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“It has been said that when a man acquires a commission, the government has gained not one, but two – the officer and his wife.” Mrs. Lieutenant booklet
They drive around the western edge of Lake Michigan, past the industrial suburbs of Chicago, down into the flat farmland of Indiana, their tiny convertible a bright yellow bug boring through the cornfields.
Sharon Gold moves her cramped right foot, and the Farberware coffeepot bangs against her shin. Then the brown paper grocery bag with its open boxes of cereal and crackers shifts across her seatbelted lap. For the 10th time in the last two hours she glances around the densely packed interior of the Fiat Spider, a car that seemed truly wonderful when Robert bought it last summer, before they had to rely on it as a moving van.
It certainly can't be said that they have all their earthly possessions with them. When you have a car as small as a Fiat, you take only the barest necessities: Suitcases with summer clothes and bedding tied atop the luggage rack. A few pots and pans and shoes in the minuscule trunk. In the well behind the two seats are stashed a tiny black and white television, already several years old when her parents passed it on to them, and the Singer sewing machine presented in the hope that she might someday learn domestic skills. Their wedding gifts, their books and her stereo and albums, and the rest of their clothes remain at her parents' home, moved there from Robert's one-room apartment on Sheridan Drive they shared after their wedding.
The branch transfer to military intelligence from infantry has come through! Robert's orders are to report to Ft. Knox, Kentucky, for nine weeks of Armor Officers Basic to fulfill the requirement of a combat arms course before military intelligence training. "Why combat arms training?" she asked him when he received his new orders. "Surely you'll have a desk job. That's the whole point of getting the branch transfer." Robert didn’t answer.
Her purse holds the official army reporting packet sent to Robert. The orders for Ft. Knox say nothing about his wife. Robert reminded her of the old army joke: “If the army had wanted him to have a wife, they would have issued him one.”
Her purse also contains the journal she bought yesterday. She’s a firm believer in the expression that, when you are handed lemons, make lemonade. Since she wants to be a writer, she’s going to record her experiences in the army. Maybe she can write articles or short stories about this alien environment and sell them to a newspaper or magazine.
"You think your parents are still upset?" Robert asks.
Sharon glances at him, acutely aware of his altered looks. His long sideburns shaved off; the rest of his dark hair trimmed by the barber so close to his scalp that the waves usually framing his broad face have disappeared.
Is he asking about her insistence on coming with him to Ft. Knox? Or about something more basic – Sharon marrying him right before the start of his two-year active duty commitment?
At last night's dinner Sharon's mother passed the platter of roast beef for the second time. "Wouldn’t it be a better idea for you to wait until Robert has gone down to Kentucky? Checked on the housing situation? Then you could fly down to join him when he's found a place for you to live."
This plan has been proposed before. Sharon's mother first put it forward when she and Sharon lunched at Marshall Field's after a morning of shopping in the mammoth State Street department store. Her mother had actually been somewhat tactful, pointing out how much difficulty Sharon might have relating to the people she would meet at Ft. Knox. "Remember when you decided where to go to college?" she said. "You didn't listen to us then about going to the University of Illinois – you insisted on going to Michigan State – and look what happened!"
All around the department store dining room the lunch crowd enjoyed the food. Sharon grasped her water glass. Presumably her mother meant the two roommates at MSU that Sharon had been assigned her first term – the WASP from the upper-class Detroit suburb of Grosse Pointe and the Catholic from the Hamtramck working-class section of Detroit, both prejudiced against Jews – and then, second term, the hostile roommate off a farm in central Michigan who had never met a Jew before. Or perhaps her mother meant meeting Robert. Sharon didn't ask for clarification.
At the dinner table last night her father studied his refilled plate while her mother repeated her position. As a successful real estate attorney, he identified those occasions in which keeping quiet could enhance a negotiation.
Sharon took the platter out of her mother's hands and passed it on to her brother Howard without taking seconds. "Relax, Mom. I keep telling you, I can always stay with Grandma and Grandpa in Louisville. At least then I'll only be an hour away from Robert."
Her mother had the last word: “Two days with your grandparents will be too much.”
She looks at Robert now, his eyes on the road ahead. "I think they accept my coming with you."
"If they do, why did they get your brother to show up and try to talk you out of going?"
Sharon studies her husband's face. His tone isn't belligerent, but she can't read his expression.
In fact she suspects Howard did receive an official summons from his studies at the University of Illinois to say good-bye to his only sibling. His assigned mission probably included trying to dissuade her from her "ridiculous" plan to go with her husband. If so, her parents wasted their train money and Howard's time.
Howard, her younger brother by two years and several inches taller than her 5'5" height. There is a clear family resemblance with their light brown hair, narrow faces with strong noses, and dark eyes, not to mention their good complexions thanks to a rigorous dermatologist who burned off their blemished skin with dry ice treatments. And their opposition to the Vietnam War is equally strong.
Finally she says, "It was nice to have a chance to say good-bye. I don't know when we'll see him again."
Robert snorts, flipping one hand momentarily off the wheel. "It would have been better if he had left his 'make love not war' paraphernalia at school. He overdid it."
Sharon leans toward Robert, about to say something. Instead she stares straight ahead.
Robert glances over at her, then returns his eyes to the road. "How will you feel if he's drafted and goes to Canada? You may not be able to see him for years."
Not see Howard for years? Robert insists that Howard has the luxury to be anti-war due to his college deferment along with his high lottery draft number based on his birth date – 239 – drawn five months ago in the December 1st draft lottery. Robert’s lottery number was 16, making his college commitment to ROTC – Reserve Officers Training Corps – appear to be a prescient choice. Even an anti-war protestor like herself realizes it’s better to be entering the army as an officer rather than at the lowest enlisted rank.
"Do you really think Howard would go to Canada?" she says.
"You'll have to ask him yourself."
Sharon can't predict what her younger brother would do. Even if Howard says he'll never flee to Canada, he still might.
Roberts hums along with the song on the radio – Kenny Rogers singing "Ruby, Don't Take Your Love to Town." Sharon wants to ask Robert to switch the channel, not to listen to the song of a paralyzed Vietnam vet whose woman has to go "to town" to get physical love. War is wrong, so wrong! Robert can get killed!
She wills the tears not to start and studies the farmland all around them. The top of the convertible is up to prevent their possessions from flying out, and the open windows let in the pungent odors of grass and cattle. She shrugs the smells away. She does not like the country. Too few people around and too few things to do.
Her hair blows around her head. The microscopic hairs on Robert's head don't move a fraction. Her mother whispered to her last night, "Why is his hair so short?" Obviously her mother doesn’t know anything about the army. And the nightly television news shots of men fighting in Vietnam are too blurry to see the men’s hair length.
Sharon yanks her mind away from the thought of men fighting. To calm herself she silently recites the opening lines of the Prologue to Chaucer’s “Canterbury Tales,” a relic from her English literature classes in college: Whan that April with his shoures soote/The droghte of March hath perced to the roote ...
In the midst of these Middle English words the last line of a Milton sonnet pops into her head: “They also serve who only stand and wait.”
Sharon fingers the bag on her lap. Is this also heroism? And will she be prepared if a sacrifice is required?
The radio signal from Chicago suddenly dies out. They must be approaching Louisville. She fiddles with the knobs to find a local channel.
She knows she’s found a Louisville station when she hears: "Pete, what did you think of Dust Commander's winning time of 2 minutes and 3 2/5 seconds?"
"Chuck, I think Mike Manganello was a hell of a jockey."
"I agree with you, Pete.
"And for you listening out there today who may have been in outer space this past Saturday and not near a radio or television, we're discussing this year's Kentucky Derby, a 1 1/4 mile race for three-year-old horses run at Churchill Downs race track here in Louisville.
