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Love is most nearly
itself

When here and now no
longer matter.

-- T. S. Eliot

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 





 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 





 


 




















Chapter One

 


When Bradley Morris was ten years old, his father
told him he could do anything he set his mind to. “If you want
something bad enough,” Randall Morris declared, “and you work for
it long enough and hard enough, you can make it happen. Just don’t
ever give up.”

He had never forgotten those words. They were the
counsel of a man whose wisdom he respected, and over the years he’d
generally tended to have a good deal of faith in his father’s
advice. Some things, of course, were well beyond one’s control—the
war had taught him that, early in life—and had anyone asked if he
truly believed he could command his own destiny he would have been
quick to say no. But he wasn’t a man who gave up easily, which was
exactly why he and Lizzie found themselves in this strange place,
driving a treacherous Sicilian highway in a cramped little Fiat
they’d rented at the Catania airport just a short while ago.

So far, Sicily was much the same
as he remembered. The landscape was harsh and barren, uninviting.
What might have been patches of green in the spring and early
summer appeared now as hardly more than scorched brown spots
on the rocky slopes, mute testament to the
long, hot Mediterranean summer. There were
scattered small fields of grain and parcels of arid pasture that
looked barely able to sustain the little herds of sheep that turned
up here and there. Alongside the road, a steep bank dropped off to
a dry stream bed fifty feet below.

Bradley Morris drove slowly. He
respected the challenges of the
unfamiliar, winding road, and he was finding it hard to concentrate
on his driving. Carson Streator was on his mind.

Decades ago, he and Streator had
been thrown together by fate, and Streator had become the closest
friend Bradley had ever had. Streator’s short life ended on a bleak
Sicilian hillside when his heart was nearly ripped from his chest
by jagged steel shrapnel from the same artillery shell that left
Bradley gravely wounded—their blood pooling collectively on
the hard ground, the smell of their seared
flesh indistinguishable, one body from the
other. He had grieved over his shy, loyal comrade during the early
months of his own recovery and vowed to visit Minnesota one day and
look up whatever family Streator had, imagining that such a visit
somehow might restore a vital connection that had been brutally
severed. But getting back on his feet had taken what seemed
forever. Then he and Lizzie were married and quickly found
themselves facing the struggles of everyday life. They always had
too many other things to do.

On the whole, life after the war had been good,
thanks mostly to the love and companionship Bradley shared with
Lizzie. Had he been a praying man, he would have thanked God every
day for the gift of a perfectly matched soul-mate. But he was still
haunted by a sense that Carson Streator had been cheated by fate,
snatched away at such an early age that there was hardly a trace of
his existence. Why had others, including himself, been spared to
pass life on to future generations when Streator had not?

There were men in his rifle squad
that he hadn’t come to know nearly as well, and he tried to recall
them now as a way to conquer the melancholy reminiscences of Carson
Streator. He thought about the two boys from New Jersey, Potter and
Mathieson, who didn’t like one another, and a hulking Georgian
whose name he could not remember. And Potter’s bitterness toward
women: “You go ape over the end of a gut and think you’ve got a
lifetime deal. Forget about it. Some other
guy’s shoes’ll be under her bed when you get back.”

“But you don’t know my Elizabeth,”
Bradley had argued, and he could tell that the other men hoped he
was right.

He thought about Greer, who
thrived on the regimentation of army life,
and the big, boisterous Raynor from Louisiana. Raynor claimed the
biggest dong of any man in Pointe Coupee parish and told fanciful
tales about drunken brawls and passionate women and hunting
alligators in the swamps. They all knew that his stories were
exaggeration at best, and in many instances outright lies, but
Raynor had offered entertaining diversions to routine barracks life
and merely played the role they’d cast him in to the best of his
ability.

And he thought about Sykes, the first among them to
die.

Streator, Sykes, Greer, Raynor, Potter and
Mathieson, the dull Georgia boy—all of them had learned to depend
on one another when survival was at stake. They’d been joined
through a spirit of allegiance such as Bradley Morris had never
experienced since.

And he remembered Caldwell, who stood out because he
was different. Caldwell was a fellow Kentuckian, a coarse mountain
man from the east. Others in the squad had never trusted him,
considering him malicious and sneaky, and nobody complained when
Potter dubbed him “the goat-fucking hillbilly.” Nor had anyone shed
a tear when he disappeared during their rough Atlantic crossing.
Knowing Caldwell, they assumed he’d challenged the wrong man and
got himself thrown overboard.

Bradley had tried briefly to be Caldwell’s friend
but was coldly rejected. Now he wished he’d tried harder. Lizzie
had taught him that there was good in everyone. Sometimes you just
had to dig deeper to find it.

All this had happened more than a half-century ago
and Bradley Morris himself found it hard to understand why it still
mattered. But besides his life-long grief over the death of Carson
Streator, he couldn’t help but wonder what had become of Greer and
Raynor and the others who were still alive the day he was hit.
There probably were more who didn’t make it, but at the time he’d
been in no condition to find out; all order had disappeared from
his life in the explosion of a single artillery shell. He’d been
carted from the battlefield in a state of semi-consciousness, a
morphine Syrette pinned to his collar, and then he was on the
hospital ship and eventually on his way home.

Some months later, he’d heard through the army
grapevine—usually reliable, but not always—that Potter had been
charged with the rape of a teenaged Italian girl in Palermo. He
never knew if it was true.

“I should have tried to track them
down,” Bradley muttered, as if speaking to himself.

“I’m sorry, Brad,” Lizzie said
softly, “what did you say?”

“I was wondering about some of the
men. I should have tried harder to track them down after the
war.”

“But you had no way to do that.”
Lizzie’s tone was sympathetic. “How many do you suppose are still
alive?”

“It’s hard to say. We’re all old
now. And I expect there were other guys I knew who didn’t make it
back. The day I was hit I would’ve said anybody that lasted till
sundown was lucky. We took a pretty good shellacking.”

“I
think that may be as much as you’ve ever said about that
day.”

He knew she was right. For all these years, he’d
refused to make his personal ordeal during the war an issue of any
consequence. He had rarely talked about his final battle—not even
with Lizzie. If others raised the subject he resisted, like a
patient diagnosed with a fatal illness who couldn’t bear to discuss
his disease.

At the same time, he’d made no
bones about the pride he took in his generation of Americans. He
would praise their sense of commitment and determination at the
slightest pretext, to anyone willing to listen. His generation had
given no thought to how long the war might last, he proclaimed
freely; they’d signed on for the duration. They’d been willing if
not eager to fight and there was no dissent or protest, no
second-guessing, as he and fellow infantrymen of the
45th Division were herded aboard crowded troop ships embarking for
North Africa. When their ships dropped anchor at Oran, Algeria, on
June 22, 1943—a place and date tattooed on his brain—they were
prepared to accept whatever fate had in store.

This is where his proclamation ended.

As far as the rest of the story was concerned, those
few who’d heard bits and pieces of it through the years would never
charge Bradley Morris with trying to make it sound heroic. And
they’d not found him bitter, even though some resentment might have
been justified. He had endured the darkest hours of his life in
Sicily, and on bad nights that came too often he relived in his
dreams the most haunting scenes from his long-past stint in
hell.

Although the years had helped him
come to grips with his mental wounds, there still were times when
his war dreams left him depressed and anxious and difficult to live
with for days. Even Lizzie, the center of his universe, couldn’t
lighten this darkness. She deserved better. For her sake,
he’d vowed to do whatever it took to fix
this problem once and for all.

Bradley had always placed a return to Sicily at the
top of the list of things he never wanted to do. But just a few
weeks ago, after a series of particularly bad nights, he’d gone
through a wrenching epiphany. There was a key somewhere that would
open the door to inner harmony, destroying his demons and erasing
the graphic images of carnage that vibrated through his
subconscious mind. It was up to him to find it. Like a knight of
the Dark Ages, he would face his fire-breathing dragons
head-on.

Perhaps it was a desperate last resort, and it might
not work, but he hoped that retracing his grisly wartime path would
help bring an end to his nightmares. He expected no miracles; even
a modest level of healing would make the trip worthwhile. Give him
the slightest crack in that elusive door and he’d kick it open
wide.

Bradley was confident that he had the power within
himself to accomplish this mission, especially with Lizzie at his
side. It was a duty he was determined to see through to the
end.

Lizzie, as always, had been a rock
of support. She’d taken the initiative to
find out about passports and immunizations and the other things
they would have to take care of, then put her foot down. They
weren’t getting any younger, she said. And
then, perhaps worrying that he needed a final inducement, she had proposed that they return home by way of
Chicago and visit Matthew and Sarah and the grandsons.

When Bradley agreed, Lizzie’s smile was all the
reward he would have asked for.

Lizzie couldn’t read his mind, but after all their
years together she knew him as well as he knew himself. It often
seemed as if his thoughts were her thoughts, her words his, like
two musicians reading notes from the same page.

He needn’t try to explain why he wanted to stand on
the beach somewhere east of Gela where his invasion force had
landed and walk in sunshine where once he’d suffered unimaginable
terror in the black of night. Lizzie understood. And she would hurt
as he hurt, crouching silently on a forbidding hillside where the
din of war had dulled his senses—the battlefield, if he could find
it, where German and Italian artillery and rifle fire had snatched
the lives of Carson Streator and who knew how many others and left
Bradley with wounds that by any measure should have been
lethal.

They had put themselves wholly into the hands of a
pretty, infinitely patient young woman in a shopping-mall travel
agency. She’d made their reservations, bought airline tickets, and
outlined their schedule to Rome and then to Sicily and then back to
Chicago and finally home again. They would spend five days on the
island. There was no detailed itinerary beyond a single night’s
reservation at an unpretentious Gela hotel, but a modest travel
guide Lizzie had bought at a Memphis bookstore would serve their
needs well enough. They would make the most of the time they
had.



It was late afternoon by the time they reached their
hotel. The check-in process went awkwardly, and their room’s “first
floor” designation led to some confusion until they understood the
Sicilian innkeeper’s explanation that this meant one flight up. A
man who had been sweeping the sidewalk in front of the building
lugged their small bags up the steep, narrow stairs. The room was
poorly lit and sparsely furnished, the only touch of elegance a
worn but exquisitely brocaded bedspread.

The man dropped their bags in the middle of the
room, rebuffed Bradley’s efforts to give him money, and left them
alone.

Bradley turned to Lizzie with an expression of
surprise. “Why wouldn’t he take a tip?” he said. “Did I do
something wrong?”

“I
don’t think so. I think he’s a janitor or something. Janitors don’t
expect tips.”

Lizzie hurried into the bathroom while Bradley sat
on the bed, rocking and bouncing to test the firmness of the
mattress. “Couldn’t we maybe walk around the block before dinner?”
she called. “We’ve spent a lot of time sitting.”

Bradley agreed. After the flight to the island and
the drive from Catania, his bad leg was stiff and sore. He also
wanted to get his bearings and get a better feel for this place
before dark.

They left the hotel by the front door and turned at
the first street corner. An old woman was hunched behind a small,
bright-green wooden table that nearly blocked the sidewalk. She
watched intently as they approached and motioned for them to
come.

“Buongiorno,” she said as they drew
close, smiling. “Desidero parlare con
lei.”

“Buongiorno,” Lizzie said. “And I’m
afraid that’s all the Italian I know.”

“Ah, tourists,” the old woman
responded. She said the word benevolently. “It’s good. I speak
English. Come. Let me tell you things.”

Bradley looked at Lizzie warily, but she laughed.
“Please,” she said to the old woman. “What do you want to tell
us?”

“I
know your future. Show me your hands. The gentleman first, please.”

Lizzie nudged Bradley with her elbow. He reached out
stiffly to the woman behind the table, palms down. She grasped his
hands gently and turned them over. “You have had big things in your
life,” she said, after studying his palms a few seconds. “But I
believe your best story is yet to be told. Your palms read well.
You are strong. You will face troubles, but you will overcome.”
Then, turning to Lizzie, “The lady has beautiful hands. May I
see?”

Lizzie held out her hands, palms up. The old woman
looked closely at one, then the other, then back to the first,
slightly squinting while her eyes moved over Lizzie’s palms as if
she were reading a page of fine print in a book. When she spoke,
her voice was low, barely above a whisper. “There is happiness,”
she said, “and also shadows. Forgive me. I think I am not reading
you well.”

“Let’s just go with the
happiness,” Lizzie said. “Brad is going to overcome his troubles,
and I will be happy.”

Bradley handed the old woman money he thought to be
about equal to what they’d paid for sandwiches and soft drinks in
Catania, though he was still uncertain about the Italian currency.
It seemed to be more than she expected. She accepted it with
self-conscious expressions of gratitude. “I’m sorry for the lady,”
she said, and there were tears in her eyes.

They circled the block and went back to their
room.

Two hours later, when they went downstairs to
dinner, they found the softly lit hotel dining room almost empty.
Three men they assumed to be locals, seated some distance from
their small corner table, were the only other diners. A
thick-bodied, rust-colored fly settled briefly on the white
tablecloth, crawled across a dinner fork, and buzzed around
Lizzie’s hair. She swatted at it with a napkin and it flew away,
the drone of its wings audible until it escaped to the outside
world.

“How could I miss something that big?” she said, and laughed
at her own failure.

“Back home that’d be a horsefly,”
Bradley said. “Do you suppose they have horseflies
here?”

“It looked like a horsefly to me,”
Lizzie said, serious again. “But there’s a lot we don’t know about
Sicily, and I doubt we’d have studied up on its flies even if we’d
had time.”

“I
know, but maybe we should have taken more time to study up on other
things.”

“We know enough to do what we came
for, and that’s all that matters.” There was an element of finality
in her tone.

Their waiter, a tall and slender youth named Carlo
whose reddish-blond hair and pale blue eyes and fair skin made him
look more Irish than Italian, brought generous plates of pasta
’nacasciata. “I hope you will like it,” he said in heavily accented
English.

“It looks delicious,” Lizzie
said.

Carlo beamed with pride. “My mama
is the cook,” he said. “She’s famosa all over this part of Sicily
for her foods.”

Lizzie asked about the music they could hear,
playing elsewhere in the hotel. She told Carlo the singer’s voice
was wonderful.

“It’s Bocelli,” Carlo said. “You couldn’t mistake
it.”

“Bocelli?”

“Andrea Bocelli. The greatest
tenor ever, I think. By the new millennium he will be known all
over the world.”

“The new millennium—you mean 2000?
That’s only five years away, now.”

“Si,
2000. Bocelli will be the greatest by 2000.”

“Even greater than
Caruso?”

“Ah, si—the Great Caruso. Who can say?
The old people say Caruso was the best can ever be. But me, I never
heard Caruso. I say Bocelli will be the greatest.”

Carlo insisted on pouring more wine for Lizzie.
Bradley’s glass was untouched, which he’d hoped the young waiter
wouldn’t notice. He asked for coffee and Carlo soon returned with a
pot of steaming, strong-flavored brew. Lizzie sipped the wine. Then
she tried the water, in a glass with no ice, and wrinkled her nose.
“This tastes terrible,” she whispered.

“The first time I tasted Sicilian
water we dipped it out of a dirty little creek,” Bradley said. “All
the halazone tablets in the world probably wouldn’t have made it
safe. But when you get thirsty enough, you’ll drink
anything.”

“I’m not sure some halazone, or
whatever you said, wouldn’t help this,” Lizzie said.

“They gave us phenobarbital,
too.”

“Who gave you
phenobarbital?”

“The medical officers on the ship,
before the landing. They said it was for seasickness, but it really
was a tranquilizer. They had a bunch of scared young boys facing
war for the first time. I couldn’t tell that it made much
difference, though.”

“I don’t think you ever told me
that before.”

