinks and Joe paid her.

“Because most dances of this type tend to be boring and you hardly ever meet a woman who cares about anything other than my potential salary and why I’m not in uniform. But this one,” he smiled, taking my hand in his, “is different.”

I got the message, loud and clear, which caused me to smile.

“So, tell me all about yourself, Susan.”

Careful, don’t say anything stupid. “Have you brought your pillow? You’re going to need it.”

“I’m sure you’re exaggerating.”

“I wish I were. There’s not much to tell. I’ve lived in Frampton most of my life, went to Frampton High and then straight to work. Feel free to yawn.”

“Come on, it’s not that bad.”

“Tell me something worse.”

“The alternative.”

“Which is...?”

“No life at all,” he responded.

I laughed. “You got me there. What type of law will you practice?”

“I’m leaning toward criminal law. I want to be a trial lawyer.”

“Like Perry Mason?”

Now it was Joe’s turn to chuckle. “Yeah, that would be nice, especially the fact he wins all of his cases.”

“I love to watch Perry Mason on TV—if my dad isn’t watching something else.”

“Living at home can be rough.” He lifted his glass and took a sip.

“You’re stuck with your parents, too?”

“Right now I am, but as soon as I get settled at my job, I intend to look for an apartment downtown. Returning home after being away at school, I find it impossible to live with my parents. They want to know where I’m going or where I’ve been. It makes me feel like I’m living under a microscope.”

“I’d love to move out on my own, but on my salary, I really can’t afford it. Maybe when I move up in the company. I’m merely a shift manager for my department now, but one day I intend to become a store manager.”

“Good for you. I’m sure you’ll make it.”

“Are you going to work at the same firm as your father?”

“He wanted me to. In fact, he pleaded with me to and still does. He couldn’t understand why I’d want to go practice in another firm.”

“It may be none of my business, but why don’t you want to work at his firm?”

“Simply because I’d like to succeed on my own. I don’t want to live in his shadow.”

I nodded, “I can understand why. After you become rich and famous from winning all your important cases, you want to be able to say ‘I did it myself.’ If you went to work with him, he could turn around one day and say if it hadn’t been for him, you wouldn’t be where you were.”

“That’s a good summation of how I feel. Are you certain you don’t know my father?”

I had to laugh.

“He just doesn’t get it. I blame it on his stubborn European background.”

“Where does he come from?”

“France. Both my parents were born there.”

“I’m from Europe, too. I was an infant when my dad found me on the side of a road in Germany and brought me back to the states.

“You’re very lucky.”

“Believe me, I know and I doubt my father would ever want me to follow in his footsteps.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because if I did, he’d most likely skin me alive.”

Joe looked quizzical. I could imagine him picturing all sorts of terrible jobs.

“Why? What does he do for a living?”

“He’s a janitor at the Main Street Elementary School.”

That actually made Joe laugh, especially after what he must have been thinking. I liked the rich timbre of his laugh. In fact, I liked every new thing I discovered about him as we sat and talked. I hardly believed that I could be such a conversationalist. It had to be him. He’d put me at ease and was asking the right questions. Or had Jane been right all along, and I’d finally met the right one?

The band began to play “Love is Blue”. Joe reached for my hand. “Come on, let’s dance some more.”

He didn’t have to ask twice. I enjoyed being held in his inviting arms. Regrettably, the night seemed to streak by as we danced and talked. Glancing at my watch, I knew it was almost time to go, despite the fact I’d wanted the evening to never end. I’d begun to feel sensations stirring throughout my body I’d hardly recognized as my own. And I loved the way they felt.

“Would you like to have some coffee with me after the dance? I’d like to take you home,” Joe said.

My heart sang with delight when I heard that. “I have to let my friend, Jane, know. She drove me here.”

“Okay, then. Let’s go find her. Maybe she’d like to join us.”

The crowd had thinned somewhat at this late hour and I was able to find Jane easily. She was at a table in the back sipping a cocktail, sitting quite close to a guy in a navy-blue sports jacket who was holding a beer. She waved Joe and me over when she saw us.

“Hi, Suzie. Come sit for a sec.” She patted the seat next to her.

She looked a little flushed. She had removed the clip from her auburn hair and it looked wild and messy. Her lipstick was smeared. I feared she might have had too much to drink.

Joe and I sat down as she introduced us to the guy she was sitting with as Jay Bower. He was blond with pale, bloodshot pastel-blue eyes 

I introduced Joe. “He’ll be taking me home.”

That revelation brought a huge smile to Jane’s face. “That’s nice.” She grinned.

Now I was positive she was wasted.

“We’re going for coffee. Would you two like to join us?” Joe asked.

“Maybe some other time,” Jay replied. “Jane and I were going to check out a private party at one of the frats. Perhaps you two wanna tag along with us, instead.”