"So, Pete, let's talk about some of the other horses who gave Dust Commander a run for the money."
Sharon pictures spectators leaning over the railing along the race track. Their lips move but she hears nothing. Instead of horses thundering down on top of each other, their jockeys bunched close over them, Sharon sees her own life ahead on the racecourse, the obstacles past the turns still unknown. How will she ever fit into a military environment?
"This just in," a different voice erupts on the radio. "The National Guard has fired on Kent State University students protesting the Vietnam War and Nixon’s incursion into Cambodia. Some shootings have been reported. We'll have more as soon as it's available."
"The National Guard fired on students!" Perspiration dots her palms. Howard could have been there; she could have been there.
"Find another station," Robert says. "See if there's any more news."
The police siren comes out of nowhere as she jerks the knobs along a static-filled band.
"We've got company," Robert says.
Sharon flicks the radio off and peers behind them. A police car right on their tail signals them to pull over. "Were you speeding?" she asks.
Robert brings the car to a stop on the shoulder and looks at her. He turns back to the driver's side window.
A tall police officer in his early 30s comes alongside Robert. His hat, low over his forehead, covers his eyes. "May I see your license?"
Robert pulls his wallet out of his back pocket and hands over his driver's license.
"From Chicago," the officer reads.
Can he tell they are Jewish? Will he throw the book at them because he hates Jews? They are in the South now, and everyone knows about prejudiced Southerners.
The officer leans closer, cigarette smoke pulsating off his uniform. "Now why were you doing 60 in a 40-mile-per-hour zone?"
Robert squirms. "I didn't realize the speed limit had dropped, sir."
"Yep, you're right outside Louisville" – he pronounces it Loullville like her grandmother – "and this here is a speed trap." He grins, stretching his suntanned face.
"Then you caught us," Robert says.
The officer peers into the car, stuffed with all their things. "Where you folks going?"
"To Ft. Knox, sir."
The officer smiles again. "The Golds going to the gold."
What does he mean? Oh, yes, the gold at Ft. Knox.
"Reporting for active duty – Armor Officers Basic," Robert says.
"An officer, huh?"
"Yes, sir."
The police officer straightens up and gestures down the road to Louisville.
"If you promise to follow the posted signs from now on,” he says, “I'll let you off this time. Have to support our boys in uniform."
“If the wife is well informed as to what is expected of her, the probability is greater that the officer will have an easier and more successful career.” Mrs. Lieutenant booklet
Kim Benton places her pet white rat Squeaky in his metal cage under the sagging bed and out of Jim's sight. It is a small motel room, and it smells of hair spray and shaving cream and liquor and sex. Tomorrow if they are lucky they'll find an apartment.
When they crossed the state line today into Virginia, Jim leaned over and kissed her. "Welcome to being out of North Carolina for the first time," he said.
She hadn't felt any excitement, just anxiety. And the anxiety had less to do with the new state, she knows, than with the reason for the move.
She glances into the bathroom, where Jim stands shaving, his serious, good-looking face reflected in the mirror. She refused his parents' offer to stay with them while Jim drove up here to Ft. Knox and found housing. His parents have the same fear of Northerners that she does. They thought it would be better if Jim made all the arrangements before subjecting Kim to such changes. It took a lot for her to say no to their offer, especially with Jim encouraging her to accept.
She waited once before, a long time ago, for the most important people in her life to return from a short trip. They hadn't. And now she can't bear to be separated from her husband, even for a few days. For a moment her mind darts to the terrifying thought of a year's separation if he is sent to Vietnam. Just as quickly she thinks of something else, anything else, to prevent the pounding headache that always accompanies her deepest fears.
"Honey, I'm ready," Jim says as he comes out of the bathroom.
He must have seen the expression on her face, because he puts his arms around her. "Everything's going to be fine."
She smiles up at him. "You're bleeding. Did you nick yourself shaving?"
She raises her hand to wipe away the blood. But before she can, he says, "Let's just go."
The blood droplet hits the floor as she follows him. No need to stop and wipe it up; it doesn't even show among all the other stains.
In the car Kim reaches for the map as Jim starts the engine. "I know where to go, honey," he says. He backs the car out of the motel lot and turns towards Ft. Knox.
The air still drips the heat of the day. Kim brushes perspiration off her forehead and searches the sky for signs of rain.
"It was sure nice of our preacher to arrange this introduction," Jim says. He hums a tune, something familiar, perhaps a church hymn, she can’t quite recognize it.
Actually, this meeting worries Kim. The preacher of their Southern Baptist church contacted a captain and his wife from their hometown stationed at Ft. Knox. The couple wrote Kim and Jim inviting them for dinner this first night. Bill and Susanna Norris are a few years older than she and Jim, so she and Jim don't know them. Will Kim embarrass herself with her ignorance?
"They live in post housing for officers – but it's not really on the post," Jim explains as he turns away from the sign pointing to the entrance to Ft. Knox. "We won't be seeing the actual Ft. Knox tonight."
Kim isn't disappointed. She is in no rush to see an army post.
It's not yet dark, and she can clearly see the houses they drive past. The ranch-style semi-detached red-brick buildings look nice, with kids' bikes in the driveway and an occasional small camper parked in front. Trees and some scraggly flowers break up the monotony of identical lawns.
Jim stops in front of one of the buildings. When they reach the front door, a sign announces "Captain William Norris."
A little girl of about three with two brown braids and a pink gingham dress stands in the open door. Right behind her comes a woman with shoulder-length blond hair and a cotton patterned dress covering a plump body. "Welcome to Ft. Knox," she says. "I'm Susanna Norris. Bill will be right here. He's just chasin' Billy Jr. 'round the yard out back. And this is Patty."
"Hello," Kim says.
Patty says nothing.
"Patty, mind your manners! Say hello to Mrs. Benton," her mother says.
Patty still says nothing as they all walk into the living room. She's shy Kim thinks.
"Patty! Pay attention to me!" Susanna's voice increases in volume. She grabs Patty by the arm. "Say hello."
"'ello," Patty says, then sits down next to her mother on the couch.
Susanna smiles at Jim and Kim. "We expect our children to have good manners. I was raised without parents but I know how important manners are."
"Sure are," Jim says.
Relief edges up Kim's chest. Thank heavens Jim doesn't say anything more.
Susanna nods in appreciation of Jim seconding her opinion. "My daddy died when I was just Patty's age and my brother was as little as Billy Jr.," Susanna says. "My mama had what my granny called a drinkin' condition."
Susanna twists around to Patty. "Stop that wigglin'," she says, slapping Patty on the arm. "Now sit still."
Kim's stomach wobbles. Patty hasn't been doing anything wrong. How quiet can a little girl sit?
Susanna turns back to them. "One day my mama just didn't come on home. My granny raised us as best she could, but she wasn't one for talkin' to kids or showin' any love."
Has slapping her own daughter shown love?
"Hello, everyone, I'm Bill Norris," says a tall thin man coming into the room with a baby boy in his arms. The roly-poly child is as blond as his father and mother. Where does Patty get her brown hair?
Jim immediately stands. "Good evening, Captain Norris."
The man waves Jim back to his seat. "Just call me Bill. We're informal here at home."
Kim smiles her hello.
"Can I get you anything to drink?"
"No, sir, we're fine," Jim answers for both of them.
Susanna turns to Bill. "The chicken and dumplin's will be ready in a few minutes. We're just gettin' to know each other."
"It was very nice of you to have us for dinner," Jim says.
"Our pleasure," Bill says.
Jim glances at Kim, his eyebrows raised. He wants her to say something.