“Well, it wasn’t very important, I
guess.”

“Does Gela look
familiar?”

“We never actually saw Gela,”
Bradley said. He paused, thinking back. “They probably brought me
through here after I was hit, on my way to the hospital ship, but I
wouldn’t have known.”

“But we’re close to where you landed?”

“Yes. It can’t be more than a few
miles up the coast, toward Ragusa. We’ll find it
tomorrow.”

They were tired and hungry after the bumpy flight
from Rome to Catania and the slow drive to Gela. A quiet time to
enjoy their first substantial meal in two days came as a pleasant
respite, and their dinner was good—less exotic than they’d expected
it to be, not too different from the food they occasionally had at
an unsung Italian restaurant back home. The meatballs, cheese, and
sausage were better, though, and the sauce much more tasty. They
ate leisurely.

Lizzie looked about the room. Weariness marked her
pretty face. “It’s hard to believe we’re really here,” she said
quietly. “I want us to make the best of it, Brad. We’ll be in
Chicago with the children in a few days, and then back home in
Memphis. In no time at all this will seem like it happened a long
time ago.”

“I
know you’re right. But I hope it will all have been
worthwhile.”

She reached across the table and put her hand on
his. “It will be,” she said. “I’m sure of it. I don’t know how
things are going to play out, but I know that coming here was the
right thing to do. You’ll see.”

“I don’t know what I’d do without
you, Lizzie. You always make me feel better. And I think just
coming back after all these years was a big step toward finally
getting a handle on my problems. I don’t know how it will play out,
either, but we’ll take it one day at a time and whatever happens,
happens. We’ve got lots of good years ahead of us. I’m going to
beat this thing, Lizzie. I swear I will.”

“Yes, you will. The price you’ve
paid for doing what you had to do already has been much too
high.”

The other diners were gone. Wary
of abusing Carlo’s hospitality by sitting too long, they
reluctantly bade him good night and went upstairs. There was a tiny
balcony outside their window, but they could reach it only by
climbing over the high sill and decided
against this physical challenge. No matter, Lizzie rationalized; it
was too dark to see anything, assuming there was a view to begin
with. She pulled the shutters closed and drew the faded draperies
and they made ready for bed.

The hotel was quiet,
with few of its rooms occupied.

“I guess we really are getting
old,” Lizzie said. “Look at us. Here we are, our first night in the
most exotic place we’ve ever been, and we’re too tired for
sex.”

Bradley groaned, good-naturedly. “We’ve put in a lot
of miles together,” he said. “I don’t mean this trip. I wish we’d
traveled more, and come here sooner, but we did get around some.
Besides, I don’t know that this place is all that more exotic than
Kentucky in the moonlight. It’s funny that I can still remember
that night like it was yesterday, but I can barely remember what we
did last week.”

“Are you looking forward to
tomorrow?”

“Sicily may not be easy for me,
Lizzie.”

“But like you said, Brad, you’ve
taken that first step. I know how hard you’ve tried to overcome the
bad memories, and I know you won’t give up. You never
have.”

“You know something, though. I’m
going to worry about what that old woman said—the fortune teller.
I’m not really superstitious, but I wish she hadn’t said what she
did.”

Now Lizzie groaned, deliberately mimicking his
earlier expression. “Oh, pay no attention to her,” she said. “They
just make things up. Don’t worry, Brad. I’ll be around for a long
time yet.”

Lizzie was soon asleep, but Bradley lay awake. This
was Sicily, and the place where he’d lived though an invasion and
fought his short-lived war could not be far away. He lay still and
quiet, concerned that he might disturb Lizzie, worried and tense
from all the thoughts racing through his mind, afraid to sleep
because he feared his dreams. But weariness overtook him at last
and he could no longer fight off his body’s determined need for
rest.


 


 





 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 





 





 





 


 


 


 





 





 


 


 





Chapter Two

 




They slept later than they’d planned, waking to
sounds of traffic in the street below. Gela was hardly the quiet
town they’d seen on the day before, when they had arrived after
much of the day’s commerce was finished. Now there was a steady
rumble of heavy trucks and the intermittent blaring of automobile
horns intermixed with the noisy whir of motor scooters. When they
went down to breakfast, they were surprised to find the dining room
nearly filled with people.

Carlo spotted them immediately.
“Buongiorno, my
friends,” he said, escorting them to one of the few vacant tables.
“I hope you slept well.”

Bradley noticed the young waiter’s dress, something
he hadn’t done the night before. Carlo was incongruously clad in
badly faded jeans and a semi-formal black jacket. His white shirt,
buttoned at the collar with no tie, was dingy but clean. Bradley
was happy to see him again, a familiar face in this roomful of
strangers. Carlo also offered good service; they soon had breakfast
on the table. The centerpiece was a pot of the rich Sicilian coffee
that Bradley had decided was considerably better than the drink he
brewed at home or found in any of the prosaic Memphis coffee
shops.

“Please tell me if you need
anything,” Carlo said. “We want our American friends to have a nice
visit.”

“We’ll be leaving Gela this
morning,” Bradley told him, “but you’ve been very helpful. It’s not
easy sometimes when you don’t know the language.”

Carlo smiled. “Just talk with your hands,” he said.
“That’s one thing they say about us Italians that happens to be
true. Even Sicilians. We may look like we’re carved out of stone
sometimes, but we understand the hands.”

“We’ll try that and see if it
helps,” Lizzie said. “I know our Italian’s not going to get any
better.”

Carlo looked pleased.
“I think you will be understood,” he said. “People see feelings
even if they don’t understand words.”

They finished breakfast and
carried their bags downstairs. Bradley
sorted out the bill to be charged to their American Express card,
and Lizzie stood by with the luggage while he brought the rental
car around to the front of the hotel. With some inelegance, she
lowered herself into the front passenger seat as he opened the
hatchback and started to load the bags. Carlo spied him from the
dining room and hurried out to help. The two men engaged briefly in
sober conversation, then Bradley wedged himself behind the wheel
and they drove away as Carlo stood at the curb and waved a final
goodbye.

“He’s a nice boy,” Lizzie said. “Not at all what I expected
for an Italian waiter.”

Bradley nodded in agreement. “He sure made it easier
on us, our first night in Sicily.”

“It
looked like he was telling you something important.”

“He said the police and the army
sometimes set up roadblocks to keep check on the Mafia. They’ve
been active around here in recent weeks. The police, not the
Mafia.”

“Are you serious?”

“That’s what he said. But he said
if we get stopped, they’ll send us on our
way as soon as they know who we are.”

They were getting their first good look at Gela and
finding it surprisingly ugly. The ancient town was marred by an
inescapable atmosphere of modern dilapidation. The primitive Greek
fortifications built by Timoleon at Capo Soprano, the sacred
precinct and archaic temple of Athena on the Acropolis—those places
listed in Lizzie’s travel guide as the sights tourists ought to
see—apparently lay somewhere beyond the rundown, graffiti-scarred
shops and unsightly industrial plants that lined the little city’s
streets.

Bradley drove to the outskirts of town without
incident and found a coastal road to Scoglitti. Off to the right,
the glassy surface of the Mediterranean was ruffled only by an
occasional moderate swell. Waves rolled ashore in constrained
whitecaps that broke timidly on the beach and left ragged lines of
mocha-colored foam on the sand. The early September sun already was
high in a sky without clouds.

“Arnold Calder told me Sicily had
people for nearly a thousand years before the Greeks,” Bradley
said, “and the Greeks were here hundreds of years before the time
of Christ.”

“How in the world would Arnold
Calder know that?” Lizzie asked.

“Don’t ever be surprised by
Arnold. He reads all the time. He knows everything. When he found
out I was here in the war he studied up on the island and told me
all about it.”

“You’ve always liked Arnold
Calder. Maybe you should drive up to Simpson’s Ridge one of these
days and see him. You’ll have lots to tell him, now.”

Bradley didn’t answer. He was looking out over the
Mediterranean, and his thoughts were on a troop ship that once had
sailed these waters. In his mind’s eye he could see Carson Streator
and other young soldiers squatting among mountains of supplies and
equipment lashed down on a heaving deck, about to be thrown into
war.

Only hours before, after days of landing rehearsals
in North Africa, they’d heard for the first time that their mission
was the invasion of Sicily. He recalled Sykes’s frustration when no
one could answer his urgent query: “Where the hell is Sicily?”

Bradley remembered how desperately he’d hoped that
his courage wouldn’t fail at the critical moment when they hit the
beach. He’d had no doubt that the men around him, as the reality of
their situation sank in, were as scared as he was. And although the
same ships they’d made the grueling Atlantic crossing on had dotted
the water as far as the eye could see in every direction, they’d
found little consolation in the strength of numbers. How many
thousands of young Americans would become fodder for enemy
guns?

Unlike the calm waters of this clement day, the
ocean then had been driven and tossed into a white-capped frenzy by
a rare summer windstorm. Their ship wallowed through thirty-foot
waves and troughs. As they crowded together below decks, paralyzing
fear clawed at the pits of their stomachs, at insides already
screaming for relief from the vomiting and retching brought on by
seasickness. Bradley’s stomach felt queasy at the memory.

He recalled that the storm died down in the late
afternoon and they were ordered on deck for final briefings. This
was it. They would be in their landing craft by midnight, and
shortly after that they’d be churning toward the beaches.

“It was here,” he said to Lizzie,
suddenly recognizing unmistakable landmarks. “This is the beach
where we landed. I remember exactly how it looked that night, all
lit up by flares and artillery. See that ridge over there—it still
looks the same, with those two little peaks. I remember thinking it
looked like a two-humped camel. This is where we came
ashore.”

He stopped the car on a narrow, sandy shoulder only
yards above the water line. To the left, the ridge he pointed out
to Lizzie rose away from the beach as a gentle slope that gave way
in turn to the low hills farther inland. Lizzie stood beside the
car without speaking, and he limped slowly down toward the water’s
edge, alone.

As Bradley Morris thought back,
that July day in 1943 was as clear in his memory as his
conversation with Carlo just before they left Gela. A
uncontrollable physical wave flowed upward through his torso and
into his chest and shoulders and arms and became a shudder. His
hands trembled. I can feel it . . . it’s
like I’m there.

His memories were painfully vivid.
One of the battalion’s majors read a
letter from General Patton, addressed to the men of Seventh Army,
to be delivered at sea in the waning hours before the battle
commenced. The major had been some distance from Bradley and the
other men of his squad, so that they could catch only a few words
at a time over the noise of the ship and the crashing waves. But
they heard enough. The temper of the general’s message was clear:
“. . . German and Italian soldiers whom it is our honor and
privilege to attack and destroy . . . retreat is impossible . . .
must retain this tremendous advantage by always attacking . . .
honor of our country, the future of the whole world rests in your
individual hands . . . God is with us . . .”

He remembered Carson Streator cupping his hands and
yelling in his ear, “Where do you suppose old Patton is right
now?”

And his sarcastic answer: “Probably loading up his
gear, ready to go over the side with us.”

They’d both laughed. It would be many hours before
either laughed again.

When the major finished reading,
the men had clustered in a small knot,
close enough to hear their officers.

It was as if Bradley could once
again see and hear their cocky young lieutenant, who had tried his
best: “The navy’s been pounding them with their big guns and our
bombers have been blasting them. The 82nd Airborne has a ton of
paratroopers in there already. Hell, there won’t be many dagos and
krauts left to kill.” Not a cakewalk, he said, but all they’d have
to do was go in and mop up.

The bravado of the young lieutenant had rung false.
Like the rest of them, he had never experienced war. They could see
the fires ignited by naval artillery and air strikes on shore, and
the flames effected a reddish glow on their faces and exposed the
apprehension in their eyes.

Then it was time. Their chaplain, a brawny Infantry
captain with the flattened nose of an ex-prize fighter, had called
for them to join in prayer. “God is on our side,” he declared. “Be
proud that you’re Americans, remember what you’re fighting for.
Think of your wives and sweethearts at home, your sisters and
brothers, your mothers and dads. Keep yourself safe so you can go
home to them.”

The chaplain might
have been reading their minds.

“Some of you aren’t sure you can
kill a man,” he shouted. “Well, the
Scripture says there is a time to kill—and this is it. God Himself
mustered an army, the book of Isaiah tells us, and He had one
purpose: ‘I will punish the world for their evil, and the wicked
for their iniquity; and I will cause the arrogance of the proud to
cease, and will lay low the haughtiness of the
terrible.’

“If that sounds like Hitler to
you, I don’t think God would have any quarrel. That German soldier
you face is Hitler’s man, and if you don’t kill him he sure as hell
will kill you! Don’t look him in the eye. Shoot him in the guts.
This is the job you trained for, and the job your country called on
you to do. The future of the free world is in your hands tonight,
men, and I know you won’t fail.”

The incongruity of a chaplain exhorting them to kill
had been lost on Bradley Morris and the other men. He was telling
them what they needed to hear; if God was on their side, surely
they would come through this ordeal safely and be victorious. In
the chaplain’s words they’d found a small measure of comfort and
security.

“Almighty God, hear our prayers,”
the chaplain intoned. “Hear our cry for mercy and give us strength
as we prepare to do battle.”

Bradley remembered the chaplain’s powerful voice,
how it had hovered over the young, silent soldiers. The sounds of
waves breaking against the surging ship interrupted briefly, then
he went on with his prayer. “Lay your hand on our shoulders and
guide us as we face an evil enemy that plunged the world into cruel
and merciless war. Let theirs be the heritage of oppressors, as
promised in your word, Lord, that their generations may not
prosper. Give us stout hearts to do heroic deeds, unwearying zeal
to smite the enemy and win quick victory, all to your glory. And
protect us, merciful God, by the shield of your righteousness that
we may return from battle unscathed, and go home to our loved ones
and live out our days in the blessed light of your everlasting
benevolence. Amen.”

And Bradley Morris remembered how he felt as he went
over the side of the ship in the darkness and clambered down a rope
scramble net into a pitching landing craft. He’d barely been aware
of the men around him. His mind was on Lizzie, waiting for him back
in Simpson’s Ridge. How he longed for her! Would he ever see her
again?

The young soldiers went through the motions of their
assignment mechanically. Bradley had sensed that his fate was no
longer in his own hands. He might die before his feet touched land
again. Their clear and simple orders were to hit the beach running
and cross the open space as fast as humanly possible and then, in
the remaining hours of darkness, establish a beachhead and be ready
to attack. The roiling Mediterranean tossed around their landing
craft like an empty tin can. The roar of the vessel’s over-matched
engine testified to its struggle against the inky water, while the
men huddled against one another and dreaded what lay ahead.

“We’re going to make it, Morris,”
Carson Streator had shouted in Bradley’s ear. It was as if he could
hear Streator’s voice, as if Streator were at his side. “God is on
our side, just like the chaplain said. We’re going to make
it.”

“I hope you’re right,” Bradley had
called back. “I hope you’re right, but I’m going to keep my head
down just the same. And you keep yours down, too.”

They could see the red arc of tracer bullets fired
by anti-aircraft batteries several hundred yards behind the water’s
edge as German and Italian gunners searched out the American and
British paratroops’ planes. When they were fifty yards from shore,
the midnight sky was suddenly illuminated by the brilliant beam of
an enemy searchlight. Then, in a swirl of shouting and confusion,
the landing craft’s ramp was down and men were in the water. . .
.



Bradley Morris was an old man
alone with his memories. Across the
distance of time, he could feel the cold water and powerful drag of
heavy, wet gear just as he’d experienced them on that terrifying
morning decades before. This time, though, the fear was not so
great.