I turned to face Joe. Either he read the pleading in my eyes or had no desire to go to the party himself, because he replied, “No, thanks, we’ll pass. I have an early appointment tomorrow.”

We sat and chatted a few more minutes before the DJ announced the last dance. I was relieved that Jane wouldn’t be driving herself home. Now I would be able to go off with Joe and still possess a clear conscience.

“Nice meeting you both.” Joe took my hand and started to rise out of his seat. “I want to catch the last dance with Susan.”

He led me back onto the dance floor. As usual, the final dance of the evening was a slow one and Joe held me tightly against him. I wondered if he could sense what his nearness was doing to me. None of the other men I’d gone out with had ever affected me this way and yes, most of all, I could actually talk to him without getting flustered and tripping over my own tongue. Perhaps I had conned myself all these years, working myself up about nothing. It hadn’t been so difficult after all. Maybe being lucky enough to meet a special guy had been the reason. But, all that worry now seemed in the past and I found myself looking toward the future.

After the dance was over, the DJ wished everyone a good night and the band began to pack up their instruments. A line had already begun to form in front of the coatroom.

“Susan, give me your ticket and go sit down while I wait in line for your coat.”

I fished into my purse and took it out. “That’s very nice of you.”

“Why should both of us have to stand in line?”

The line moved quickly and Joe was soon helping me into my coat. While I’d been waiting, I wondered if he was genuinely courteous or merely trying to impress me. He certainly seemed a cut above all the guys I’d encountered around Frampton.

Looping his arm loosely around my back, he led me outside to the parking lot and stopped next to an adorable little fire-engine red Mustang. He opened my door and I slid in. Then he walked around and opened his.

As soon as he was inside and had closed the door, I said, “I want to thank you for not agreeing to go to that frat party.”

“No need. I had a funny feeling you might not want to go. Frat parties tend to be pretty racy and you don’t seem like the type of girl who’d feel comfortable at one. Besides, I had an ulterior motive.”

“You did?” I nearly gasped wondering if I’d erred in judgment, after all.

“Uh-huh. I wanted you all to myself.”

I could feel the heat rising to my face when he said that. But I was glad he told me, for I now knew he liked me, too.

“Oh, I didn’t mean it in that way,” he replied apologetically, after having noticed the look on my face. “I only wanted to talk—so I could get to know you better.”

“I didn’t think you meant anything bad. I have an annoying habit of blushing easily. I’m sorry.”

“No need to be.” He kissed me on my cheek. “I think it’s kinda cute.”

Cute? I wasn’t quite certain that’s the reaction I wanted from him, but my thoughts short-circuited as the touch of his lips seared my skin sending electric sparks soaring right through me. If a mere kiss on my cheek could do that to me, how would I survive a kiss on the lips from him?

When we arrived at the diner, which resembled a large tin can, there was a fifteen-minute wait. I guess we weren’t the only ones who’d come straight from the dance. Being the only diner in a three-mile vicinity didn’t help the situation. So we waited and we talked.

After we were seated and the waitress took our order, Joe smiled. “I really had a terrific time tonight, Susan.”

“Me, too. I’m so glad I went to the dance. It turned out to be the best one I’ve ever attended.”

“Really?”

“Without, A Doubt.” I accentuated every word.

His eyebrows knitted as a more serious look crowded his features. “Do you believe in fate?”

“I’ve never given it much thought, though I do believe most things generally happen for a reason.”

“Okay, then. With that in mind, I think our meeting tonight was fate. We’d been destined to meet.”

“Maybe. But, whatever the reason, I’m glad we met.”

Looking into my eyes, Joe covered my hand with his. “I am, too.”

“One thing’s for sure. I found it quite easy to talk to you as if I’d known you for years. Usually when I meet a guy, I get so tongue-tied I typically make a fool of myself. It’s usually Jane who meets and snags all the guys.”

“You’re kidding. Had you not told me, I’d never have thought that about you. As for Jane and what I’ve seen of her, she doesn’t need any practice.”

I laughed. “So you noticed.”

“It would have been quite hard to miss. Jane was practically in that guy’s lap and he was wearing more lipstick than she.”

The waitress brought our coffees and a slice of apple pie for Joe. “Signal me if you need anything else,” she said as she left.

“Thank you,” Joe said, then turned back to me. “Are you certain you don’t want any pie?”

“Positive. Enjoy it.”

“That’s exactly what I intend to do.”

I picked up the conversation where we’d left off. “Jane and I are total opposites and yet we’ve been close friends all our lives. She’s definitely light years ahead of me in life experience and has been my confidant. Mother couldn’t talk to me and Dad left all the talking up to my mother. Sometimes I wondered if my parents were just weird.”

“My parents have their oddities, just as well. With them, though, I chalk it up to their having survived the horrors of Auschwitz.”

I shook my head. “What was Auschwitz?”

“You don’t know?” He looked surprised.