"How did you two meet?" she asks.
Susanna beams, taking Billy Jr. from her husband's arms and bouncing him on her knees.
"We met in senior year of high school. His folks had just moved to town. It was love at first sight..." – she glances at her husband – "... and a way to escape my granny's house."
"I was just as poor and ignorant as she was, but I was enlisting in the army right after high school graduation. I had a future." Bill grins.
"We got married on a two-day leave from basic training," Susanna says as Billy Jr. gurgles his appreciation of the horsey ride. "I got pregnant on our weddin' night. Neither one of us knew a darn thing about sex or birth control."
Again that flush of relief. Kim could have been as ignorant as Susanna on her own wedding night.
"What did you do?" Kim asks.
"Bought a washin' machine and dryer. Bill got to go to OCS – Officers Candidate School. I took in wash from the other men and it helped support me and the baby."
Jim turns to Bill. "Weren't you worried about your wife talking to all those single men? You never know what single men might be after."
A stab of pain above her left eye. Please may he not start.
Bill leans forward as if he can see through Jim, then he says, "I'm talking about my buddies. In OCS – OCS is hell on wheels, 120 days of pure hell – you can't survive if you can't trust your buddies and they can't trust you. There's a motto – 'Cooperate and graduate.' You'd do well to remember that." He leans back.
"And once I finished OCS it was better. We had more money on a second lieutenant's salary and we were entitled to housing. Susanna could stop doing laundry for the men."
Mercifully Susanna turns to her husband before Jim can say anything more. "Then you went to Vietnam and I was left alone with a baby who cried all the time."
Bill stands up and grins. "That's what army wives put up with. Now let's eat before we scare these newcomers. Jim won't have to think about a Vietnam tour for a while."
He turns to the two of them. "You can both enjoy your time at Ft. Knox."
“Your knowledge and practice of Army customs will enable you to eliminate and avoid many misunderstandings and uncertain moments that are apt to arise when you unintentionally disregard a practice or custom because of lack of knowledge or uncertainty.” Mrs. Lieutenant booklet
The reflection of the oval-shaped face with its slightly brownish skin tone in the bathroom mirror is certainly her own Donna Lautenberg thinks. Yet her face doesn't give away any hints as to how she feels, standing here like this, anticipating her husband's first day of active duty. It isn't that she's having deja vu. It's just that she feels … different, a shiver of apprehension running up her back.
Will she fit in? Can she play by a whole new set of rules? After all those years of being an "army brat" of an enlisted man will she finally be accepted now that she is married to an Anglo and an officer, or will she still be a Puerto Rican outsider?
She continues to study her face, the face that reminds her of the other important people in her life, the face that reminds her of where she's come from. She'll write her brother tomorrow. She won't tell him about her fears of fitting in. He has enough to worry about.
"This apartment's not bad," Jerry says, coming into the bathroom behind her and putting his arms around her. He presses his muscular body up against hers and she feels his “excitement.” He leans over and kisses her right ear, then looks at her face.
"Maybe you shouldn't have come with," he says. "It's only for a few weeks and I know how hard this must be for you."
She hugs him back, then pulls away and goes into the bedroom. There, lying on the bed, are six tiny yellow roses, still in their green tissue paper.
Jerry follows her out of the bathroom. She swings around and kisses him. "When did you get those? How did you know? You're so wonderful!"
He grins. "When I went out to get the milk. They’re perfect for our first night in our new apartment."
She kisses him again.
"Come on, let's test the bed," he says. "That's the only thing that matters."
**
The shots scatter the students. They run, their breath jammed in their throats, anticipating the thud that can bring them crashing to the ground. A National Guardsman aims his rifle at Donna.
The blast wakes her.
She shakes her head in the early morning light. She knows the nightmare is of Kent State, a place she never heard of until the news yesterday.
In her mind she now sees the student protest against ROTC at Jerry's college as he once described it to her: Right after winter break, in January of 1968, when the students returned to campus, their bellies stuffed with home cooking and their pockets jangling with Christmas cash.
On the first day of classes the protesting students converged upon Jerry and the other marching ROTC students with banners displaying peace symbols and chanting, "Hey, hey, LBJ, how many kids did you kill today?" The ROTC cadets tussled with the protesters. By the time the campus police arrived, Jerry had a broken arm – and later a reprimand from his ROTC instructor for "engaging with the enemy without orders to do so."
Two months after that protest President Johnson surprised everyone by announcing he would not run for reelection and ordering a reduction in the bombing of North Vietnam. And another two months later peace talks started in Paris. Not that those talks have accomplished anything in two whole years. American military personnel are still dying daily halfway across the world – and now American students are being shot to death on college campuses.
Donna looks at Jerry still asleep, then eyes the six yellow roses spotting the floor, knocked there by last night's "testing."
She climbs out of bed and steps over the flowers on her way to the bathroom. The diaphragm has been in long enough.
She ties on a robe as she thinks about Jerry. He's the best thing that ever happened to her, something so unexpected and sweet that it still makes her feel giddy when she pictures their first meeting. Even now.
She isn't superstitious, really she isn't, she just doesn't want to tempt fate by dwelling on her good fortune.
This morning she has to unpack before she writes her brother. After she and Jerry moved their suitcases and boxes into this furnished apartment yesterday evening, she'd been too tired to do anything else. "Let's leave everything for tomorrow and take it easy our first night at Ft. Knox," she had said.
The doorbell rings. Did the apartment manager forget to tell them something yesterday? Donna hopes the bell doesn't wake Jerry.
Outside the front door stands a short man wearing a Western Union uniform that pulls across a beer barrel chest. A yellow envelope dangles from his hand.
The next thing she knows Jerry has his arms around her and they are sitting together on the floor of the living room. "What happened?" she asks.
"You fainted."
Donna struggles out of his arms and stands up. Jerry, in a bathrobe that hangs open in front, stands too. "Why would I do that?"
"There was a man – it was a mistake – looking for someone named Holden to deliver a telegram to. You took one look at him and fainted."
This is bad, very bad. She'll never make it as an officer's wife if she overreacts to everything.
She takes a deep breath and kisses Jerry. "Maybe I'm hungry," she says.
He kisses her back. "Let's have breakfast."
She walks into the kitchen. The familiarity of a sink, refrigerator and stove calms her.
As she takes a skillet from the packing box perched on the tiny counter, she makes a resolution: For now she'll only think of the present.
She'll banish the past and future from her mind.
“... it is true that a wife has no rank, but she does have position created by her husband’s rank, which is respected and accepted by Army custom.” Mrs. Lieutenant booklet
"Mama, it's me," Wendy Johnson shouts into the telephone mouthpiece. "Nelson and I are at a gas station outside Ft. Knox. We're just filling up and then we're going to go see about finding a place to stay."
She listens to her mother's words of advice – "remember you're in the white world now," listens as she has always listened, then promises to call tomorrow and hangs up. She comes out of the phone booth and slides into the passenger side of the Mustang.
"What'd your mama say?" Nelson asks.
"The same as always. And we're to call as often as we can."
"She sure is a broken record, your mama."
"She usually has good advice, advice we can't afford to ignore."
Nelson lifts one hand off the steering wheel and pats Wendy's left arm. "Sweetie, it's going to be fine. Heck, I'm an officer of the United States Army. I will be treated with respect and saluted and looked up to by the enlisted men and the rest of society."
Wendy turns away from her husband for a moment so he can't see her eyes. It isn't his fault she's from such a protected environment that she hasn't been subjected to much racial prejudice. Now for the first time she might have to face what being a black in America really means. The thought terrifies her.