This time, he knew the outcome: His squad made it
safely to the beach and lived to fight another day—except for
Sykes. Sykes had been running somewhere behind him, over sand
Bradley had just crossed. There was a flash and Bradley heard a
small explosion. Those bringing up the rear said Sykes never knew
what hit him. That was merciful, they said. Land mines usually tore
off your legs and left you to die slowly.

Sykes died here, and
then Carson Streator. I don’t know why I lived and they died.

“Why wasn’t it me?” He said this
aloud, even though Lizzie was too far away to hear. “I had to have
run past that mine, but I missed it. And Carson Streator was right
beside me when he was hit. I don’t know why it wasn’t
me.”

He knelt on the sandy beach, looking out to sea as
if on watch. How peaceful the ocean was today, how different from
the storm-tossed waters of that black night. And how quiet it was.
The only sounds were the gentle lapping of the surf and the
occasional cry of a seabird.

It was an hour or more before Lizzie approached and
gently put a hand on his shoulder.

“Are you all right, Brad?”

He reached up and cupped her hand in his. “It could
have been me, Lizzie,” he whispered hoarsely. “And then we’d never
have had our life together. You would have found someone else, a
good man, and had a good life. But he couldn’t have loved you the
way I do, Lizzie, never the way I do.”















































































































































































Chapter Three

 


 


The terrace of the Mediterraneo Palace Hotel in
Ragusa was sparsely peopled. A sultry African sirocco blew from the
south, across the Mediterranean, and the morning air was already
oppressively warm. Most of those at breakfast had chosen the
air-conditioned comfort of the dining room, but Lizzie had asked
for outdoor seating because she loved the view. Their table was
shaded by a large, bright-orange patio umbrella.

After a restless night, Bradley
was eager to get started. “Somewhere this side of Caltagirone is
where the war ended for me,” he told Lizzie, carefully studying a
detailed Touring Club Italiano
road map of southern Sicily. “Near Vizzini, I
think. But to be honest, I’m not overly certain I can find the
battlefield the way I found the beach.”

“It may look familiar if we get
close,” Lizzie said. “Do you know how to get there?”

“We can drive from here down
toward Comiso, then take this highway to Vizzini.” He traced the
route with his finger, and paused to sip his steaming coffee.
“There aren’t many roads so I don’t see how we can get
lost.”

“Famous last words!”

“You’ll see. We’ll go straight to
Vizzini, and from there to Caltagirone. When we get to Caltagirone
we’ll be almost back to the road we came down on from Catania to
Gela.”

“Whatever you say. But this is
such a beautiful place, it’s too bad we can’t stay here longer.”
She looked about, almost wistfully.

“I’m sorry my problems are taking up all our time,
Lizzie.”

“Don’t be foolish. We had one
reason for coming to Sicily, and it’s
important. First things first, as Papa would say.”

“Maybe we can come back some
day.”

“Like ordinary
tourists?”

“Yes. Like ordinary
tourists.”

Lizzie smiled. “That would be
nice,” she said. “Let’s plan it for this
time next year!”

They hurried through breakfast, checked out of the
hotel and soon were on the road. A few miles out of Ragusa Bradley
was forced to admit that he might be lost. They had meandered
through the city and turned onto what he hoped was the right
highway, yet there had been no clear marker. He was afraid to go
much farther without a better sense of where they were. When they
passed a man on a bicycle, pedaling leisurely in the morning
sunshine, he agreed with Lizzie’s suggestion that he try and ask
directions.

“I just hope I can make him
understand,” he said. He guided the Fiat to the side of the road
and stopped, got out of the car and stood waiting on the edge of
the pavement.

The man braked his bicycle to a halt, leaned it to
the side and swung his leg over the saddle. After shifting the
weight of a cumbersome wicker basket filled with empty wine bottles
that was strapped to his back, he stood erectly in front of Bradley
with a pleasant smile. He looked to be middle-aged, his face
blotched and leathery as if from years in the sun. Bradley raised
his hand in a friendly gesture of greeting.

“Can you tell me if this is the
way to Comiso?” Bradley asked, with exaggerated
slowness.

“Spiacente,” the man replied in a
rasping voice. “Non capisco.”

“Comiso? Is this the right road to Comiso?”

“Ah, Comiso! Avanti diritto,” the man
said, pointing ahead. “Si, avanti
diritto.”

With that, the Sicilian mounted his bicycle and
pedaled away, waving an amicable farewell. Bradley turned to Lizzie
in the car with an expression of exasperation and made a gesture of
futility.

“What do you think he said?” Lizzie asked.

“I
don’t know, but I hope he said we’re going in the right
direction.”

“You should have used your hands more, like Carlo told
us.”

“Well, if Carlo can figure out how
to say ‘Is this the way to Comiso?’ with his hands, then more power
to him. I couldn’t.”

They drove ahead, again passing the man on his
bicycle. Bradley waved out the window as they went by and the man
waved back, still grinning broadly. Some miles farther on they came
to the clearly marked Vizzini-Caltagirone road and Bradley was
greatly relieved.

As he turned north, into the mountains, he was
struck by a surprising sense of urgency. Somewhere ahead lay the
place of his final battle, the dreadful day of combat that still
played out in tormenting dreams like an old war movie. He wanted to
find his nether world and confront it. And this time he’d drive
away unscathed with Lizzie at his side.

“I’m sorry I doubted you,” Lizzie
said. “You may know where you’re going, after all.”

“Don’t forget, I’ve been here before.”

“Yes, but that was a long time
ago. And you’re always complaining that your memory isn’t so good
anymore.”

“Depends on when I learned what
I’m trying to remember. If I learned it when I was young, I
probably still remember it. If I learned it last week, well . .
.”

“Seems to me you’re still pretty
sharp for a man your age. I was about to say, for an old man. But
they say age is relative. You know what I’ve always
wondered—relative to what?”

Bradley’s tension soon eased with Lizzie’s happy
chatter. No doubt she was inflating her cheerful mood for his
benefit, but if so she was getting the result she wanted. He’d
always found solace in the sound of Lizzie’s voice, and he was
content to drive in silence and listen. She talked about the
Sicilian countryside and the hotels they’d stayed at. She
speculated about Carlo and what kind of family he came from, and
said again that he was much different from the stereotypical
Italian waiter she’d expected.

After a time, she came back to the mission at hand.
“Is this beginning to look anything like the place we’re hunting
for?” she asked, studying the passing landscape.

“Sure does. I remember it was
really tough to get our heavy stuff in here. No way to go around,
with hardly any roads. This was a hell of a place to fight a
war.”

“I
don’t think there’s ever been a good place to fight a
war.”

“That’s true, but there sure must be places better than
this.”

Sharp curves marked the highway’s unnatural
intrusion into the mountains. Bradley looked about. He was careless
for only an instant, gazing off toward a distant range, and the car
bumped off the pavement onto a rough shoulder. He tried to right
his mistake but it was too late. They were in the ditch, the little
Fiat crunching to a stop as he plied the brakes hard. The vehicle
tilted awkwardly and felt as if it was about to roll onto its
side.

“Are you all right, Lizzie?”
Bradley called out excitedly. “My god, I’ve done it
now!”

“I’m okay. Let’s just see if we can get out before we turn
over.”

They pushed open the high-side door and crawled
carefully from the car. Bradley got down on hands and knees and
studied the situation. He inspected the front of the car, then went
to the rear and did the same. He stood up and dusted himself off,
all the while with an expression on his face that Lizzie would
describe later as both sorrowful and funny.

“Damn it all,” he said. “How could I have been so
reckless!”

“We weren’t hurt,” Lizzie said.
“That’s the main thing. It doesn’t look like there’s any damage to
the car.”

“None that I can see. But I don’t
know how we’re going to get it out of the ditch. Maybe I can find a
phone and call the rental agency in Catania, but I don’t know how
to explain to them where we are.”

“We’ll get help. If we wait here, someone’s bound to come
along.”

Lizzie had barely finished speaking when they heard
the sound of an automobile. It rounded a curve and came into view,
a highly polished green Chrysler sedan that looked out of place on
the narrow Sicilian highway. Bradley stood with his hands raised in
a signal of distress. The car made a hasty stop and a back-seat
passenger stepped out. He was tall and heavy-set, well-dressed,
with black hair and mustache.

“Avete un problema?” he said
pleasantly.

“I’m sorry,” Bradley responded. “I
don’t speak Italian. Do you by any chance understand
English?”

“I not only understand English, I
speak American English,” the man said. “And it’s not by chance. I’m from
Detroit. And I’m guessing you’re Americans, also.
Correct?”

“We sure are. Brad and Lizzie
Morris from Memphis, Tennessee. I’m afraid I was careless and took
my eye off the road.”

“It happens. My name is Jack De
Luca.” He extended his hand to Bradley first, and then to Lizzie.
“It looks like the two of you are all right, though. Is there any
damage to the car?”

“Not that I can tell. But I don’t
know how we’re going to get it out of the ditch and back on the
road.”

“We’ll get you some help,” Jack De
Luca said. “Come, get in. We’ll have you on your way again in no
time.”

De Luca held a rear door open and Bradley and Lizzie
crawled into the back seat. The only other occupant of the car was
the driver, a rather good-looking but serious young man who studied
them in the mirror. De Luca went around and got in the front door,
seating himself beside the driver.

“This is Paolo, who drives me
where I need to go so that I don’t end up in the ditch the way you
did,” he said, turning to face the back-seat passengers. “Paolo,
these are some new American friends of mine. Brad and Lizzie from
Memphis, Tennessee.”

Paolo nodded by way
of the mirror, but said nothing.

“Now if it’s all right with you,
I’m going to have Paolo take us to a farm house up the road here
and see if we can get some help,” De Luca said. “I think a tractor
will do it, if they happen to have one. If not, maybe a team of
stout horses.”

“We’d appreciate that,” Bradley
said. “I didn’t know what we were going to do, except maybe try to
find a telephone and call the car rental agency.”

“Have you tried the Sicilian
telephone system? This is the only advice I’m going to give you:
Don’t use it if you don’t have to!”

Jack De Luca turned to his driver and said something
in Italian. The young man listened intently, then nodded without
speaking.

“Your Italian sounds perfect,” Lizzie said. “And you’re from
Detroit?”

“I
get by,” De Luca said, and smiled.

“What do you do back in Detroit, Mr. De Luca?” Bradley
asked.

“Please, call me Jack. I’m in the
import business. I specialize in high-quality products from
Italy.”

“Are you here on business or pleasure?”

“A little of both, actually. My
business brings me to Sicily a couple of times a year, usually. But
if you go back a generation or two my family roots are here, so
it’s also something of a homecoming.”

As the car neared a side road, De Luca spoke to the
driver and pointed to the right. The driver slowed almost to a
stop, then turned into a country lane that proved little more than
a rutted path up the side of the mountain. The big Chrysler bumped
along slowly, like a ship wallowing in rough seas.

“There’s no doubt a farmer up here
somewhere who will help us,” De Luca said. “We’ll get you back on
the road so you can be on your way again.”

They were soon at the front door of a farmhouse, a
modest stone structure built low to the ground with small windows
and a red tile roof sloped at such a slight angle that it appeared
almost flat. There was no porch—not even a step, as the doorsill
was at ground level. Two small outbuildings behind the house
completed the farmstead. There was no fence or other enclosure and
three scraggly olive trees and what looked to be either an orange
or lemon tree provided the only shade.

The front door stood
open.

Jack De Luca again said something to Paolo, who got
out of the car and went to the door. Momentarily, an old man
emerged from the house. The young driver engaged him in brief
conversation, then the two strode toward the car, the old man
smiling brightly. Although the day was hot, he wore a heavy black
suit with a white shirt open at the collar. He was a handsome man,
of medium height and strong build, with thick, unruly gray hair and
piercing black eyes in a bronzed face with classic Sicilian
features.

“Buongiorno,” Jack De Luca said
through the open car window. “Come
state?”

“Sto bene, grazie,” the old man
replied.

De Luca alighted from the car and occupied the
farmer in an energetic discussion. Then he opened the rear door and
addressed his back-seat passengers.

“He
says he’ll be glad to help. Please get out and come inside while he
gets ready.”

The old man, after saying a few words to a woman who
stood in the doorway, went around the end of the house toward one
of the outbuildings. Bradley and Lizzie followed Jack De Luca to
the house, where the smiling woman beckoned them inside. She was
short and round, with silver-gray hair pulled in a tight bun at the
back of her head. Her drab gray dress was covered by a white apron
overprinted with brightly colored flowers.

“Buongiorno,” the woman said, standing aside and motioning them in. She
pointed the way to a table by the window and four wooden straight
chairs, two at the table and two standing sentry-like against the
wall. She spoke rapidly to De Luca, then stood smiling shyly at
Lizzie.

“She wants the lady to stay and
visit while her husband helps with our problem,” De Luca said. “She
says she doesn’t get much company, and she’ll welcome the
opportunity to get acquainted. Her name is
Donata and her husband is Silvestro.”

Lizzie returned the woman’s smile. “Tell her I’ll be
delighted,” she told De Luca. “Tell her we’ll have an interesting
conversation, even if neither of us understands a word the other
says. Does she speak any English?”

Jack De Luca and the Sicilian woman engaged in a
brief dialog, after which De Luca turned again to Lizzie. He seemed
to enjoy his role as a go-between. “She speaks no English,” he
said. “She says language is not as important as feelings, and she
hopes you will enjoy her hospitality.”

Lizzie reached out and touched the woman’s arm. The
woman guided her to a chair at the table and motioned for her to
sit. Lizzie said “thank you,” then turned to Bradley, who had stood
by silently while the conversation went on among the other three.
“You go with the men and get the car out,” she said. “You can come
back and pick me up here. I’ll be fine.”



Silvestro, as it turned out, had neither the tractor
nor the team of stout horses Jack De Luca had hoped for. Instead,
he produced a single mule, old and tired-looking, harnessed with
little more than a collar at the shoulders and a rope halter. A
coil of rope swung from the collar. When the four men arrived back
at the scene of Bradley’s mishap, the farmer surveyed the site
ruefully. Then he spoke with De Luca, gesturing and pointing, and
waited for De Luca to transmit his findings to Bradley Morris.

“He wants to pull you out forward,
the way the car’s facing,” De Luca told Bradley. “He’s afraid that
if he pulls you out from behind you’ll run over his damned
mule!”

“I don’t think we can get it out
that way,” Bradley declared. “It seems to me our best hope is to
pull it out backwards. The brakes work just as well in reverse as
they do going forward!”

De Luca passed that information on to Silvestro, who
listened impatiently and shook his head, then said something that
obviously restated his own position in quite forceful terms.
Irritation was clear in his voice.

“He says not to be impolite, but
his mule is the most valuable thing he owns. He says it must be the
way he says or he won’t do it,” Jack De Luca reported. “I think
you’re right, but you may as well let him try it his
way.”

Bradley capitulated. He was certain the mule wasn’t
strong enough to pull the car out of the ditch from the front. The
wheels would gain little traction and the vehicle’s own power would
be of only limited benefit trying to move forward. But De Luca was
correct: They might as well let the old man try, and hope that if
his plan didn’t work he would come around to their point of
view.

De Luca gave the go-ahead.
Silvestro got down on hands and knees at
the front of the little yellow Fiat, scraped away dirt and rocks
until he found something to tie his rope to, then straightened up
and looped the other end of the rope twice around tie-horns on the
mule’s collar. Bradley got in the car and started the engine. Jack
De Luca and Paolo got behind to push.

The old farmer tugged at the halter. The mule dug in
and hunched its back. Bradley put the car in gear and released the
clutch.

“Avanti, mulo, avanti,” Silvestro
shouted.