“I wasn’t a very good history student, I’m afraid.”

“Auschwitz was one of the biggest concentration camps constructed by the Germans during the last World War to exterminate Jews.”

My hand flew to my mouth. “I don’t recall learning about that in class when we discussed World War II.”

“It wasn’t a particularly good time to be Jewish in Europe. Unfortunately for my parents, their families hadn’t been able to get out of France in time—not that they had a place to go.”

“Why didn’t they come here?”

“It wasn’t that simple. You needed a visa and they were hard to come by. This country hardly wanted to get involved with Europe’s problems and weren’t very welcoming.”

“Oh, I wasn’t aware of that. I thought we opened our doors to all unfortunate people who needed to come.”

“There’s a great deal that people don’t know about. Unfortunately, the doors seemed to slam shut just when they needed to be kept open. More and more is being learned each year about the horrors committed by the Nazis. Eventually we’ll know it all. But, let’s not talk about such terrible things now and spoil the evening.”

“What would you like to talk about instead?”

“Us.”

“What about us?”

“Like, when can I see you again?”

It was simply amazing how a simple phrase like that could inflate my heart with joy. I’d much rather talk about that instead of horrible Nazis.

“I’m certain I can fit you into my dance card.” I tried to keep a straight face.

“Okay, then. How about tomorrow night?”

He caught me off guard with that. I hadn’t expected to see him so soon. “Wait while I check my social calendar,” I said with a faked English accent.

“If you must,” he played along.

We both broke into laughter. After we caught our breath, I said, “I’d love to see you tomorrow night.”

“Great! I’ll pick you up at seven-thirty—if that’s okay?”

“It’s fine. I only work until five on Saturdays.”

“How about dinner and a movie?”

“That would be great.”

Joe glanced at his watch. “It’s getting late. I’d better get you home.” He signaled for the check.

My parents never imposed a curfew on me even when I was younger. Actually, they didn’t have to since I didn’t date much. However, when I did, I’d always come home at a reasonable hour. I’d open the door and find my father sprawled out in his recliner, snoring away in front of a TV screen filled with noisy snow.

Joe walked me to the door and took me in his arms. There was nothing tentative about our first kiss. I found his lips warm and tender. That kiss was quickly followed by a second one that left us both breathless when we finally separated.

“I’d better go before it gets much more difficult to leave.”

I nodded and reluctantly parted from him. “Good night.”

“See you tomorrow,” he said, as he watched me go inside.

I closed the door and leaned against it with my back, smiling. Could you fall in love with someone on your first meeting, I wondered? I knew Jane didn’t believe in love at first sight. According to her, you really had to work at a relationship to get it right. And yet, she never went out with any guy long enough to practice what she preached.

“Susan? Is that you?” my father called from his chair. The opening of the door must have woken him.

“Yes, Dad.”

“Did you have a nice time at the dance?”

“A wonderful time.”

“I take it that you met someone.”

“Uh-huh. You’ll meet him tomorrow night. “I bent to kiss my father on the top of his head. “Good night.”

“Good night, Princess. Don’t let the bed bugs bite.”

I had to smile. He’d been saying that to me as long as I can remember.

I could hardly sleep that night because I kept replaying the entire evening over again and again in my mind. As I lie there picturing Joe’s handsome face, I basked in the warmth of his smile, reveling in the fact it had been just for me. I realized I had begun a new chapter of my life unlike any other I’d had before. This one felt both wonderful and strange, prompting me to think that Joseph Maisel was that special guy I’d want to spend the rest of my life with. I didn’t have to be experienced with men to interpret what my heart was saying. I just knew. When I eventually did fall asleep, I dreamed about the wonderful possibilities of tomorrow.
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The next morning my mother left the house early to help at the church fundraiser. I didn’t see her until dinnertime that evening. I, of course, was going out to dinner with Joe.

She came into my room as I fussed with my hair in a vain attempt to get it just right.

“Here, let me help you with the clip,” she said.

“I was about to give up.”

“You have such gorgeous thick hair. And most women would kill for your shade. They spend half their lives trying to get it out of a bottle. There.”

“I couldn’t have done that without you.” I admired her handiwork in the mirror. “Thanks, Mom.”

“Your father mentioned you met a very nice man last night.”

“Yes, a lawyer. Tall, dark and very handsome.” I grinned. “I know you’re going to just love him.” Then I remembered the time. “He should be here any minute.”

“If he makes my daughter happy, I certainly will.”

The phone began to ring. From the hall I heard my father call to me, “It’s for you, Susan.”

I walked downstairs to the phone, passing my father. “Who is it?”

He covered the mouthpiece. “He said his name was Joe.”

My heart sank. For Joe to be calling now could only mean bad news. I reluctantly took the receiver from my father and discovered I was right.

“Hello, Joe. What’s wrong?”

“I’m sorry to call you at the last minute, but
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