The night before they left South Carolina her papa called her into his study, the room that has always been the most comforting for Wendy, surrounded by his medical texts and medical school degrees and certificates. He sat behind his oversize mahogany desk in his red leather chair and she sat in a matching armchair facing him.
"Honey," he said, "your mama and I have always tried to do the best for you. We've done some things right and I'm sure a whole lot of things wrong. And maybe some of those things we thought we did right were really wrong."
What was he leading up to? She rubs her hands along the red leather armrests.
"We wanted you to be proud, proud of yourself and your race. And to do that we chose to protect you as much as we could from the real world as you were growing up."
He fiddled with papers on his desk, creating several small piles from a single large one as if laying bricks end to end, then returned his attention to her.
"Your mama and I kept as much as we could from you of the truth about the treatment of black people in America. We didn't want you to know how bad it can be."
He paused again and Wendy thought about her rudimentary school learning of the slaves in the South, the aftermath of Reconstruction, and the civil rights movement. It had all been pretty much book learning, because in her own black community – and then later at an all-black college in Texas – she led a rather sheltered life, not exposed to the rest of the world. This move to Ft. Knox would be her first time truly in the white world.
"When I was in the army in World War II," her papa was saying, "it was strictly segregated units. It wasn't until the Korean War – and that's only 20 years ago – that there were integrated units. And I'm afraid," he said, his speech slowing, "that the army may not have changed as much as we would like it to have."
"Do you think Nelson will have problems?" Wendy asked, holding her breath to see how much her papa would say now that he had started down this "truthful" path.
"It will depend on a lot of factors,” he said, “including how you both handle yourselves. You and Nelson will have to wait and see."
Her father then stood and came around his desk to hug her. "Your mama and I wish you and Nelson all the best," he said.
That night when she and Nelson got ready for bed, Nelson asked, "What did your papa want with you in private?"
Wendy stood with her nightgown still in her hands, her nude body outlined by the glow of the lamp behind her. She opened her mouth to tell her husband, then changed her mind. Nelson always chided her for her naiveté. And she was naive – why shouldn't she be? As her mama once said, "Why hear bad news? It only makes you feel bad and you usually can't do anything about it."
In the same way Wendy hadn't really thought about blacks in America, she had refused to think about Nelson's army commitment. Why think of it ahead of time when she couldn't do anything about it? And even if her father's words had worried her, she wasn't about to admit this to Nelson. He'd just say something like "You're finally catching on."
Instead she smiled and said, "He wanted to say good-bye and wish us luck." Then she got into bed. She knew the moment Nelson slid in beside her he'd forget the conversation, instantly immersed in his nightly exploration of the mysteries of her body. They had only been married four months.
Now here they are outside Ft. Knox, Kentucky, about to look for an apartment for themselves for the first time. They lived with her parents after their December graduation and wedding. Nelson worked in her papa's office and she practiced cooking and keeping house with her mama while waiting for Nelson to go on active duty.
The minimal active duty information they received from the army lists a housing office. Nelson stops the car at the entrance to Ft. Knox – they are here! – and asks the soldier there for directions to the office.
"That's an MP – a military policeman," he explains to her as they drive onto the post.
Wendy nods, then watches out the window. Wooden buildings perch haphazardly on green lawns, trees shading the buildings. The overall effect reminds Wendy of her college campus, and she resists the impulse to twist her head around, searching for the campanile at the center of the college quadrangle.
They follow the signs to the post housing office, where Nelson introduces himself to the clerk: "I'm Lieutenant Johnson. I understand you have a list of available units."
The clerk hands Nelson a manila envelope. "The list is inside. The ones with vacancies as of yesterday afternoon are marked," she says. "The one over in Muldraugh north of the post – Hansen's Apartments – is a good one. You should try there first."
Back in the car, they study the list and the accompanying map. Then they drive to Muldraugh and pull into Hansen's – a paved central parking lot surrounded on three sides by two-storey motel-like units. Sprinkled across the lot are a handful of cars, but no people.
The sun has already begun to fry the air, the moisture oozing onto their skin. Overgrown wild grass, edging the buildings, stands motionless. Food odors transmit signals from the closest units.
A hand-lettered OFFICE sign points to their right. Wendy fans herself with the housing list as they enter the office, where a man in a dirty t-shirt sits at a desk holding a bottle of beer.
"Hello," Nelson says, not offering his hand. "I'm Lieutenant Johnson. This is my wife. We've come about the unit to rent."
The man doesn't stand. He just stares at them, then grins. Watching him, Wendy's neck hairs itch.
"Sorry to say, that's been rented. I was just about to call the housing office and tell 'em."
Nelson says nothing. Wendy says "Thank you" as she follows Nelson out of the office.
"Damn!" Nelson says as they drive out of the parking lot.
"What's the matter?"
"I'm sure that unit's not rented yet; he just wouldn't rent to us."
"Why not? He knows you're an officer."
Nelson turns his eyes on her, then swings his eyes back to the road. "An officer yes, but still a black man," he says. "Hell, I don't know if it's going to be any different here than elsewhere. We're still going to be treated like shit."
Wendy stares out her side window while she wipes away the tears trapped in her eyes. "Can we go back to the housing office and complain?" she asks. "Maybe they can convince that man to let us rent from him."
"I don’t think so. We should just try the trailer park on the list and not waste our time with the others."
Wendy gasps. "Live in a trailer?" White trash does that back home. She isn't going to live like they do.
And how can she tell her mama what kind of place she and Nelson rented? If her mama finds out, she and her papa might arrive on the trailer's doorstep and demand Wendy pack up and return home with them.
"It's our best bet. People will be more willing to rent to us if we're not living right next to some white folk, sharing a common wall and everything. I'm not up to taking a lot of this shit. It's only for a few weeks."
A few weeks! A few weeks of living in a tiny, dirty trailer with a little patch of gravel in front of a rickety metal doorstep? A few weeks of being totally isolated there, all alone, except when her husband comes home in the evenings! How will she ever survive?
As Wendy tries to decide what to say to Nelson, that little familiar flutter ripples through her. It's been there since the first time she laid eyes on Nelson.
She smiles to herself. She'll put up with whatever it takes to stay with her husband – she isn't going home.
“Where’s the trailer park?” she asks.
“... be proud of the fact that you are making an effort to contribute to the esprit de corps that is developed when we serve with the United States Army as part of a happy, congenial and proud family.” Mrs. Lieutenant booklet
Sharon and Robert leave her grandparents' apartment and take the road south of Louisville, wandering past fast food places and used car lots. Although early in the day, the humidity fills the Fiat, now lightened considerably by the stashing of their belongings with her grandparents.
Her grandmother is really her step-grandmother, a Jewish woman who grew up poor in the cotton fields of Mississippi, where, she claims, she often played with the "colored" children. This morning Sharon had been tempted to ask if blacks still rode in the backs of buses in Louisville. Instead she and Robert graciously accepted the offered breakfast of hot – in this heat? – oatmeal and then hit the road.
She flicks the radio on and twiddles the knobs. They watched the news last night at her grandparents' apartment. Rows and rows of helmeted armed National Guardsmen rushing unarmed student protesters. The sounds of the shots buried in the chanting and screaming. The slumped bodies lying on the ground unmistakable. Four students. Add them to the total of war dead.
"...256 Vietcong captured," the cast of the Broadway musical "Hair" sang when Sharon and Robert had seen the production in New York the night after their Chicago wedding. Yet the musical’s "Age of Aquarius" with its promise of "harmony and understanding" doesn’t seem likely to materialize any time soon. Then peace will guide the planet/And love will steer the stars.
Sharon twiddles the knobs harder and still finds only commercials on the radio. She swats the knob into the “off” position, then brushes at the clammy film of moisture shimmering across her face and sliding down her neck.