The car’s drive wheels spun impotently in the loose
dirt and gravel. The farmer yelled again at the animal, urging it
forward, and pulled at the halter. The mule strained and the rope
stretched until Bradley was sure it was about to snap. Then the car
moved forward ever so slightly. The drive wheels made contact with
solid rock and the Fiat and the mule both lurched forward. In the
blink of an eye the car was back on the roadway.

The sudden movement took Jack De Luca and Paolo by
surprise. Paolo was able to maintain his balance but De Luca
sprawled headlong in the dirt.

“Bravo!” he shouted, picking
himself up and knocking dust off his trousers. “Bravo!”

The old farmer said nothing. Bradley saw an
expression of fulfillment on his face, though, and noted that he
patted the mule with great affection. There was no discernible
smugness, only satisfaction.

Back at the farmhouse, all offers of compensation
were summarily rejected. Jack De Luca explained that Silvestro
would be insulted if Bradley persisted in trying to pay for his
services. Helping those in need was something one was expected to
do, De Luca said, whatever the need might be. The farmer had little
material wealth to offer, but he was honored to be able to put his
stout mule to work for Bradley and happy to extend his hospitality
to the visiting Americans. The farmer and his wife would be pleased
if all the visitors would stay for supper.

“He said he will kill a chicken,”
De Luca said. “Paolo and I will have to be getting on, but I assure
you that the two of you would be most welcome to stay.”

“Would it be an insult if we
don’t?” Bradley asked. “We need to move along, too. But I’m so
grateful for his help, I’d hate to insult him by not accepting his
invitation.”

De Luca talked briefly to Silvestro. The old man
shrugged his shoulders in a “don’t care” gesture, then responded
verbally. He stood by expectantly as De Luca translated.

“He understands,” De Luca said.
“He wonders, though, if you can’t find time to at least stay and
have a glass of wine?”

“Surely we can take time for
that,” Lizzie said, turning to Bradley. “They’ve been so nice to
us, it’s the least we can do. And maybe Mr. De Luca and Paolo could
manage to stay just a while longer, to help us
understand.”

Bradley agreed. Jack De Luca conferred quickly with
Paolo and said the two of them could stay a few minutes more. Paolo
was highly skilled at driving the mountain roads and probably could
make up time if need be. Anyway, he was more on vacation than
business and didn’t have anything too important on his
schedule.

Donata brought clean glasses and replenished a plate
of bread and bowl of olive oil she’d fixed for Lizzie. Silvestro
opened a cabinet and brought out a bottle of deep burgundy-colored
wine. He poured six glasses. They all joined in a round of
salutations.

Bradley put the glass to his lips without drinking,
hoping his host would not notice.

“He asks if you’ve ever been to
Sicily before,” Jack De Luca said after the formalities.

“Tell him I was here in the war,”
Bradley said. “And tell him I’ve come back to see the places where
I fought.”

When De Luca passed that
information along, Silvestro’s demeanor
abruptly changed. A dark scowl replaced his friendly smile. Was
this a reflection of old enmity? Bradley wondered. The Sicilian had
known all along that his visitors were American. Surely the fact
that Bradley had fought in the war would not of itself have brought
the sudden change.

Donata quickly explained. Her husband had bitter
memories of the war, she told Jack De Luca. He had been forced to
fight in the Italian army, even though he hated the alliance with
Germany. And more important, his younger brother was killed in
battle only kilometers from where they stood. He had no quarrel
with the Americans, she said, but rather with the Germans, who used
Italian soldiers as little more than human shields.

While De Luca repeated Donata’s explanation to
Bradley and Lizzie, the old Sicilian couple stood silently. Donata
took her husband’s hand and gently patted his arm.

“Can you tell him how sorry we
are?” Bradley asked De Luca. “And please, let him know we’d like to
hear his story if he doesn’t mind telling us.”

Even as De Luca translated Bradley’s request,
Silvestro turned to a cabinet in the corner of the room and picked
up three pieces of silverware. Carefully, he placed on the table
two forks, about a foot apart.

“Americano,” he said, indicating one of the forks. And the other:
“Tedeschi.” Germans.

Positioning it carefully between the two forks, he
laid a spoon on the table. He looked directly into Bradley Morris’s
eyes and paused, as if questioning whether he needed to explain.
The others were quiet until he spoke again.

“Italiano.”

“Tell him I understand,” Bradley
said to De Luca. “The Germans put the Italians between them and the
American forces. We knew that. The German’s did it all the
time.”

Jack De Luca and Silvestro conversed briefly. Tears
welled up in the old man’s eyes and his shoulders slumped forward.
His wife again took his hand and patted him soothingly. While the
old couple was occupied, Bradley surreptitiously switched glasses
with Lizzie.

“He says the Germans mined the
field behind the Italians and retreated,” De Luca said. “That left
the Italians in no man’s land, facing the Americans in front and
German mines in the rear. He says it was a German mine that killed
his brother—not an American bullet. That is why he bears no ill
will toward the Americans. Many Italians were killed and wounded,
and many more captured. He says the Americans treated their
prisoners well.”

“Was he captured?” Bradley
asked.

Again, Jack De Luca queried the old farmer.

“He says no, he wasn’t captured.
He found a bicycle and simply rode away—away from the army, away
from the war, away from the death of his brother. He says he just
quit and went home. He says the battlefield was no more than twenty
kilometers from where we stand, as the crow flies, but he’s never
been back.”

Bradley saw tears in Lizzie’s eyes, and even Paolo
momentarily dropped his reserve and put a sympathetic hand on the
old man’s shoulder. Jack De Luca put a hand on his arm and said
something gently in Italian. Silvestro responded to them all by
raising his wine glass.

“Amici,” he said simply.
“Grazie, grazie.”

Jack De Luca said it was time to go. He would have
to change his plans a bit, no matter how fast Paolo drove. But he
didn’t mind. He had enjoyed this day immensely and he would
remember it for a long time to come. He spoke generous “thank yous”
and farewells to their hosts for the Morrises as well as for
himself and Paolo. There was a final round of handshakes, then
Lizzie and Donata embraced for a last time. The old Sicilian couple
stood in the door and waved as the visitors walked to their
cars.

“Till we meet again,” De Luca said
cheerfully. “Here’s my card. By all means look me up if you’re ever
in Detroit. Drive carefully, Mr. Morris. Next time we might not
find a friendly farmer with such a stout mule!”

“I can’t tell you how grateful we
are—or how lucky you happened by when you did,” Bradley
responded.

“Funny how life works out
sometimes, isn’t it. Just glad I was able to help.” Jack De Luca
waved and Paolo tipped his cap as the big Chrysler pulled
away.

As Bradley eased the little Fiat
carefully back down the rutted lane, he felt almost exultant at the
way things had turned out. “I guess old soldiers have a lot to
commiserate over, even if they don’t speak
the same language,” he said to Lizzie.

“What a wonderful old couple. I think Silvestro may be as
sturdy as his mule!”

“They give me hope that we can do as well.”

“Donata showed me a picture of her
grandson, if I understood her right. It was a little boy, but I
think she said he’s twenty now. Neither of us understood a word the
other said, but I talked about our grandchildren and I could tell
she knew what I was talking about. I think mothers—and
grandmothers—share their feelings, even when they don’t understand,
just like Carlo said. I’ll have a lot to tell Anna when we get
home.”

When they reached the end of the steep lane, Bradley
gunned the Fiat back onto the highway and once again they were on
their way to Vizzini.

 



 

























































































Chapter Four






The terrain changed substantially as they traveled
farther inland from the coast. They were no longer climbing to
higher altitudes. The mountains leveled off into a barren world of
granite and limestone with sporadic vistas of imposing beauty. The
highway generally ran parallel to the ridgelines, but to Bradley’s
chagrin there often were stretches where it wound among small
peaks, edging deep gorges, a precipitous drop-off on one side and
sheer rock outcroppings on the other. Steep grades taxed the modest
power of the Fiat.

Bradley shifted to a lower gear. “These hills are
almost too much for this little car,” he said.

Lizzie nodded agreement. “And I think I’d feel safer
in a bigger one, like Mr. De Luca’s,” she said.

“A big car would be good out here,
but we’ll be happy with this one when we hit town again. The
streets in these old cities don’t handle cars very
well.”

“I think it’s safe to say they
didn’t plan for automobile traffic. The travel book says Vizzini
and Caltagirone have been here for centuries.”

“The last time I saw this part of
the world, Vizzini and Caltagirone were nothing more than dots on a
map—objectives we were fighting like hell for. You’d have thought
the future of mankind depended on us capturing those two little
dots on a map.”

“I suppose it did in a way. It was
something that had to be done, but like I’ve said before you paid a
high price.”

Bradley shifted in his seat. “I don’t know,” he
said. “For a man who left Sicily more dead than alive, I’ve done
all right. But I still can’t help thinking what a waste it was to
lose men like Carson Streator.”

“Yesterday, on the beach—that had to be hard.”

“Yes, it was. But I got through it
okay. I guess I expected there to be visible scars from the
fighting, but the earth seems to heal better than we do. What I’ll
remember now is a beautiful beach. This trip’s brought some good
surprises, Lizzie. We stay in nice hotels and visit with nice
people and see a peaceful countryside, and then in two or three
days we’ll go home and Sicily will be a pleasant
memory.”

“The trip will be worth a lot if
it leaves you with pleasant memories,” Lizzie said. “That’s kind of
what we hoped for, isn’t it?”

“Yes, and I think it will work. I
was afraid that seeing these places again might just bring it all
back and make things worse. But that didn’t happen on the beach. I
can’t quite explain it, but I felt a big sense of relief. I’m not
afraid of the battlefield now.”

Lizzie did not
respond, but reached across and put her hand gently on his
knee.

When prominent road signs warned of a dangerous
highway intersection ahead, Bradley slowed and had ample time to
see that directions to Vizzini and Caltagirone matched his
expectations. Vizzini was close by, to the east, and Caltagirone
lay in the opposite direction. “I want to see Vizzini, though I
don’t think there’s much to it,” he said.

“We
need to get something to eat. Anyway, I have to pee!”

“So
do I. And I’m getting pretty hungry.”

In a few minutes they were in the
small city. Compared to Gela and Ragusa, it was even more
exotic—its streets the worst they’d encountered, choked and narrow,
built on a town plan that must have been ancient even by Sicilian
standards. They found a modest side-street trattoria, where they were warmly
welcomed by a woman who served as cook, waitress, and cashier and
who from all appearances lived upstairs. She offered no menu, but
quickly had focaccia and generous bowls of caponata on their table,
along with basins of olive oil and a decanter of full-bodied wine.

“I wish I could drink the wine
today,” Bradley whispered. “Do you think she’ll be offended if I
ask for coffee?”

“Of course not. You have a right
to order anything you want. I’ll drink the wine. Do you think we
can make her understand?”

That turned out not to be a problem. Lizzie barely
uttered the word and the woman rushed to the kitchen and returned
with a coffee pot and cups, then stood by and watched in
anticipation as they ate, eager for reaction. They made it clear
that they enjoyed her cooking. She brought more caponata, refilled
Lizzie’s wine glass from the decanter and poured more coffee for
Bradley.

The woman spoke no more than a few
words of imperfect English, but had little trouble understanding
their needs. She was small and wiry, very pretty, with soft brown
eyes and gleaming black hair that had no trace of gray although she
obviously was beyond middle-age. It occurred to Bradley that she
must have been quite beautiful as a girl. I wonder if she stood out among the girls of Vizzini the way
Lizzie stood out in Simpson’s Ridge, he
thought to himself. He was curious about her family and regretted
the language barrier that kept them from learning more.

They lingered in the little restaurant as long as
they dared. It was as if they had been there often, almost like
they were family. In any case, they had no reason now to hurry;
they’d want no dinner in Caltagirone. As they stood up and made
ready to leave, they tried to express their satisfaction with the
food and service but knew their words would not be understood.
Lizzie put a hand on the woman’s arm and smiled and the woman
smiled back in a knowing way.

Back on the sidewalk, in the brilliant sunshine,
Bradley shaded his eyes and looked in both directions. “I don’t
think I know where the car is,” he said. “We came around one
corner, but it looks the same both ways. Do you remember a street
name?”

“I
don’t think there was a sign,” Lizzie said. “If there was, I didn’t
see it.”

They agreed on a direction and started walking. The
stone sidewalk was rough and narrow, visibly worn by the tread of
feet over hundreds of years. At the first corner, they saw the
yellow Fiat parked a few yards down the hill on a side street. It
looked more compact than Bradley had remembered.

“I’m beginning to feel a real
affection for this little car,” Lizzie said. “I think we ought to
give it a name.”

“And I think we ought
not to give it a name.
You get too attached to things anyway. Start calling it by name and
you won’t want to give it up when it comes time to
leave.”

“Well, come to think of it,
wouldn’t you like to have it back home? You’d be a dashing figure
zipping around Memphis in something like this.”

Bradley opened the door for her. “Actually,” he
said, “I’ll be kind of glad to get back to the old Buick.”

As they drove through Vizzini again, it struck them
as much more vibrant. More people were out, in some places crowding
the sidewalks and spilling into the constricted traffic lanes. This
time they backtracked, following the same streets they’d traveled
before but going in the opposite direction. They made slow
progress. Bradley was relieved when they reached the edge of town,
and reassured a few miles farther on by a sign promising that
Caltagirone was only fifteen kilometers ahead.

They soon found themselves on a better road, but
there were more cars and, now, heavy trucks. The mountains were
more daunting. Instead of paralleling the ridgelines, this route
transversed the mountain crests and valleys at a right angle like a
stitch threaded across the wale of corduroy fabric. There was an
endless series of long, steep climbs followed inevitably by
menacing descents. High bridges crossed numerous small rivers. Most
of the rivers were dry, or nearly so, and the Sicilian countryside
lay parched and brown in the afternoon sun.

“This is not the way I’ll remember
Sicily,” Lizzie said. “Out here it seems remote, but the little
cities are beautiful and that’s what I’ll remember. And the
people.”

“I wish we had ignored that old
woman in Gela,” Bradley said, as if he hadn’t heard. “I can’t get
what she said out of my head.”

“Nonsense. You don’t believe in
fortune tellers. I don’t, either, but she looked so poor I didn’t
have the heart to pass her by.”

“I know, but—”

“Forget about her, Brad.
Remember what we came to see. We’re looking for the place where you
fought, right?”

“Yes,” Bradley said, “and it was
somewhere over there.” He pointed off to
his left, to the south, where the Mediterranean lay in the
distance. “We would have been fighting our
way up one of these river valleys—but they all look alike, and I’ve
no way to tell which one it was.”

“Were there any landmarks you can remember?”

“None that come to mind. I don’t
even know if these little rivers have names. I suppose somebody
higher up knew exactly where we were, but all we knew was that we
were fighting our way toward Vizzini and Caltagirone. After the
first two days the fighting got a lot tougher and we weren’t moving
much.”

“And that’s when you got hit,” Lizzie said softly. “So it
was somewhere out there.”

“I
got hit and Carson Streator was killed.”

At the foot of the next long mountain decline the
highway shoulder widened, and Bradley eased the Fiat off the road
onto a rocky, relatively level area of bare ground that overlooked
one of the streams. Dust swirled around them as he brought the car
to a quick stop.

“Be careful,” Lizzie said. “Mr. De
Luca may not come along the next time we have trouble.”

“I
know you’re joking, but don’t worry—I learned my
lesson!”

They got out of the car and flexed tired backs and
limbs. Lizzie walked toward the bank of the river. This one had
water, slow-moving and peaceful, rippling through confined channels
that threaded their way among small granite boulders that were the
most prominent feature of the river bed. The water was clean and
clear.

“I never see a place like this
without thinking of Limestone Creek,” she said as Bradley caught
up. “Remember?”

“How could I ever forget Limestone
Creek?”