The face she sees is always indistinguishable:
The perspiration drips down his face, oozing into his eyes and sliding over his mouth. He swipes at the beads dripping from his nose with the arm of his filthy fatigue shirt. "This heat is unbearable," the armor officer says to the 19-year-old enlisted man quivering beside him inside the tank. "How do the Vietnamese survive?"
He pops the hatch, standing upright in the commander's seat to check the terrain. The enemy hides somewhere nearby.
The explosion lifts his body up into the air, twisting it around before dumping it on top of the tank, his sweat-stained face turned downward as if searching for the softest place to land.
The 19-year-old screams.
Robert doesn’t notice her panic – he’s busy pointing at a sign on the highway indicating the approach of Ft. Knox.
"You better start learning to recognize officer rank insignia. It's important for you to know," he says.
Is this really happening? The National Guard kills four students protesting a war that the U.S. has no hopes of winning and she's about to become an officer's wife?
She must concentrate on the present. She takes a deep breath and considers what she knows about officer ranks: 1) Robert as a second lieutenant is the lowest level of officer; 2) Within the two years he will be serving he can expect to automatically become a first lieutenant. "What's after first lieutenant?"
"Captain, then major, then lieutenant colonel, full colonel, and several ranks of generals. The generals you won't have to worry about – you won't see a lot of those. For the others, you should know who's who."
Sharon peers towards the Ft. Knox entrance as Robert moves over into the highway's left turn lane. Suddenly a huge semi-trailer hauls towards them – in their lane!
"Shit!" Robert jerks the wheel and they spin out of the semi's path.
The five-ton truck couldn't stop. Something wrong with the brakes. The family in the Rambler station wagon didn't have a chance. Just facts on the evening news. To Sharon, hiding in her dark closet, it is the end of her life too.
Sharon releases her clenched hands. She says nothing.
At the entrance to Ft. Knox a uniformed soldier waves them to a stop. He wears an armband with the letters MP. Robert displays his orders.
"Welcome to Ft. Knox, sir."
Following the MP's directions, they drive onto the post and head towards the housing office. Wooden frame buildings and trees dot grass lawns, almost like the Jewish camp she attended two summers in Wisconsin, where the counselors lorded it over the campers in probably the same way the officers lord it over the enlisted personnel. She hates that claustrophobic feeling of someone else being in control of one’s life, Big Brother watching every move. And now THE ARMY controls her life.
Before leaving Chicago Sharon read the brief entry for "Fort Knox" in her childhood “World Book Encyclopedia.” The post – named for Major General Henry Knox, the first secretary of war – covers 110,000 acres 35 miles south of Louisville. Ft. Knox houses the United States Army Armor Center as well as the depository since 1936 of billions of dollars worth of gold.
"Where's the building with the gold?" she asks Robert.
"We’ll find it later."
Sharon inhales. "What else should I know?"
"Officers wear their rank on their shoulders – or on their collars when they're wearing fatigues."
Fatigues. The olive green shirt and pants worn in combat. Every night on the news all of America can see men in fatigues, often soaked in blood. The bloodstains don't show up clearly on black-and-white television.
Robert swats a fly away from his face. "Second lieutenants have one gold bar. First lieutenants one silver bar. Captains two silver bars. Majors one gold maple leaf. Lieutenant colonels one silver maple leaf. Full colonels one silver eagle. Generals gold stars, one for each rank – one-star general, two star, etc."
How confusing, and this is only the officers' ranks. "What about enlisted men?"
"Enlisted men always wear their rank on their sleeves. You won't have to learn their ranks. Officers aren't supposed to fraternize with the enlisted men."
Just lead them into battle, often to their deaths Sharon thinks.
The sign indicates the housing office straight ahead. Inside, a woman in a polyester pantsuit glances up from her desk behind the counter.
"May I help you, Lieutenant?" Robert has worn his Class A uniform from ROTC to look more official. Obviously this woman can read rank insignia.
"I'm Lieutenant Gold and I'm reporting for Armor Officers Basic. You have listings for available housing off base."
The woman stands up and walks towards the counter. "If you were here alone, we'd quarter you in Bachelor Officers Quarters. As you have your wife with you, we can give you some leads on housing in the surrounding areas. I caution you, the places may not be what you're used to." She hands Robert a manila envelope. "Here's your information packet. Welcome to Ft. Knox."
"What does she think we're used to?" Sharon asks as she and Robert return to the Fiat. "She certainly couldn't tell from what I'm wearing – a simple summer dress. And the uniform is the same for everyone."
Robert grunts. "Maybe they've had complaints from new lieutenants before." Then he grins. "Or maybe because I didn't say 'you all.’"
They drive back out of the post and, starting with the first place on the list, turn onto the highway that leads south towards Elizabethtown. Inside the town limits small and medium-size houses line the roads. Bright flowers decorate many of the front lawns, the air as hot as everywhere else.
They follow the map provided by the housing office and stop in front of a brick ranch-style house. Robert rings the doorbell. After a few seconds a thin man in his early 50s dressed in casual clothes answers the door.
"Hello," Robert says. "We're interested in the apartment listed with the housing office."
The man looks Robert up and down. He doesn't even glance at Sharon.
"You wouldn't be happy here, Lieutenant."
"I'm sure the apartment is fine," Robert says.
"I'm sorry, sir, but I really can't rent you the apartment." The man closes the door in their faces.
"We didn't even see the apartment," Sharon says. "How does he know we wouldn't like it?"
Robert walks back down the sidewalk without saying a word. Sharon follows and gets into the car. Robert starts the engine, then speaks as he pulls away from the curb.
"He's obviously a former enlisted man."
"How could you tell that?"
"From the way he called me 'sir.' He doesn't want to rent to an officer. Makes him uncomfortable."
"Uncomfortable! We wouldn't be living with him. Just renting his apartment. How dare he be so rude to us!"
Robert flicks his eyes towards Sharon. "We have a lot to learn."
**
Hours later they drive back to the housing office. They have seen trailers not fit to live in, apartments so small they couldn't have turned around without bumping into each other, and plain dumps. For this she insisted on coming with Robert?
"Maybe there'll be some new listings now," Robert says.
"Since this morning?"
The clerk greets them like long-lost friends. "One of the best apartment complexes in the area – Hansen's Apartments – has an opening. I didn't tell you this morning because I thought someone else was taking it. But it's still available. Hurry over to Muldraugh and see about this one."
They look at each other. What does this clerk consider a good apartment?
Muldraugh lies north of the post. They easily locate the place. The town isn't big enough to get lost. The complex looks just like a motel, with three buildings surrounding a parking lot.
A man in his late 40s with arm muscles bulging under his dirty t-shirt meets them in the office. "Lieutenant, I have just the apartment for ya."
The man comes out from behind his desk. In his right hand he holds a shotgun. Sharon recoils against Robert.
The man looks at her, then grins. "I was just goin’ out to hunt stray dogs."
Stay calm she tells herself.
They follow him up an outside staircase to a furnished second-floor apartment with a minuscule living room, dining area and kitchenette. An equally small bedroom and bathroom complete the unit.
It's clean and neat. Sharon nods.
"Can I speak to you for a moment – in private?" Robert asks her.
The man throws them a look and goes out onto the balcony, his shotgun still slung down his side.
"There's no shower, only a bath," Robert says. "I can't stand not having a shower."
"You'll just have to. I'm not about to give up this decent apartment. Who knows what else we'll find?"
Robert goes out onto the balcony and Sharon watches him shake the man's hand – the one not holding the shotgun. "We'll move in tomorrow," Robert says.
"I figure you'll get together with your neighbors," the man says, jerking a thumb to the apartment next door.
Sharon wonders what he means as she watches Robert follow him down the stairs. When the men get to the bottom of the stairs, she leans over the railing, studying the other two buildings, one on each side of her.
She is actually here and going to stay. She takes a deep breath and steadies herself against the railing.
**
The next afternoon a knock on the apartment door interrupts Sharon as she is unpacking their few kitchen utensils, brought from her grandparents' apartment in Louisville this morning. Robert stays in the bathroom putting away their toiletries. She goes to the door and opens it to a tall woman with dark hair and a wide smile.
"Yes?" Sharon says.
"I'm Anne Grossman and I live next door. I've come to say hi and invite you over."
Grossman can be a Jewish name, but Sharon doesn't expect to find many Jews down here. Is Anne Grossman Jewish? And is that what the apartment owner meant about them getting together with these neighbors?
"I'm Sharon Gold."
The woman smiles even wider. "My husband Michael will be home soon. Why don't you and your husband come over around 8? We can watch tv together."
Watch tv together? Is this army code for some other activity or does this woman really mean it? In either case Sharon wants to meet people.
"We'll do that. My husband's name is Robert," Sharon adds.
"We'll see you and Robert at 8 then."
As Sharon closes the door behind Anne, Robert comes out of the bathroom. "Did I hear voices?"
"We've just been invited over at 8 this evening by our next-door neighbors. They might be Jewish."
Robert smiles. "Don't bet on it. Anyway, come on, let's go to the post. We just have time to get your dependent's ID card before the office closes for the day."
She is about to officially become an officer's wife.
**
They make tuna sandwiches for their first dinner in their new apartment, having stopped by a grocery store on Dixie Highway on the way back from the post. The army dependent ID she got today can't be used at the army commissary until Robert officially goes on active duty May 8th.
After dinner Robert says, "And just don't blabber away. You have to be careful what you say, particularly about Vietnam."
"What do you think I'm going to say? That I'm against the war? That I don't want you to go there?"
He kisses her. "Just remember we're playing by a different set of rules now. And since we're the new kids on the block, we'd better keep our mouths shut."
She straightens her short skirt and checks her blouse in the mirror. She has on a skirt because perhaps it is incorrect to wear pants when making a social call. She hasn't put on nylons with her sandals. Too hot.
A second after Sharon and Robert knock, Michael Grossman opens the door and invites them in. Sharon suspects that, even with the television blaring, these neighbors can hear well enough through the thin walls to know when she and Robert left their apartment. Now neither Anne nor Michael turns the television off or the volume down.
Of medium height with dark hair and dark eyes, Michael looks as if he could be Jewish. He gestures to the television encased in its own mahogany cabinet.
"Isn't it a beauty?" Michael says. "Everyone in the complex loves it."
The television flaunts a big screen – probably the biggest she's ever seen.
"Did you bring it from home?" Robert asks.
"Absolutely!" Anne says. "We told the army it had to be shipped down here. We didn't care what else they shipped. The television had to come."
Sharon stares at the television. She hates watching the news from Vietnam roll across the screen: The helmeted soldiers in their splotched fatigues carrying their dead and dying comrades in litters, running for helicopters that just as likely won't make it to a field hospital in time. The images followed by the usual announcements: How many have died today in Vietnam. What new battle has brought the death toll of Americans even higher.
How can these people want to see the battle scenes on such a large screen, making the figures even more lifelike? Are they really that removed from reality?
She glances at Robert and remembers his warning. She says, "We didn't ship anything. We didn't know the army would ship anything for us."
Anne and Michael stare at them as if they are children. "Of course they have to ship some things. Didn't you find out what you were entitled to?"
Sharon and Robert look at each other, then back at their hosts. They say no in unison. Their hosts' facial expressions clearly say what they think of such imbecilic behavior.
"You're Jewish, aren't you?" Anne says. When they don't answer immediately, she goes on, "Michael is Jewish, I'm Catholic."
What can possibly be a courteous response to this admission? Sharon doesn't approve of "mixed marriages." Her parents always told her and Howard that they had to socialize with and marry Jews. What shall she say now to Anne? Michael saves her from replying.
He turns to Robert and says, "I'm working on a medical discharge. I have some pulled tendons in my right knee – I figure if I play this right, I can get out of the army now."
Not have to go to Vietnam is what he means, Sharon knows. She watches Robert's face. His expression doesn't change and he says nothing.
Michael now turns to Sharon, "What's your favorite at this time of night?"
It takes a moment to realize he means television program.
Two hours later Sharon and Robert lay naked under the sheets, having survived watching Anne and Michael’s favorite television programs.
"Robert, shhh. They can probably hear every sound through the wall."
The bed creaks, and the headboard pushes up against the wall – only thin plasterboard separates them from the headboard of Anne and Michael's mirror-image bed next door.
"One more state we've done it in," Robert says.
His hands tiptoe across her breasts. She forgets about the neighbors – and their giant television.
“Play the game according to the rules and do not try to change them.” Mrs. Lieutenant booklet
Kim unpacks the black-and-white photo in its battered metal frame, placing it on the small table next to the bed in the furnished apartment. The uneven table legs cause the picture to slant to one side, making the man standing against the wooden frame house seem shorter than the woman next to him, her hand resting on his arm.
The first time Jim saw the picture he offered to buy her a new frame. Kim refused, saying she liked the old frame. She lied. She hated the poor frame, hated the thought that this was all that she had. Yet she can't give up any part of the only thing she'd ever been given as a young child just for herself.
Jim comes into the room with a carrying case. He takes the gun from the case and places it in the nightstand drawer. "We're all set now," he says.
Kim slides Squeaky in his cage into the closet, leaving the door open a crack for air. Best to keep Squeaky out of Jim's sight. He sometimes accuses her of paying more attention to the pet rat than to him.
Then she avoids Jim’s eyes and instead speaks to the photo. "Why can't we get a phone?"
Jim sits down on the bed and pulls her to him. "Honey, we've been through this already. It's only for a few weeks and we can save the money. Who are we going to call except my parents and your sister? And we can call them from a pay phone every Sunday."
She says nothing. They were lucky to get this apartment – nicer than the student housing apartment they had. This is the first one they saw up here, and they took it immediately.
"Can I take the car to the store? I need some more things."
"Just come right back."
Kim takes her purse off the bed and leaves the apartment. She wasn't sure Jim would let her go by herself. He might have thought she didn't yet know her way around. When they had first married and lived in student housing, he worried she'd get lost on campus. He drove her almost everywhere she wanted to go rather than let her walk or take the bus.
Now she noses the Ford into a place alongside an old Chevy in front of the little store up the road from the apartment. She'll get some ingredients to make sugar cookies. This should please Jim.
Two clerks stand behind a counter covered with items for sale. A man in olive green fatigues and combat boots faces the two clerks.
"Where can I find the baking items?" she asks the older of the two clerks. He points to the far corner along the street side of the store.
The soldier turns toward her. "Honey, I could sure help you find the sugar."
Kim ignores him as she walks toward the baking goods shelf with the soldier trailing behind her.
"Hey, honey," he says, "I'm talking to you."
She takes a small bag of flour and a box of sugar off the shelf along with a can of baking powder. She has salt, vanilla and butter at the apartment.
Although he has said nothing more, Kim can hear the man’s footsteps behind her as she returns to the counter.
The older clerk is no longer there. She hands her packages to the younger man. He smiles at her. There is something not quite right about his eyes and the way he moves sort of slow. When he asks her if this is all, his voice sounds slurred.
The soldier bumps against her. "Excuse me, mam," he says. "I'm just trying to be friendly." His breath smells of beer.