“That was a long time ago,
Brad.”

“Sometimes it doesn’t seem so
long. Back in Simpson’s Ridge, when we were young, before the war
and all . . . sometimes it doesn’t seem so long ago.”

He reached out to her and they
stood in a long embrace, then made their way, hand-in-hand, down to
the river’s edge. Although there was a
steady drone of traffic across the bridge over their heads, the
placid river made this a quiet and restful place that could have
been miles from the rest of the world. They might have been back on
Limestone Creek, back in that cherished time in Kentucky when they
were carefree teenagers falling in love.



Service at the Villa San Mauro in Caltagirone was
brisk and efficient. They were in their room in a matter of
minutes. In the fading afternoon sun, mid-day heat had given way to
cooling breezes that drew them to the balcony. The view was
breathtaking. Looking down the Via Roma past the municipal plaza,
they could see the fabled Santa Maria del Monte Stairway and the
ancient cathedral beyond. Everything Lizzie’s travel book promised,
and then some. Caltagirone was a truly stunning city.

“It’s beautiful!” Lizzie
exclaimed. “We’ll get to Chicago and Matt and Sarah will ask what
we saw, and I can’t begin to describe this place! Could
you?”

“I
don’t think I could do it justice,” Bradley said.

“How’s your leg holding up to all this running
around?”

Pain was an element of life Bradley had taken for
granted ever since the shrapnel mangled his left leg just above the
knee. Only the courageous action of a medic, who risked his life to
crawl through heavy fire to reach him, and the skill of a
battlefield surgeon had saved the limb from amputation. Army
doctors marveled that he hadn’t bled to death. They said it was his
strong will to live that saved him, but in his own mind it was his
determination to get home to Lizzie. Three operations and countless
hours of physical therapy had worked wonders, but he still had a
tiresome limp and a mass of ugly scars.

He never talked about his injury. He was hurt in
that final battle, yes, but Carson Streator was killed. He’d vowed
long ago not to complain.

“I’m doing pretty well,” he said.

“I’m sorry you couldn’t find the
battlefield. Is it a big disappointment? We can spend more time
looking tomorrow.”

Bradley was slow to answer. He
looked off toward the cathedral, considering the full meaning of
her question. “Maybe it doesn’t matter all that much,” he said. “It
was there, right where we were. The 45th was fighting all over the
place, and our little stretch was only a tiny part of the big
picture. I think we were close enough.”

“Are you sure? We can ask around.
Surely there are locals who still remember the war.”

“I’m sure. Somehow, I thought that
seeing the actual place where Carson Streator died might make a
difference. It seemed like such an awful, god-forsaken place,
nothing worth a man’s life. Out there in some dry river bed it
still might look that way. But that ignores the people, like the
old couple who were so good to us. And now I’ve seen Vizzini and
Caltagirone, and there are good people here, too. I think seeing
the people has helped.”

“Are you going to be sorry later if we don’t keep
trying?”

“No. I’m content with what I’ve seen.”

“The old man, Silvestro—he still
seems very bitter about the loss of his brother. And you think that
could have been in the same battle?”

“Yes,” Bradley said. “I really
think it might have been. And he said he’s never been back to the
battlefield. Streator and the old man’s brother were both young
men.”

“He
feels guilty because his brother died and he didn’t, don’t you
think?”

“Yes, I think so.”

With the sunset, the scene before them slowly
underwent a series of subtle changes. The gleaming white marble,
visible in every direction, first turned to soft gold and then to
hues of bronze and red and finally to varied shades of gray. Struck
by the sheer beauty of it all, they fell silent as the
transformation took place before their eyes. Twilight came fast and
lights began to show in the darker areas of the city.

They would have been content to stay on the unlit
balcony for hours, but the need to make plans for the rest of their
stay in Sicily eventually forced them inside. With no reason to
search further for old battle sites, Bradley said, they should make
the best of the time they had left. He went back to his road maps
and calculated that they were little more than a hundred miles from
Palermo to the northwest. If they traveled by way of Agrigento and
across the interior of the island it should be an easy trip. And
time for stops along the way. From Palermo, they would drive along
the northern coast to Messina, and from there down to Syracuse and
back to Catania for their last night in Sicily and return flight to
Rome.

“We’ll be coming down the Ionian
coast right along here,” he said, pointing out a route on the map.
“We ought to have a good view of Mount Etna. Arnold Calder would
never forgive me if I missed that.”

Lizzie made a list of places they wanted to see,
starting early in the morning with the temple ruins at Agrigento.
Bradley carefully plotted routes, distances, and approximate
driving times, using the motor club map. They had become ordinary
tourists.

“We need to do a little shopping,”
Lizzie said. “Maybe in Palermo. I’d like to get something for Anna.
And the grandchildren, of course.”

“It will have to be something
small for Beth, that we can send to California.”

“Yes, it will.”

Lizzie hesitated, as if her thought pattern had been
suddenly disrupted. “I don’t want to sound selfish,” she said, “but
I still wish Paul had never considered Los Angeles. I thought he
was doing well in Memphis.”

“Of course he was. A surgeon can
do well anywhere. I think he wanted the glamour of California. And
there are more German cars out there.”

“Don’t be sarcastic. You can’t still hold it against Paul that
he drives a Mercedes.”

“I
can as long as it’s German.”

Lizzie, he knew, would not pursue that argument. She
accepted his deep-seated dislike for all things German, even
automobiles. True to his expectations, she turned the subject back
to their grandchildren: “Beth’s almost thirteen now. We’ve missed a
lot of her growing-up years.”

“I know. Mark’s and Jeff’s, too.
But we lost them because Matthew’s work took him to Chicago, so he
didn’t have a choice like Paul did. Remember when Matt came home
from Vietnam? He said he’d seen as much of the world as he cared
to, and he’d live the rest of his life in Memphis. And I know Sarah
and the boys didn’t want to go. But he had to go where the company
sent him, or lose his good job.”

“Maybe Paul had good reasons,
too.”

“If he did he sure kept them to
himself.”

Bradley didn’t mean to be cynical. He had yet to see
a place that suited him better than Memphis. If he could have his
way, Jennie and Matthew would still live in the old river city
where he and his father and grandfather before him were born, and
keep the Morris family together for generations to come. Lizzie’s
eternal optimism—it was a wonder to him how she managed it—had
helped him deal with the fact that this was no longer possible. She
said they had a good life, they were in good health and looked
after one another, and with the children and grandchildren all gone
they had nobody else to answer to. But he knew that she still
missed their only granddaughter as much as he did.

Lizzie ignored his sarcasm. “I hope they’ll bring
Beth to visit again before too long,” she said.

“It does seem like a long time
since we’ve seen her. A child can change a lot in a year. I lost
out on so much with Jennie and Matt, but by the time you realize
how fast it’s happening it’s too late. You don’t get to go back and
do it over.”

“But you had to work such long
hours then, Brad. You had to put food on the table and clothes on
our backs, and then we stretched things to buy the big house and
the overtime helped make the mortgage payments. You were a good
father, and Matthew and Jennie would be the first to tell you
so.”

“I hope so. But I still feel like
I missed too much. Once those years are gone, they’re gone forever.
It’ll be good to see Mark and Jeff next week, too.”

“I doubt that we’ll see them much.
They’re older now, and have busy lives of their own. But we’d
better get to bed. We’ve got a full day tomorrow.”



Bradley was almost asleep when he sensed Lizzie’s
emotion. Curled against her on the bed, he felt her body tremble,
then heard an almost inaudible sob.

“What’s wrong?” he whispered.

“Yesterday on the beach,” she
said, her voice muted, “you said I would have found someone else if
you had been killed. I can’t even think like that, Brad. There
never could have been anyone else. If anything had ever happened to
you, I would have waited until we could be together again in
heaven.”



























































Chapter Five






Their plane banked through a wide arc over Lake
Michigan, which stretched blue and sparkling to the north and east.
The smooth surface of the water was disturbed only by a half-dozen
small sailboats visible as insignificant specks in the distance.
Then the pilot made a sharp turn that took them over the heart of
Chicago and began the final descent for a landing at O’Hare
airport. Traffic below crawled sluggishly along Lakeshore Drive and
a sightseers’ launch that plied the Chicago River trailed a thin
white wake as it disappeared under one of the city’s many
bridges.

Bradley was pensive. He’d been mildly apprehensive
during the last leg of the flight, and now he was deeply troubled.
He was still haunted by the fierce arguments he’d had with Matthew
over Vietnam, and because his and Lizzie’s trip to Sicily was
directly related to his own war, he was worried that the old
disagreements—even though years in the past—might be inadvertently
reopened.

The original quarrel was his own fault. He had
supported the war in Vietnam early on, but at some point he’d
become convinced that young Americans were dying for nothing. Matt
also had come full circle, but in the opposite direction: He
protested the war at first, but later, even as he neared draft age,
came to believe that it was the right thing for his country to do.
He felt duty-bound to take part. All hell broke out between them
when Matt enlisted in the Marine Corps just about the time his
father decided the war was wrong, and both uttered harsh words they
would come to regret. Despite Lizzie’s valiant efforts to make
peace, Matt left for boot camp at Parris Island without so much as
a simple farewell for his father.

Bradley had agonized over their relationship almost
to the point of an emotional collapse. After perceiving the mortal
danger his son had been in at Khe Sanh, he lay awake long hours
into the night for weeks, certain that Matthew would be killed in
action before they had a chance at reconciliation.

Unlike his father, Matthew survived his war
unscathed physically. Like his father, he suffered serious
emotional hurt. Return to a normal civilian life proved to be a
struggle of some proportion and Bradley, painful as it was to
admit, had been of little help. The gulf between father and son,
two strong-willed men, had been too wide and too deep. Even in the
presence of Lizzie, their conversations were awkward and
uncomfortable; they managed to get along essentially by avoiding
the topic of Vietnam.

Real healing came slowly, as it
always does when people are hurt by the ones they love. They
rebuilt their relationship over time mainly through Lizzie’s
careful intervention and the reappearance of Sarah, a childhood
sweetheart Matthew had lost contact with over the
years. Sarah had quickly captivated
everyone in the family, beginning with her father-in-law, and a
peaceful if superficial alliance between the two men had kept the
lid on things for the next several years. The births of two
grandsons had helped, as well, and eventually all outward evidence
of trouble between them had been erased.

Deep down, though, Bradley knew that something was
still missing. There was an empty spot that needed to be filled, a
dialog yet to be engaged in, a true, heart-felt understanding yet
to be reached. He owed this much to Matthew and he owed it to
Lizzie.

Lost in thought, he was hardly aware that the plane
was landing until he felt the jolt and heard the screech of tires
hitting the runway. “Well, we made it,” he said passively.

“Did you think we might not?”
Lizzie teased. “I never knew you had any fear of
flying.”

“I
don’t. But I’d still rather take a train if I have a
choice.”

The plane taxied to the gate and they waited
patiently for passengers in the front part of the cabin to depart.
Lizzie stood motionless on the aisle and Bradley kept his seat by
the window until it was their turn to shuffle ahead and make their
exit. They climbed the long ramp into the crowded terminal
reception area and looked about for Matthew and Sarah. Sarah saw
them first and hurried their way. She was trim and attractive,
still young-looking, taller than average and usually energetic. But
today she looked tired.

Sarah embraced them both warmly, explaining that
Matt had a conference of some sort that kept him from being there.
She talked rapidly as they walked, gestured with her hands,
complained good-naturedly about how chaotic her life had
become.

“I can’t wait to hear all about
your trip,” she said. “Was Sicily all you thought it would
be?”

Bradley tried hard not to reveal the pain he felt in
his leg after the long flight, and hoped that he sounded
enthusiastic when he answered her questions. “I’d say it probably
was more,” he said.

Traffic around O’Hare was heavy and slow-moving, and
by the time they got to the comfortable old brick house in Oak Park
Matthew was waiting. He was the image of his father: hair black as
coal, as Bradley’s had been in younger days, deep-set gray eyes,
and an expression of amusement, just below the surface, always
ready to burst forth. He was beginning to show his age somewhat
more than Sarah and had lost weight since they’d seen him last.

The two men shook hands. Bradley had a fleeting
sense of detachment on Matt’s part, but maybe it was his
imagination.

Sarah said the boys
would be along later.

“Now that they’re on their own, do they keep in touch?” Lizzie
asked.

Sarah laughed. “More or less,” she said. “We don’t
see them as often as we’d like, but I guess we’re lucky they’re
still close.”

“Do
they have girlfriends?”

“We’ll be the last to know. One of
them probably will pop in someday and say, ‘Oh, yeah, I forgot to
tell you—I’m getting married tomorrow.’ That’ll be the first we
hear of it!”

Bradley asked about Mark’s long-standing interest in
baseball, and did he get to lots of games.

“Actually, he’s still the same
rabid St. Louis Cardinals fan you remember from when he was a boy
in Memphis,” Matthew said. “He goes to Cubs and Sox games once in a
while, but he only gets serious when the Cards come to
town.”

“And Jeff—does he still have his band?”

“Oh, yes. They say they’re
professional, but I think they play most of the time for next to
nothing. Jeff says it’s the only way to be discovered, so they
never turn down a chance to perform. We’ll all go hear them one
night if you’d like.”

“We’d be disappointed if we
didn’t,” Lizzie said. “I’m happy he hasn’t given up his
music.”

“We
can go Saturday night. Do you miss the hospital,
Mother?”

“Honestly, no. But I put in almost
as many hours as a volunteer as I did when I worked for pay. Now,
of course, I can take time whenever I want for things like a trip
to Sicily.”

Matthew put a hand on Sarah’s arm. “That sounds
good,” he said. “I think Sarah’s job is getting to be less fun
every day. Her bank was taken over by a bigger one, and everybody’s
kind of in limbo as to what may happen next.”

Matthew repeated many of Sarah’s questions about
their travels. This was the first time the four of them had been
together in months and there was much to catch up on. They stayed
up and talked late into the night, even though Bradley and Lizzie
were exhausted from their trip. Bradley felt a sense of relief when
the conversation finally ended and they all got ready for bed. None
of the old divisions between him and Matt had surfaced. Questions
about Sicily were those asked of tourists, not those asked of old
soldiers revisiting sites of battle. He slept peacefully.



Saturday arrived sunny and bright, a cool breeze off
Lake Michigan breaking a hot spell that had gripped the city. The
Loop was alive with people as Matt and Sarah escorted their
visitors on an afternoon stroll down Michigan Avenue’s Magnificent
Mile, window shopping and looking about more or less at random in
the high-priced department stores. Sarah said the festive mood was
self-feeding: “People start smiling, and just watch how quick it
catches on!”

At the Sears Tower, they took an
express elevator to the 103rd floor observation deck with
its splendid view of the city. Tourists packed the area, peering
out through the dark glass and scanning the horizon in all
directions.

Matt pointed out prominent landmarks. “Sometimes
things that are very impressive at street level don’t look like
much from up here,” he said.

Bradley agreed. “We had the greatest view of Mount
Etna you could imagine as we flew out of Catania,” he said, “but
from the plane it looked like the plaster scenery on a model
railroad table.”

“You were a bit higher than we are
here, I guess. There are still a lot of things I want to ask you
about Sicily, and I know the boys are eager to hear about your
trip. Which reminds me, we’d better get home and get ready for a
big night on the town. Jeff expects us all to be there to hear his
band.”

It took longer than expected to get back to the car
and make the drive home to Oak Park. Mark, the older of the two
grandsons, was sitting on the porch when they arrived at the house.
He was a handsome youth who bore a greater resemblance to his
mother than to the Morris side of the family, and Bradley had
always suspected that he was Lizzie’s favorite. But Lizzie was too
careful ever to let it show. Mark had a string of rapid-fire
questions.