She doesn't answer. The clerk says, "She don't want to be bothered. Go away." He makes shooing motions with his hands.
"No one tells me to go away!"
"Go away. Go away," the clerk says.
Kim stuffs her hand into her purse to find some money and leave. But the soldier runs out the front door. She now counts out the exact amount, smiles at the clerk, and says “thank you.” At that moment something explodes behind her!
She jumps, then swivels towards the bang. The soldier stands in the doorway, a rifle in his hands. He whirls and runs out. Kim turns back toward the counter as the clerk moans and slumps over. A circle of red slowly balloons across the counter, mixing with the candy and gum lined up in neat rows.
She screams and screams! From somewhere the older clerk appears. He looks at her, then at the other clerk. Then he screams too. "Jesus Christ! He killed Marvin!"
Kim sinks down onto the floor and rocks back and forth on her knees. The older clerk explains, "Marvin was harmless – just a bit touched in the head. He didn't mean nothing." She keeps rocking.
The clerk says, "I have to call the MPs. It won't be that hard to find the guy. His name was on his fatigues. You'll just have to wait to give a statement, then you can go home."
"No, no!" She jumps up and runs out the door, clutching the grocery bag to her chest. She drives off as the balloon of blood spreads itself farther and farther in front of her eyes.
She can't believe what has happened. It is like a movie, or maybe the news on television. What will she tell Jim? He'll be able to tell she's upset, that something has happened. He'll think the worst if she says nothing.
She'll tell him ... the truth, someone shot the clerk. She won't tell him why, won't say the soldier had been pestering her, the clerk had tried to protect her, that she's responsible for his death.
She parks the car in front of their apartment and bends her head over the steering wheel.
The first stabs of a migraine jab above her eyes.
**
She must go in. She has sat here too long. Jim could come out of the apartment any minute looking for her.
She opens the apartment door and puts the grocery bag down on the table. "What took so long?" Jim says.
Then he must notice her tear-streaked face because he flings himself off the couch. "Did someone mess with you? Who did it? I'll kill him." He turns towards the bedroom where the gun is as she screams, "No, no! Sit down and I'll tell you!"
She clasps her hands together. "The clerk at the store was killed by a soldier. The soldier just shot the clerk."
"While you were there?"
She nods, staring at her hands.
"Oh, honey, it must have been terrible for you,” he says. He jumps up and hugs her. “Some of these guys, they get crazy, all that killing they see in Vietnam, makes them do crazy things. “ He nods his head as if agreeing with himself that this happens.
"Besides, even down home people do go crazy with their guns," he says. "Happens all the time. Just sorry you had to be there." He asks no other questions.
During the next few days she stays in the apartment, afraid to go out except when she has to go with Jim to the post to get her ID. While there Jim insists she call Susanna Norris to thank her for the dinner and tell her where they found an apartment.
Now, on the first day of Jim’s AOB class, Kim sits in the living room, hot even with the room air conditioner running, and crochets little squares of green yarn and yellow yarn that will become an afghan for her sister Diane's Christmas present.
And over and over again Kim wishes for a phone. She wants to call her sister, be reassured that things are fine at home. Without a phone here she would have to go out to make the call, the closest phone at the little store. And she sure isn't going there – not ever again.
Kim squeezes her eyes shut to block the mental picture of the ballooning blood just as the doorbell rings.
"Hi," Susanna says, ushering her children through the door. "Thought you might like a little company."
Kim doesn't tell Susanna what happened. Instead she sits listening to Susanna chatter about life as an army wife. "And it was so much fun meetin' Bill in Hawaii. You know, for R & R after six months in Vietnam. Patty and I loved the beaches. And at night Bill and I really pumped those bed springs."
Kim has never met anybody who talks so much, who tells all the details of her life without hardly even knowing the person she's telling.
Susanna fans her face and pops a bottle in Billy Jr.'s mouth. "Just wait till you're invited to your first official function. It'll be so much fun to meet everybody."
Kim's thinking how much agony it could be, worrying about saying the wrong thing or doing the wrong thing, when Patty slips off the couch and walks to the kitchenette. "ooies!" she says.
"That's how she says cookies," Susanna says to Kim. Then Susanna says, "Patty, come back over here. It's not polite to ask for food."
Patty stays where she is, repeating "ooies" over and over. Kim doesn't know what to do. Should she offer cookies to the child or would that be interfering with the mother's authority? As a child she learned all too well the consequences of interfering with an adult's authority.
And then Susanna gets up, switching Billy Jr. from one hip to the other, and walks over to Patty. Susanna bends down and slaps Patty. "No cookies. Now come back and sit down quietly." Patty follows her mother back to the couch.
Kim's chest lurches. She stands up. "I have some cookies I'd be glad to give her."
"No," Susanna says. "She didn't come over here when I told her to so she can't have any cookies."
The tears in the child's eyes shine up at Kim. She feels as if she herself has been the one slapped. She herself ... Kim switches her mind back to Patty. The child looks so miserable that Kim asks, "Can I show my pet rat to the children?"
"Rat!" Susanna says. "Absolutely not."
She stands up and says, "It's time to go. Billy Jr. needs a nap."
Kim waves good-bye to them from the door. "Thanks for stopping by," she remembers to say, glad they are leaving. She doesn't want to have to talk to anyone or to feel badly about anyone else. She just wants to feel safe.
Now Kim hears the Ford outside. She opens the door before Jim can insert his key.
"How was it?" she asks.
"Nothing much happened in class," he says.
He closes the door. "A guy from my class – Robert Gold – invited us over tonight. He's from the North, but he seems like a nice guy. He lives right near here and he says you and his wife might like to meet."
"He invited us over without knowing us?"
Jim nods his head. "Guess they do that, so I said yes."
A warning jab above her left eye. She doesn't want to go out and she certainly isn't prepared to meet any new people yet, especially ones from the North!
She wants to scream at Jim that he shouldn't have said yes without asking her first – especially when she is still upset – but she doesn't want to start a fight. She'll take some aspirin and get through it.
At least no one will be shot and killed in front of her eyes.
“It will certainly be more advantageous to both of you if his record reflects a man and wife who were sincere in their efforts, could meet and enjoy new people, able to adapt to different and new circumstances, and who displayed an attitude of cooperation and respect.” Mrs. Lieutenant booklet
At dinner time Sharon leans over the balcony railing to watch for the yellow blur announcing the Fiat's arrival. The sizzling sun fries the few cars mired in the asphalt parking lot.
In her mind it is morning again, the alarm clock's shrill ring waking her. For a moment she doesn’t recognize where she is. Then she remembers and also what today is – the day Robert reports for the Armor Officer Basic training course. She rolls over to reach for him – he isn't there! A wild fear sweeps over her that the army has already swallowed him.
"Robert!" she calls. The apartment so small he can surely hear her wherever he is.
"I'm in the bathroom," he says.
He comes and sits down on the bed. "What is it?"
He seems so calm, so self-assured, that she doesn't want to mention her fears. "I just wanted a good-morning kiss."
"I'll give you more than that," he says, reaching under the sheets for her nude body. "Then we have to get going."
A few minutes later she slips out of bed and, shrugging on her robe, goes into the tiny kitchen to get coffee started and the cereal set out. Robert joins her at the table, a rosy flush on his chest visible between the edges of his robe. They eat in silence except for "Please pass the milk" and "May I have more coffee?"
"I'll be right back," Robert says, heading for the bedroom.
He'll be putting on his uniform, checking one last time, she knows, that his boots are shined, his insignia pinned on correctly.