“You’ve not changed a bit,” his
grandmother told him. “Still our curious little Mark. It will be
good to see both of you together again, when we get to wherever it
is Jeff’s playing.”

Mark said his brother’s band was performing at some
new and out-of-the-way club, not yet well known as best he could
tell. He cautioned them not to expect too much. “I’ve only heard
this particular combination playing together a couple of times, and
it seemed to me they still had a ways to go,” he said. “They did
have potential, though, and they may be better now.”

After dinner, he drove them all to a rundown part of
town and led the way to a dingy old building that apparently had
enjoyed a previous life as a drug store. A narrow marquee extended
over the sidewalk and announced the attraction: “Live performance
tonight—VANDALIA.” At the entrance, a crude, hand-lettered
billboard identified Vandalia as “one of Chicago’s fastest rising
rock groups” and also noted a “$2 cover charge for tonight only,” a
clear tribute to the band’s standing.

A line already had
formed.

Once inside, they found the little club crowded and
dimly lit, the air thick and stale with cigarette smoke and the
acrid, mingled odors of beer and sweat. Most of the patrons were
standing. They worked their way to a table in a dark corner, hemmed
in on all sides by young bodies. Bradley felt very much
out-of-place. And he could tell that Lizzie was uncomfortable, too.
The atmosphere here was different from that on Beale Street, where
they often took in the popular Saturday night blues performances.
This audience was youthful and boisterous, the room too dark, too
crowded. But in time, as his eyes grew accustomed to the low light
and he gained a good view of the makeshift stage, he got caught up
in the excitement and grew restless for the band.

With a deafening clamor from the
crowd, Jeff’s musicians appeared.
Screaming and whistling, clapping, foot-stomping, yelling filled
the room, along with youthful compliments in the form of shrill
obscenities. This band had a following, no doubt about
it.

Vandalia’s lead singer commanded
the greatest attention, brilliantly
spotlighted by a thin white beam from somewhere at the back of the
room, ceiling high, that followed his every move. Other musicians
could be seen in the flash of red, green,
and yellow strobe lights, giving their best on guitars
and electric keyboard. A frenzied drummer was at
the back of the stage, almost obscured by the ubiquitous electronic
gear of a rock band.

Words of the singer, mouthed
irregularly into a standing microphone,
were unintelligible, but no one seemed to notice. The crowd moved
in concert with the music. The guitars screamed their passionate
message, sweet and terrible, louder and faster, amplified and
projected by thrusting speakers until it
physically enveloped the listeners. Mesmerized by the sound,
the young fans responded only to the throbbing
beat of the drums and piercing rhythm of the guitars, as if
oblivious to everything else. Only the music mattered.

When the room suddenly went dark,
Bradley thought there’d been a power failure. But it was a ploy to
highlight the lead guitarist’s solo performance and when the
dazzling spotlight pierced the blackness
again, a lean, black-clad entertainer, perspiration glistening on his face and beginning to dampen
his long straight hair, prowled the stage like a caged animal,
stroking a gleaming plastic and metal guitar slung low in front. It
was Jeff. His music was pure, his talent obviously several notches
above that of the other band members, and on this night, with this
audience, he was king of the world.

Bradley realized that Matt and Sarah were watching
for signs of disapproval, but they needn’t have worried. Even
though he felt like the most conspicuous outsider, he was
enthralled by what he saw and heard, and Lizzie, across the table,
looked like a young girl who belonged among those who filled this
place, excited and happy.

The band’s performance ended all too soon. The crowd
called them back for two encores and pleaded for yet another. As
Mark explained it, though, the musicians had performed every piece
they knew. And anyway, Jeff had told him they believed strongly in
the philosophy that you should always leave an audience wanting
more.

Later, back at the house, there was jubilation.
Everyone talked at once, raving to Jeff about how good he was and
how much they’d liked his band. Although Jeff still manifested much
the same shyness he’d shown as a child, there could be no doubt
that he was glad for the attention from his family. Lizzie brought
out the gifts from Sicily and explained that the ceramic mugs were
from Caltagirone, even though they’d bought them in Palermo. She
told them Caltagirone was one of the places she and their
grandfather had liked best.

“I’ll treasure this,” Jeff said.
“And I’ll always remember getting it the night you heard my band
for the first time. Count on it—it’ll still be around for
my grandchildren.”



On Sunday afternoon, Matthew proposed an outing to
the lakefront yacht basin. He said the boats would be out in force
on such a beautiful day. Bradley was tired and didn’t especially
want to go, but reluctant to decline for fear of disappointing his
son. Fortunately, Sarah and Lizzie both said they’d be content to
stay home and enjoy some quiet conversation. “We still have so much
to catch up on,” Sarah said, and Lizzie agreed. Matt readily bowed
to the women’s preference.

Sarah made a pitcher of strong, sweet tea and
brought out ice and glasses. “We’ve not seen Aunt Catherine in
ages,” she said, as she handed a glass to Lizzie. “Are she and
Walter okay?”

“Yes, they are,” Lizzie told her.
“We’ll probably see them next week, and I’ll tell them you
asked.”

“Have you heard from Jennie lately?”

“She called just before we left.
I’ll call her as soon as we get home. I can’t wait to tell her
about Jeff’s music!”

“Jeff still says his musical
talent comes naturally because he’s from Memphis,” Matt said. “I
know he’s kidding, but I’m not sure there aren’t people who believe
it. If you’re from Memphis you ought to be musically
inclined!”

Bradley laughed. “Well, he certainly was surrounded
by music in Memphis,” he said. “It’s the home of the blues, after
all, not to mention Elvis.”

Sarah, after serving all the others, poured herself
a glass of tea. “It’s hard to imagine people really thinking that
way,” she said. “But you never know. Since we moved to Chicago I’ve
heard some incredibly wrong-headed stereotypes of Southerners.
Especially Southern women. I think our image has been affected way
too much by fictional characters like Scarlet O’Hara. I went to a
lecture at the University of Chicago and the speaker, a sociologist
from South Carolina, I think it was, said the Southern belle has
been romanticized to the extent she’s more of a caricature than a
true historical character. Like the cowboy.”

“But there were Southern belles—still are, I suppose,” Lizzie
said.

“Sure there are. She said Scarlet
O’Hara is an accurate depiction of a certain type of woman, not
necessarily Southern. Privileged women, I guess. But she said life
was hard in the early South and the women had to be strong to get
by, not fragile belles.”

“I think that’s still true for
most of us,” Lizzie said. “Most women, I mean, Southern or
not.”

“So do I. And I guess if anyone
ever mistook me for a Scarlet O’Hara, they found out pretty quick
they were wrong. But I have to admit, when I think of strong
Southern women, I think of you.”

Lizzie looked embarrassed. “Oh, I’m not strong,” she
said. “God has been good to me, but I can’t take much credit for
myself.”

“Well, I think you’re strong,”
Matthew said. “And I’m sure Dad does, too, so that’s something we
all agree on. You’re out-voted on this one, Mom.”

Sarah asked more questions about Sicily. What was
their favorite site, did they meet interesting people?

Bradley said the temple ruins at
Agrigento probably would be the most impressive thing they saw and,
yes, they met interesting people. “We met a businessman from
Detroit on the way to Gela,” he said, “and
there was a waiter in Palermo who lived here in Chicago for thirty years. He told us he was the
bookkeeper for a Ford dealer, and went back to Sicily to take care
of his aging mother.”

“You owe Mr. De Luca more than
that,” Lizzie exclaimed. “And we can’t
leave out the wonderful old farm couple.”

Sarah held up a hand, as if to signal a halt in the
conversation. “We can’t keep up with your cast of characters,” she
said. “Who was Mr. De Luca? And how did you happen to meet an old
farm couple?”

“I may as well confess to my
failings,” Bradley said. “Mr. De Luca was the man from Detroit, and
he helped us after I carelessly ran off the road and got our car
stuck in a ditch. The old farmer had a mule and pulled us out, then
we spent some time with him and his wife.” He stopped short,
suddenly realizing that to say more would be to bring up the
war—the topic he’d been careful to avoid.

Lizzie quickly bailed him out. “I’d say the most
interesting people we met were a couple of young Brits,” she
said.

Bradley groaned. “I don’t think that’s a story we
need to get into,” he warned Lizzie.

“But you’ve already said too much!” Matthew said. “Now, you
have to tell us.”

Lizzie waved a hand dismissively. “Brad’s
embarrassed about it,” she said. “But I think it’s too funny not to
tell. You may find it hard to believe, though.”

“Then tell us, for Pete’s sake,” Sarah said.

Lizzie looked across the room, smiling at Bradley.
“You don’t really mind if I tell it, do you?” she asked. “Actually,
I think it reflects rather well on you.”

Bradley shrugged. “I won’t enjoy hearing it, but if
you want to tell them, go ahead.”

“Well, then. They were a young
married couple named Philip and Leslie. We met them in Taormina,
and spent most of our last day on the
island with them. They seemed like a very nice couple, but we
didn’t think so highly of them at the end.”

“Why?” Sarah asked. “What happened?”

“Oh, your father’s right: This is embarrassing. I shouldn’t
have mentioned them.”

Matthew grimaced in exasperation. “You’re the one
who’s always said you can’t un-ring a bell,” he said. “You can’t
not tell us now, not after you’ve piqued our interest like
that!”

Lizzie, slightly flushed, laughed and looked across
the room to Bradley. “Help me,” she said, mock pleading in her
voice.

“You probably shouldn’t have
started it,” Bradley told her. “But Matt’s right: You’ve said too
much to quit now.”

“Well, okay then. After we’d
played the tourists’ role in Taormina, Philip took Brad aside and
said they’d enjoyed our company so much they thought we might like
to ‘double and share’ with them that night. Brad didn’t know what
that meant, of course, but as Philip explained it, it seems that
Leslie took a fancy to older men from time to time and found Brad
very attractive. And Philip felt that I mightn’t object to a good
frolic with a vigorous young man! Can you believe it?”

“I guess nothing surprises me any
more,” Sarah said. “How did you handle it, Dad?”

“I wanted to punch him in the nose
once I understood what he meant. But I just told him that’s not our
way and he said okay, no hard feelings.”

It was clear that Matthew and Sarah were trying hard
not to laugh, but after a few seconds they couldn’t hold back any
longer. Lizzie laughed, too. She said she hadn’t planned to tell
about this part of their trip, but now that she had it didn’t seem
as embarrassing as she expected. She wouldn’t be telling anyone
else, though.

They talked more about Sicily, Bradley describing as
best he could the beauty of Caltagirone, the hotels and wonderful
food, the drive down the Ionian coast and view of Mount Etna. And
the coffee! Lizzie marveled again over the ancient ruins in
Agrigento and Taormina.

When Matt suggested that they all move to the den
and watch football on television, Bradley readily accepted. Sarah
held back, and after the men were gone said softly to Lizzie, “Do
you think the trip will help Dad with his problems over the war?
The nightmares and such?”

“I’m hopeful, but it’s too early
to tell,” Lizzie said. “I think he believes it will, and that’s a
good start. He still feels guilty, Sarah, because he survived and
other boys got killed.”

“After all these years?”

“Yes. After all these years. But I
think the trip will help, partly because he remembered Sicily as a
wasteland, not worth losing lives over. He saw it in a completely
different light. Lots of beautiful places, lots of very nice
people.”

“Will you keep me informed if you
see any difference? Matt still has such turmoil over Vietnam. I
wonder if it might be good for him to go back over
there.”

“Of
course I will. Isn’t it awful what war does to our men!”

“It’s terrible,” Sarah said. “I
just pray that Mark and Jeff never have to go. Every year I’m
grateful that they’re a step closer to being too old, that if we
get into a war someone else’s children will have to go. Is that
selfish of me?”

“No, Sarah, it’s not selfish. It’s being a mother.”



The few days in Chicago went
quickly. Bradley’s feelings were somewhat
ambiguous. Their visit seemed too short, but he was anxious to get
home. Although it had been barely more than two weeks since he and
Lizzie had boarded a plane in Memphis and set out for Sicily, he
felt as if they’d been gone much longer. He wanted to get back to
his ordinary daily routine, to eat breakfast at his own kitchen
table and sleep in his own bed. And though he knew she wouldn’t say
so, he sensed that Lizzie felt much the same way.

He also looked forward to the trip
from Chicago to Memphis on the fast Amtrak
City of New Orleans passenger train. He still believed that trains
were the way to travel, his view admittedly skewed by the years
he’d worked for the Memphis division of the Illinois Central
Railroad.

Mark and Jeff joined their mother and father to see
them off. The terminal was busy, but Bradley pointed out that it
was nothing like the old days, when there would have been a great
number of trains coming and going, arrivals and departures at all
hours on many different tracks.

Their train would leave on schedule, an announcement
screen proclaimed. They hadn’t a great deal of time to get
aboard.

Goodbyes were hurried. There was a swirl of
activity, an air of excitement appropriate to the beginning of a
journey, as uniformed coachmen called passengers to their proper
cars. Bradley and Lizzie were soon settled in their seat and then
the train started to move. It traveled slowly as it exited the
city, past miles of dirty train yards and the ugly industrial
plants of Chicago’s backside, then gained speed rapidly as it
glided southward into the open country of the vast Illinois
prairie.

 



 


 


























Chapter Six






Bradley Morris had walked the tree-lined
neighborhood streets for more years than he cared to remember.
Every bump and crack in the sidewalk was familiar. He’d seen many
of these trees planted as saplings to succeed those ravaged by
storm or disease, or others that simply had lived out their life
cycles. Some of the younger stock was mature now, though still poor
imitations of the majestic old oaks they’d replaced. But even oak
trees, he’d said to Lizzie just the other day, eventually must
succumb to old age. Lizzie said that was nature’s way.

Colorful chalk drawings on the
sidewalk and abandoned toys in random
driveways testified to the presence of children. He and Lizzie had
watched the transition, as old couples moved on and young families
occupied their houses. All this was part of the natural cycle too,
according to Lizzie, just like the changing seasons. He supposed
she was right. Whatever happened, life went on.

Bradley was a big man, a bit over six feet tall.
Lizzie often complained that he was overweight, but he was
confident that he could lose weight anytime he chose. His
close-cropped gray hair still showed black around the fringes. His
clean white Reebok walking shoes contrasted markedly with his
otherwise drab but neat dress. By force of habit, he walked slowly.
If he walked too fast or too far his crippled leg was sure to
remind him of his physical limitations. Besides, on a day like this
it would be foolish to hurry. It was a pleasant time of year in
Memphis, the coldest winter days long past and signs of spring all
around.

September in Sicily might have been a hundred years
ago. He and Lizzie had fallen quickly back into the routines of
daily life when they got home, then the weather turned cold almost
overnight, the holiday season was upon them, and they’d settled in
for the winter. The visit he’d planned to Simpson’s Ridge to see
Arnold Calder had been lost in the shuffle of normalcy. But there
was no timetable; Simpson’s Ridge was on the list of things to do
whenever they got around to it.

They had remembered—or, rather,
Lizzie had remembered—to send a note to
Jack De Luca. She extended their
greetings, thanked him again for his generous aid and hospitality
in Sicily, and invited him to visit if he ever found himself in
Memphis.

A block from the house Bradley met Anna Corydon,
pushing Randolph in a wheelchair. Anna smiled warmly. Her husband
sat helplessly, unable to speak, his eyes without expression. There
was an instant in which Bradley thought he saw a slight flicker of
recognition, then the empty stare returned.

The old man’s mouth dropped open on one side and a
thin thread of saliva ran part way down his chin. He looked to
weigh no more than a hundred pounds, his skin deathly sallow and
his only visible movement an uncontrolled, palsied tremor of his
left hand. And although the day was warm and sunny, Randolph was
covered by a heavy blanket across his lap and over his knees and
legs.

Anna asked about Lizzie. What had they heard from
Jennie and Matthew? Were their families well? “I try to get
Randolph out at least once a week, now that the weather’s good,”
she said. “But it’s been hard since his last stroke. He has to be
strapped in the chair, and the sidewalks are so rough I’m afraid
he’s going to tip over and I won’t be able to catch him.”

Anna and Randolph Corydon had been their next-door
neighbors for as long as they’d lived on the street. Lizzie and
Anna were closest friends, although they’d spent less time together
since Randolph’s most recent physical problems commenced. Bradley
wanted to say comforting words to Anna, but he was reluctant for
Randolph to hear. Whatever dignity the old man had left shouldn’t
be violated by their open discussion of his frailties.

They talked only briefly before the painful
resignation in Anna’s eyes signaled an end to the conversation. She
had to get Randolph back inside. “Please bring Lizzie over and
visit us,” she pleaded. “It’s hard for us to get out. And remind
Lizzie to call me.”

Bradley promised that he would. He was about to bid
farewell to Randolph, then recognized the futility and said nothing
more.

As he walked on, he reflected on
Randolph Corydon’s condition. Surely it was a terrible injustice
for a human being to have to exist in such a helpless state.
If there is a god, he
mused, why does he allow such
misery?

He also thought back to the first time he’d seen
Anna and Randolph, a recollection he’d tried unsuccessfully to put
out of his mind for years. A memory not altogether unpleasant, but
one that still left him uncomfortable. On a Saturday afternoon
shortly after he and Lizzie moved in next door to the Corydons,
he’d been stowing packing boxes in the attic and discovered that
the attic windows offered remarkable views. From the front, he
could see across the street and up and down the block for some
distance, and from a single small window on the north side he could
see directly down into the Corydons’ upstairs bedroom.

Randolph and Anna had been standing in the middle of
the room, in full view. He’d not intended to spy, but found that he
couldn’t help but watch as Anna unbuttoned the top of her dress,
slipped it down over her shoulders and let it fall to the floor.
She removed the rest of her clothing piece by piece, as if by
ritual, first exposing her ungirded breasts and then standing fully
naked in a shaft of sunlight that lit the room, facing the window.
Randolph undressed too and the couple embraced passionately,
stroking and petting, then climbed onto the bed and made love
furiously. The passion subsided quickly. The lovers soon dressed
and departed, leaving Bradley Morris, his mouth dry and his face
flushed, feeling guilty and embarrassed for having viewed an
intimate moment he had no right to see.

He had studiously avoided the new neighbors for some
weeks after that, half afraid that his feelings of guilt would give
him away if he had to confront them directly. For a long time he’d
kept a particularly warm feeling for Anna, the only woman besides
Lizzie that he’d ever seen unclothed. He was surprised at how
sensuous he’d found her, and ashamed of the exhilaration he’d felt
at the sight of her ample body.

But ironically, as he recalled the incident now, it
was not Anna that he pictured in his mind’s eye. It was Randolph.
What a ludicrous figure Randolph had been that rainy Saturday
afternoon all those years ago, a wiry little man with face and arms
weathered deep bronze by the summer sun while the rest of his body
was chalky white. He considered the pitiful invalid Randolph
Corydon had become, and felt sad.

Lizzie was waiting at the door when Bradley got
home. Her dark eyes sparkled and a bright smile lit her face. He
promptly heard why: Jennie was coming, bringing Beth to Memphis for
a week-long visit. All of the arrangements were confirmed in a
letter that had come in the morning mail.

“Paul is taking a medical team to
the Philippines to work among the poor
children of Manila,” Lizzie explained. “Beth’s spring vacation from
school is coming up, and Jennie thought it would be a good time to
bring her to see us.”

He was glad to see Lizzie more cheerful again. It
wasn’t in her nature to be gloomy, but she’d been somewhat
melancholy in recent weeks. Only yesterday she had come home from
her volunteer work at the hospital questioning whether anyone
really appreciated what she did. Jennie’s letter had changed all
that, and when Lizzie was happy he was happy.

They sat on the veranda with tall glasses of sweet
iced tea and enjoyed the mid-day warmth, and even though it was
still some time away Lizzie could talk of nothing but Beth’s visit.
“Jennie says we shouldn’t plan much for them to do,” she said,
looking over their daughter’s letter again. “They just want to
spend their time at home with us.”

“That suits me,” Bradley told her.
“If they’re only here for a week there won’t be a lot of time for
other things.”

“We ought to call Matthew tonight,
don’t you think? It would be nice if he and Sarah could come down
that week.” Lizzie grew more animated as she talked. She hoped that
Mark and Jeff could come, too, for wouldn’t it be wonderful to have
all of the children and grandchildren together under one roof
again!

“And you should call Catherine,”
Bradley said. “She and Walter probably would like to come if they
can.”

“Yes, they would. And even if
Jennie doesn’t want us to make a lot of plans, I’d like to give
Beth enough to do to make it a perfect and memorable week. They’ll
be home in no time, Brad. I can’t wait!”



Lizzie was up and about early in the morning. She
rarely missed a Sunday at the Park Street Baptist Church, and
Bradley knew that she especially looked forward to services today.
She had good news to share; her granddaughter was coming.

For his part, Bradley was not enthusiastic about
Sunday rituals at Park Street or anywhere else. He hated to let
Lizzie go without him, yet he often felt hypocritical in church,
pretending to participate when he no longer considered himself a
religious person. He wouldn’t have to go. Lizzie would call around
and find friends to join her, and say she didn’t mind if he chose
to stay home.

But he was being selfish and inconsiderate. Surely
he could bear an hour or so of minor discomfort, understanding how
much it meant to Lizzie. He would be there at Lizzie’s side.

The Park Street congregation had dwindled through
the years, and no more than thirty-five or forty people were there
when Bradley and Lizzie arrived at the church. The worshippers
looked even more sparse than they were, scattered about a sanctuary
designed to hold five times their number. But the Reverend Buford
Acklin appeared to be unconcerned that so few of his faithful
charges were present when he began his morning sermon. He had no
reason to expect large crowds; he’d never seen his church filled to
even half its capacity, and in any event he’d always professed to
choose quality over quantity, dedication over padded rolls.

Buford Acklin was short and squat with thick red
hair and dense eyebrows and a neatly trimmed but unbecoming
moustache. To Bradley Morris, he resembled a dozen others who’d
pastored the church over the years—not in physical appearance, but
in demeanor. They all might have been cut from the same cloth,
although those of more recent tenure had been better educated, less
firebrand in nature than some of the earlier preachers who came to
mind.

When he and Lizzie had first gone to Park Street,
the front-row pews had been filled regularly by white-haired
deacons whose vigorous chorus of “amens” encouraged the
sin-and-salvation, heaven-or-hell evangelists. The old-timers were
all gone now and the congregation, including a good number of aging
widows, was generally subdued. The newer preachers, Buford Acklin
among them, had been forced to find their inspiration within
themselves or, as they might claim, from divine revelation.

Pastor Acklin preached eternal life. None would be
allowed to doubt his excitement at the good news he had to share.
His voice rose and his delivery quickened as he recounted a visit
with an elderly woman in a nursing home: “Her doctor says she
doesn’t have many months to live. But she said, ‘Brother Acklin,
I’m not afraid to die. I’m looking forward to going home to be with
Jesus.’”

He ceased speaking dramatically, clasping his hands
behind his back, then turned and paced slowly to the other side of
the pulpit. When he spoke again his voice boomed out over the
sanctuary.

“Brothers and sisters, I rejoice
with that dear woman that Jesus went on to prepare a place for her.
I rejoice with her that she can look forward in the faith of her
salvation to an eternal life free from all the cares and
infirmities of this earthly existence. I rejoice with her that she
will be reunited with her dear departed husband, and all those
other loved ones who have gone on before, through the grace of
Jesus Christ.”

Bradley knew what was to come. There was but one way
for the sinner, and that way was born-again salvation through the
mercy of Jesus. Throughout his entire experience in the church,
it’d been a rare sermon that did not end on this same note. There
would be an emotional appeal to sinners to seek redemption, and in
the end the love and righteousness and the sin and hypocrisy all
mattered not; the born-again would gain their reward in heaven,
while those who failed to see the light were condemned to the
suffering of everlasting damnation.

In his mind, Bradley drifted back to Sundays
long-past, when he was a young man sitting close beside Lizzie in a
little country church in Kentucky. An earlier preacher’s words
filtered through the layers of memory and the message was the same.
He had not questioned the message then, but now there was doubt;
the blind faith of the young man could not be his. But there was,
also, a disquieting sense of loss, a barely perceptible longing for
what used to be.

The congregation was hushed, waiting. Pastor Acklin
was building to his climax. He had been true to Bradley’s
expectations, urging sinners to salvation through the power of the
cross. Their prize would be eternal life in paradise.

“Brothers and sisters in Christ,
Jesus told us to take no thought of what we should eat or drink, or
where we get the clothes on our backs,” the pastor proclaimed.
“These things are not important! But He said, ‘Rejoice ye in that
day, and leap for joy’—leap
for joy, brothers
and sisters—‘for
behold your reward is great in heaven.’”

Minutes later, as his congregation filed from the
church, the preacher stood at the door exchanging flattery and
enthusiastically pumping the hands of his followers. He greeted
Bradley and Lizzie pleasantly, apparently oblivious to the fact
that Bradley Morris was not among the most devoted members of his
flock.

Lizzie said complimentary things about the young
minister on the way home. She’d never doubted the message preached
by the Reverend Buford Acklin or any other pastor she could
remember. For her, the riches awaiting born-again Christians in the
hereafter were a matter of firm conviction.

Bradley withheld comment for some time, but finally
said, “I only wish Acklin and the rest of them wouldn’t be so quick
to accept human suffering on earth just because they believe there
will be rewards in heaven.”

Lizzie did not disagree. “But a lot of people aren’t
as fortunate as we are, Brad,” she said, “and they deserve
something to look forward to. As for me, I take great comfort in my
faith, and I hope you will too, someday. None of us is going to
live forever.”

Bradley had no response. Discussions of faith always
left him ill at ease. As if sensing his discomfort, Lizzie changed
the subject. “Anna wanted us to take that box of books to her
sister in Bolivar,” she said. “Should we do it this afternoon?”

“Yes, I guess we could. It’s a
nice day for a drive.” He hoped that she couldn’t hear the relief
in his voice.

Lizzie had made potato salad and coleslaw before
they left for church, and soon had them on the table. Bradley
filled tall glasses with ice cubes and retrieved a pitcher of sweet
tea from the refrigerator. While he poured tea, she fixed ham and
cheese sandwiches. Bradley remembered that he’d not told Lizzie
about seeing the Corydons the day before and passed along Anna’s
greetings.

“I’ll call her when we get home this evening if it’s not too
late,” she said.

An hour or so later, Bradley stowed Anna’s books in
the trunk of the Buick and let Lizzie know he was ready to go. They
drove east, away from the city and into the wooded Tennessee hills,
where white dogwood blossoms had started to appear on the sunny
southern slopes and the oak trees were beginning to display green
fringes of leaves. He followed Route 64 to Bolivar. They found
Anna’s sister’s house easily and stopped for a short visit, dropped
off the books, then drove on through the Chickasaw State Park,
leisurely, in no hurry to start home. But it was later than they’d
expected when they reached Jackson, already past the time they
should have turned back.

Bradley was a bit annoyed with himself. “It’ll be
dark before we get to Memphis,” he complained. “Would you mind
driving? You can see at night better than me.”

“Sure, if I can get off the back roads and take the
interstate.”

They stopped and traded places, and soon were caught
up in a heavy flow of traffic heading toward the city on I-40.

“We’ve done our good deed for the
day,” Bradley said. “Does Anna see her sister often?”

Lizzie never had a chance to answer. At that instant
a large buck deer with a full, proud rack of antlers, followed by
two mature does and a single younger animal, rocketed from the
trees to the right of the highway and ran headlong into the
westbound traffic lanes a few hundred feet ahead of the car.
Warning lights flashed and tires screeched as drivers braked and
swerved in sudden panic. A long tractor-trailer in the outside lane
bounced onto the shoulder of the highway. A heavy station wagon in
the passing lane smashed into the buck, blasting it onto the median
between the eastbound and westbound lanes. One doe managed to evade
the traffic, darting across the highway and disappearing over a
high embankment on the south side, while the second one jerked to a
stop, whirled, and bounded back toward the right-of-way fence the
four animals had just cleared. The younger animal, terrified and
confused, slowed for an instant and then ran directly in front of
the Morris’s Buick. Lizzie had no chance to evade it. There was a
slight thump as the car seemed to brush the animal aside, sending
it sprawling onto the grassy median.

Then it was all over. Five cars, including the
heavily damaged station wagon, and two large trucks were halted
along the roadside. Other traffic had slowed but kept moving, while
people in the stopped vehicles began to alight, hesitantly, and
approach one another almost warily. The driver of the station wagon
looked back furtively at the dead buck, then moved cautiously
around to the front of his automobile and began to inspect the
damage. Crumpled steel and broken plastic made evident the violence
of the impact when the car smashed into living flesh and the
windshield was shattered, apparently having been struck directly by
the big buck’s antlers.

Bradley urged Lizzie to stay in the car, at least
until he could see what needed to be done, but she insisted on
getting out. She stayed behind, though, when he joined a group
walking reluctantly back toward the animals.

The buck, strong and graceful only moments before,
lay grotesquely in the tall grass. Its neck was broken and its head
had been twisted awkwardly to one side. Both front legs had been
snapped in the crash, causing the beast to collapse in a clumsy
kneeling position in which it looked as though its final seconds of
life had been spent in a desperate act of propitiation, beseeching
a merciful divinity. Its eyes were open, staring sightlessly, and
its purple-gray tongue dangled from the side of its mouth.

Something stirred near a clump of low highway
landscaping shrubs, drawing the attention of the subdued human
witnesses away from the dead buck. It was the younger deer, stunned
by the Morris car, regaining its senses and trying to struggle to
its feet.

Even from the distance of several yards, Bradley
could see the terror in the animal’s large brown eyes as it fought
vainly to regain a standing position. He could see, too, that one
front leg had been ripped almost from the shoulder and the deer was
bleeding profusely. As he and two men from the other cars
approached, the animal kicked frantically in its desperation, rose
partly on its rear legs, then sank helplessly back to the ground.
Its whole body trembled, its breath came in sporadic gasps. No
longer able to control its functions, it dribbled urine from under
its belly.

One of the truck drivers joined the little huddle.
The men stood silently, impotent in the face of the wretched death
struggle unfolding before them.

“God almighty,” someone said in a
hushed voice. “We ought to put the poor thing out of its misery.
Has anybody got a gun in your car?”

“I’ve got a .38 in the cab,” the trucker responded. “Reckon
that’d do it?”

“Why hell yes. Put the barrel right to its head!”

The driver went back to his truck, hauled a
snub-nosed revolver from under the seat, and returned to the group
posted in dismal fascination over the dying animal. He wanted to
get it over with, but hesitated.

“I ain’t doing nothing illegal, am
I? Hell, I’m from Wyoming. I don’t know nothing about Tennessee
law. I sure can’t afford to get into trouble over something like
this.”

“Shoot it, for God’s sake,”
Bradley Morris demanded. “Don’t just let it lie there. It’s not
against the law to destroy an injured animal to put an end to its
suffering.”

In truth, he had no notion what the law might be,
but he could not bear to see the young deer’s agony prolonged. It
seemed preposterous that the animal could still be alive, given the
extent of its injuries and the amount of blood it had lost. But the
badly maimed deer, certain to die in the end, looked as if it might
survive for hours.

“Well, all right then,” the
trucker said. “I’ll shoot it. You fellows are all my witnesses.
It’s dying sure as hell. Right?”

The trucker pointed the gun directly at the deer’s
head, from a distance of about a foot, aiming midway between the
eyes. The animal no longer had the strength to resist. Despite its
terror, it lay placidly, looking at the truck driver in dumb
bewilderment. Bradley turned away, unwilling to view the brutality
of the shooting—no matter how benevolent the intent. He heard one
last sigh of breath from the animal, followed by the report of the
.38. Then nothing.

He saw the other travelers, clustered together
several yards down the road, viewing the euthanasic slaying in rapt
silence. Lizzie was among them and stood with her hand to her
mouth, as if stifling a cry.

He could not resist taking one
last look at the young deer. The bullet from the truck driver’s
revolver had killed it instantly, though blood pumped by the last
few beats of its heart spurted from the wound in its head. But
there was no more trembling in the animal’s body; no fear in its
eyes, almost closed now; no pain in its
torn tissues and broken bones.

Lizzie insisted that Bradley drive the rest of the
way to Memphis. She was visibly shaken, and said she felt
responsible for the deer’s suffering and death. He tried to
reassure her, told her over and over that there was no way she
could have avoided the animal, that none of what happened was her
fault, but she clearly found little solace in his words.

It was late when they got home,
both of them bone-weary. Although neither had an appetite, Lizzie
fixed snacks and they sat for a time in the kitchen talking about
the day’s events and how things could
change so quickly when something
unexpected happened. They went to bed knowing that sleep would not
come easily. Only after Lizzie’s rhythmic breathing told him that
she finally had drifted into a sound slumber did Bradley allow
himself to relax. He slept fitfully for a while, but woke sometime
in the middle of the night to Lizzie’s restless
stirring.

“Are you okay?” he
asked.

“Yes, I’ll be fine.”

“I’m sorry you had such a rough
day.”

“I don’t always tell you when I
should, but you’re a great comfort to me at times like this,”
Lizzie said quietly. “I feel sorry for people who have to face the
world alone, Brad.”

“You’ve said it often enough: We take care of each
other.”

 


 


 


 


 


 
























































































Chapter Seven



Lizzie’s agenda worked out as if by magic. Except
for Paul, the family would be together for Jennie’s visit. Matthew
and Sarah would come to Memphis for four days, grateful for an
occasion to see Jennie and Beth without having to make the long
trip to California. The boys planned to join them for at least a
couple of days. Catherine and Walter would drive down from Paducah
for a weekend. Once again, the big house in Memphis would be filled
with happy voices.

Lizzie called the medical center to let people know
she’d be taking a break from her volunteer work at the hospital.
Then she called Anna Corydon to share her good news. Their talk was
happy at first, but the conversation eventually got around to
Randolph and Anna said he seemed to be going down hill pretty fast.
Lizzie listened quietly, voicing sympathetic support where she
could.

After she’d hung up the phone, she told Bradley,
“I’m more concerned about Anna than I am about him. She’s never
been one to complain, but her life must be very hard. I can’t say
this to her, but I think Randolph’s death would be the best thing
that could happen.”

“You and I know that,” Bradley
said, “but Anna’s devoted her life to
Randolph. She’ll be lost without him.”

“There’s no denying that most
women outlive their husbands, but that’s not something easy to face
up to. I know I don’t like to think about it.”

“I’m glad it’s that way instead of the other way
around.”

The telephone rang and cut short their conversation,
for which Bradley Morris was grateful. He didn’t care to discuss
death. He’d made sure that Lizzie would be well provided for when
he was gone and had no reservations about her ability to get along
without him; Lizzie was a strong and capable woman who could look
after herself. He hoped fervently to avoid a lingering death like
Randolph Corydon’s, partly because the mere thought of not being
able to exercise his own free will was intolerable and partly
because he never wanted Lizzie to face what Anna was going through.
Maybe a sudden illness, and then go quickly. Give Lizzie just
enough time to prepare for his passing, so that the shock wouldn’t
be too great.

“That was Lois Burgess,” Lizzie
said, turning again from the phone. “They’ll be a few minutes late tonight. Or had you
forgotten?”

Bradley had forgotten, but wouldn’t admit it. They
had dinner with Russell and Lois Burgess once a month. Before his
retirement, he and Russell had worked side-by-side for nearly two
decades. They’d always got on well together, and Lizzie and Lois—a
soft-spoken, elegant woman who always seemed an unlikely match for
Russell—had become close friends as well.

Russell was a small, energetic
man, animated in conversation. Lizzie
claimed he had more different facial expressions than anybody else
she knew. He was in his usual good mood when they met at the
inconspicuous neighborhood restaurant that had become their
favorite. The others willingly let him dominate the
conversation.

“Do you know why lawyers don’t
want to go to heaven?” Russell asked Lizzie, as they waited for
their food.

“I could tell you why most of them
probably won’t,” Lizzie answered, “but not why they don’t want to.
So I give up, Russ. Why don’t lawyers want to go to
heaven?”

“Because they’re used to stealing
the gold out of your teeth, not having to pick it out of potholes
in the street.”

Lizzie and Lois both
laughed, but Bradley frowned. “I don’t get it,” he said.

“Streets of gold, Brad, streets of
gold. The streets of heaven are paved with gold,” Russell Burgess
explained. “You’ve not heard enough good preaching
lately!”

“Brad’s become a serious
back-slider,” Lizzie said. “He and good preaching don’t seem to be
compatible.”

Russell was openly amused and Bradley accepted the
discussion with good humor. Among most of those in his and Lizzie’s
circle of friends, religion and “good preaching” were taken for
granted. To be labeled a back-slider carried the good-natured
implication of a temporary lapse or transient juggling of
priorities, but little more. Such a state required a solid
religious foundation to begin with and the back-slider could be
expected to see the error of his ways eventually and return to the
fold.

Over dinner, Russell brought up
the trip to Sicily, even though it had been thoroughly reported
before. “It’s hard for me to think of Sicily and not think of
the Mafioso,” he
said. “Are there overt Mafia
activities—things you were aware of?”

“The connection must be
exaggerated,” Bradley said. “We heard there were roadblocks around
Gela the day we were there that had something to do with the Mafia,
but we didn’t see anything. Nobody shot down in the streets, or
anything like that.”

Lois announced that she and Russell were going on a
cruise to Alaska in August, escaping to a cooler climate just when
the Memphis summer was at its worst. “You two ought to go with us,”
she said. “It would do you both good to get out of town for a
couple of weeks.”

“I don’t think you’ll ever get
Bradley Morris on a cruise ship,” Lizzie said, laughing. “He’s been
there before, and didn’t enjoy it all that much.”

“Really? Where did you go?”

“Brad’s cruise was on a troop
ship,” Russell Burgess told his wife. “Isn’t that what you meant,
Lizzie?”

Lizzie said yes, it was, and Bradley concurred that
he’d had enough ocean voyage on that trip to last him a lifetime.
Lois wanted to know more. Did he mind talking about it?

“It was not a pleasant
experience,” Bradley said. “Most of what I remember isn’t the kind
of thing you’d want to hear about at dinner. Besides, I wouldn’t
want to dampen your enthusiasm. You’ll have a lot more fun than I
did.”

“Oh, you can’t dampen my
enthusiasm,” Lois said. “We’re not going to war, and we’re not
going on a troop ship. I think our cruise will be a little more
comfortable. And I really would like to hear about your
experience.”

“I’ll tell you just enough to make
you not want to hear any more. You’ll have calmer seas than we did.
Imagine going out on the highest deck of the ship and seeing waves
towering thirty feet over your head. That’s how rough it
was.”

“Did it make you
seasick?”

“Absolutely! We were green the
whole trip. I think even the navy men had problems, and they were
supposed to be used to that sort of thing. The second night out of
port, we went into the mess hall and found all the tables and
chairs chained to posts so they couldn’t slide across the room, the
ship was pitching and rolling so bad.”

“Supper must have been something
of an adventure,” Russell Burgess said.

“We didn’t eat much that night. I
can still see my plate. There was a scoop of mashed potatoes in the
middle and a fried egg on the side—only my egg had barely touched
the skillet. The table heaved up and down and the egg ran around
the plate until the yolk broke and spread all over everything. It
was years before I could even stand the sight of an egg
again.”

But his wartime experiences was a topic Bradley
would rather not talk about. He answered a few more of the
Burgesses’ questions politely, then changed the subject.



On the way home,
Lizzie was unusually quiet.

“Are you worried about something?” Bradley asked.

“Not worried. I was thinking about
Jennie and Beth. Jennie seems happy enough in California, but I
think she still misses Memphis.”

“She never really wanted to move.
But Paul was intent on it. Do you think she’d tell us if she really
was unhappy?”

“I’m just not sure. The truth is,
I don’t feel like I’m close enough to Jennie anymore to know. I
hate to say that, but it’s the truth.”

He recognized a note of resignation in her voice.
Lizzie had told him more than once that she felt alienated from
their daughter. Not that there had been any sort of falling out
between them. They’d never had a disagreement, as far as he could
remember. The distance that separated them had developed more
gradually.

In the first several months in Los Angeles, little
had happened in her family that Jennie did not report in great
detail: Paul’s triumphs and setbacks in his new medical center,
Beth’s growing pains, her own somewhat reluctant transition to the
West Coast lifestyle, her fund-raising work with the American Red
Cross. But once that transition was complete, she’d apparently
become too busy to think of them as often as she had in the past.
She had seldom called during the last few years and her infrequent
letters were short and impersonal.

“I guess she’ll tell us whatever
she wants us to know when she’s here,” Bradley said.

“Yes, she will. She knows we won’t
pry. And anyway, I’m more concerned right now about keeping Beth
entertained. She’s too young to be content for a week just visiting
with us old folks.”

“But remember what Jennie said.
She doesn’t want us to schedule a lot of things to do.”

“I know. And we don’t want to keep
the child so busy she feels like a tourist. But I’d like some
things we can all do together, maybe at the end of the week after
the others are gone.”

Bradley had an idea that had been running through
his mind for several days. He wasn’t sure how Lizzie would react to
it, and had hesitated to bring it up. This might be a good time.
“Why don’t we drive up to Simpson’s Ridge and let Beth see where
her grandmother came from?” he said. “She was too little the last
time she was there to remember much. We could make the trip we
planned to make last fall, after Sicily.”

“Yes, we could. You’d enjoy
telling Arnold Calder about Sicily. We haven’t been there in a long
time, and we used to go so often.”

He was happy that she liked his suggestion.
Simpson’s Ridge was filled with memories for both of them, but
especially Lizzie. It was the home she’d left when they married,
the place where her Kraft family roots ran deep. For him, it had
been home for only a few short years, but these were the most
important years of his life. The little Kentucky town would always
be dear to his heart.



With a visit to Simpson’s Ridge added to their list
of things to do, their plans were complete. Now it was only a
matter of waiting. They talked about the danger of counting too
much on what was to come and letting their expectations build to
exaggerated levels. After the family had come and gone, it was
inevitable that there would be a letdown. The big house would seem
empty again. But Lizzie said they shouldn’t worry about that. Their
lives would go on as they were, and their lives were good. There
was great joy to be found in the small things, the commonplace
happenings of days spent with each other.

Bradley agreed. Although he could not have put his
feelings into words as effectively as she did, he felt the same
way. The greatest pleasure of his life was Lizzie. Time spent with
Lizzie was happy time.

Lizzie checked off the days on her calendar. The
weeks passed quickly and almost before they realized it the date
had come. Jennie called to let them know that she and Beth would be
arriving in Memphis on a late afternoon flight the next day.

Lizzie was in the kitchen rinsing supper dishes when
the call came, and Bradley answered the phone. Jennie sounded
excited—eager, she said, to be on her way home. She said Beth was
impatient, too, and couldn’t wait to see her grandmother and
granddaddy. The conversation was brief, but it left him feeling
good. Jennie’s enthusiasm seemed genuine. In fact, she sounded much
like the Jennie of old. Had they been too hard on her?

He hurried to tell Lizzie, but Lizzie was nowhere in
sight. When he spied her, lying crumpled on the floor, he was
struck by sudden panic.

“Lizzie, Lizzie—oh, God, what’s happened?”

 


 



 





































































Chapter Eight






He had never thought of Lizzie as being old. She was
still youthful in his eyes, so pretty and full of life, still the
same girl he’d fallen in love with in those happy days in Simpson’s
Ridge. After all their years together he simply could not imagine
life without her. But now Lizzie lay in the medical center’s
intensive care unit, clinging precariously to life, and Bradley
Morris felt all alone.

Since Lizzie’s sudden collapse four days earlier,
he’d stayed at her bedside almost around the clock. For three
seemingly endless days he’d waited expectantly, confident that she
would open her eyes at any minute and smile and tell him not to
worry, that she was going to be all right. Those first three days
were critical, the doctors said. Lizzie had suffered a massive
heart attack that she was lucky to have survived. Seventy-two hours
was a decisive juncture; either she would show clear signs of
progress by then, or she might be in an interminable coma, kept
alive only by the machines.

But Bradley knew better. When three days came and
went with no apparent change in her condition, he knew the doctors
were wrong. Lizzie was strong and full of life. Everyone simply
must be patient and expect the best, just as Lizzie always did.

He had finally given in, reluctantly, to his
family’s pleas and agreed to go home and go to bed. With only a few
hours of unsettled rest during the last four days, napping on a
lumpy couch in the cramped ICU anteroom, he was too tired to resist
their appeals any longer. He would get some sleep and be back at
the hospital early in the morning, and one of the children would
meet him at the door and tell him their mother was awake and eager
to get home. He’d have his Lizzie back in no time.

He dragged himself upstairs and
undressed mechanically. After a
superficial shower, he dropped onto the bed, bone-weary, without
bothering to turn down the covers. He was asleep almost
immediately. And then, as real and terrifying as ever, the
nightmare. German artillery shells fell like rain on the
battle-ravaged hillside, where he lay surrounded by the wounded and
dying. This was the dream he knew, the dream that caused him to cry
out in his sleep and shake violently in the bed until Lizzie took
him in her arms and soothed away his demons. It had come less
frequently in recent years, and especially since the visit to
Sicily, but this time it descended to its darkest level. His whole
world became a continuous explosion of shellfire. He smelled the
carnage. He felt the searing steel shrapnel that tore through his
leg and left him dazed and semi-conscious, and heard the shrieking
fragment that ripped through the heart of Carson Streator. He tried
to scream but could make no sound.

His subconscious mind kicked in, in that merciful
way it protects us against agonies beyond our fragile endurance,
and even in his fitful sleep he understood that he must end his own
torment and force himself to wake. There was the inevitable episode
of agitated confusion before he was fully alert, but then he
remembered where he was and the terrible illusions of his nightmare
were replaced by the awful reality: He was in their bed, but Lizzie
was not beside him.

There was no hope of getting back to sleep. He got
up wearily, dressed, and set out for the hospital. A powerful
anxiety pulled at his senses. He had to fight this, lest it
overwhelm his optimism and replace it with dreadful hopelessness.
He had to believe that he’d find things changed for the better
since he left the medical center just a few hours earlier, that
Lizzie would show visible signs of improvement.

Jennie met him at the door of the ICU, putting up a
brave and positive front. How much she looked like her mother! She
reacted gently when he said he couldn’t sleep, as if she
understood, and didn’t pursue the matter.

“She seems to be comfortable,”
Jennie said, speaking softly. “The doctor said she doesn’t feel any
pain. I don’t know how they can tell. I feel helpless just sitting
by the bedside, but there really is nothing we can do.”
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