She’ll write in her journal today, she tells herself. She hasn’t written anything – the pages all virgin white. Yet today she’ll record her feelings of watching her husband leave to become part of the war machinery.
Robert reemerges from the bedroom in his uniform, carrying his uniform hat, and stands in front of her for inspection. She wants to say "good luck." The words stick in her throat – don't these words imply the opposite is feared? She says: "You look terrific."
And he does look terrific if you like men in uniforms.
He kisses her good-bye at the front door. She stands on the balcony and watches him down the stairs to the car. He waves and mouths "I love you." Then he's gone.
She is without wheels and all alone.
She picks up the journal. There’s a knock on the door.
Anne announces: "I want you to meet Elizabeth, one of our other neighbors."
Humidity droplets slide down Sharon's bare arms and legs in the few short steps to a downstairs apartment in the building on the right. The landlord waves as Anne knocks on Elizabeth's door.
Elizabeth is a small woman with blond hair pulled into a tight French twist and expertly applied makeup. She wears a flower-print dress, nylons, and heels, not the shorts, top, and sandals both Sharon and Anne have on.
A large wall-hung wedding portrait in a gilt frame overpowers the small living room. Elizabeth in a Scarlett O'Hara gown and her husband in his army uniform stand together under crossed swords.
Elizabeth follows Sharon's eyes. "Mama said I had to bring it. Wouldn't be a proper home without it. I also brought my silver. An officer's lady has to be ready to assume her duties."
Anne laughs. "Can you tell she's a Southerner? Even if she didn’t have an accent. These Southerners are in love with the 'noble duty' of the army – that's why so many officers are Southern – even if it means going to Vietnam."
There, someone has said the word – Vietnam.
Elizabeth smiles. "How can a man get ahead in the army if he hasn't had at least one combat command? If my husband decides to go regular army – make the army a career, he has to get ahead."
Sharon mentally runs through any number of responses to this statement. No words leave her mouth. She has promised Robert.
Now, as she waits for Robert to return home, Sharon again thinks how Southerners are truly crazy. Robert told her Southerners make up a disproportionately large percentage of the army officer corps. This love of the military, can it really come from losing the Civil War and thus wanting to prove their manhood?
Below her a young woman dusts off a huge Chrysler. "Why are you dusting the car?" Sharon calls down to her.
"My husband just washed it yesterday," the woman says, "and I promised to dust it off if I drove it anywhere."
Unbelievable! Along with the soap operas that Anne and Elizabeth watch faithfully each day – "Whose program is it now?" they had said to an amazed Sharon – this seems to be the main activity for army wives: waiting for their husbands to come home and keeping their apartments, clothes and cars "spit-shined."
The Fiat appears in the open area between the three buildings. Sharon races down the stairs. Robert gets out, looks around as if checking who else has arrived home, and locks the car door. He kisses her hello.
"How was it? What did you do?"
"Cool it," he says out of the side of his mouth. "Wait until we get upstairs."
They walk up the outside stairs of the building, then down the outer balcony to their apartment door. Sharon unlocks the door and lets Robert enter first, then she follows him back to the bedroom, where he immediately sheds his uniform.
"It went okay. There's about 30 of us in the class. We filled out forms and listened to lectures. Not much action yet."
She doesn't want Robert to see any "action." She wants him to spend a quiet two years in the army behind a desk somewhere – if possible in Washington or some other big city – where she can pretend to herself he's not part of the war machine.
"What were the lectures about?"
"Mostly administrative details, TDY pay, uniform allotment."
"What's TDY?"
"Temporary duty. That's what this assignment is for me. Same as going to Ft. Holabird for MI – military intelligence – training will be temporary. The assignment after that will be a permanent one."
"And we'll get housing provided then, right?"
He turns away from her, places his insignia on the dresser. "If it's an accompanied tour."
"What's that mean?"
His back is still towards her. "Unaccompanied tours are to combat areas – Vietnam."Sharon sits down on the edge of the bed. "Did they say anything about the chances of your going to Vietnam?"
Robert shakes his head.
She leaves the bedroom to serve dinner and Robert follows her, turning on the television in the living room. "Please don't watch the news," she says.
"I just want to see what's happening in Israel. I'll turn it off right after that."
Sharon walks back into the bedroom. She turns on the radio to listen to music and drown out the television. She doesn't want to risk seeing or hearing the news of Vietnam come on before the news of Israel.
At least the War of Attrition in Israel is one war of which Sharon can approve. It's a fight for survival waged by the country's own inhabitants. And no American troops have been sent there to fight.
A few minutes later Robert comes back to the bedroom. "I'm done watching the news now. And, listen, I invited a guy and his wife over tonight – Jim and Kim Benton. They live in the next complex."
Sharon stands up. "That's great. I want to meet some people. What time are they coming?"
"About 7:30. I said it would be nothing fancy, just coffee, or I'm not sure he would have agreed to come. Jim seemed surprised we would invite strangers over."
"Where do they come from?"
"Somewhere in the South."
**
Sharon has prepared for the Bentons' upcoming visit, straightening the sofa cushions and checking on the supply of cold pop. Still the knock on the door startles her. She hasn't realized she is so nervous about this visit – what will they think of her and Robert? Do they dislike Jews?
Robert answers the knock as Sharon stands behind him. Both Kim and Jim are tall, slender blonds with light eyes. They look almost like brother and sister.
"Come on in," Robert says, motioning them to sit down.
"Would you like some coffee?" Sharon says.
"Not right now," Jim says as he and Kim sit down on the sofa. "It's a little too hot."
"How about some pop? I've got some Dr. Pepper and some Coke."
"Thanks, that'll be really great," Jim says. "We'll both take a Coke."
"I'll have one too," Robert says, jumping up to help her.
"Where do you come from?" Sharon asks as she and Robert bring four Cokes from the kitchenette.
"Small town in North Carolina," Jim says.
Kim smiles, her face relaxing for the first time since she's entered the apartment. "We met at church."
"I came home on vacation from college and went to church with my parents,” Jim says. “We had a visit from another church, and Kim was singing in the visiting choir. At the church social afterwards I asked her out right away."
"You didn't waste any time, did you?" Robert says.
Kim glances at her hands, then smiles. "We dated steadily from then on. As soon as I finished high school, we got married."
Jim puts his arm around Kim. "I wanted her at college with me. I didn't want to wait until I finished."
Sharon smiles back. "Robert and I met at a ..." – Robert's eyes signal her – "... college event. We disagreed with each other."
"And that's what attracted me to her," Robert says.
Sharon turns to Kim. "Robert and I went to a grocery store on Dixie Highway. I couldn't believe how few kinds of meat there were. I was trying to find lamb or even beef. I couldn't even find any brisket."
"What's brisket?"
"You've never heard of brisket?"
Kim shakes her head.
"It's a beef cut, sort of like shoulder roast, that you cook for a long time with potatoes."
"It's a popular Jewish dish," Robert adds.
"You're Jewish?" Jim asks.
As Robert nods his head, Sharon watches Kim look around the small living room, then her eyes return to her hands. "We've never been to the home of any Jews before," Kim says. "We didn't really know any back home."
Sharon’s hands prickle. Are they staring at her and Robert to check for horns, the erroneous and pervasive myth dating back to Michelangelo? When Michelangelo carved his famous statue of Moses, he relied on the Vulgate Latin Bible mistranslation of the Hebrew word that could mean "ray of light" or "horn." Michelangelo erred by portraying Moses with horns protruding from his forehead rather than his face aglow with rays of light – the actual Hebrew Bible description. Michelangelo’s mistaken portrayal of Moses with horns started the myth about Jews, causing ignorant people even today to sometimes ask Jews "Do you have horns?"
"There aren't any Jews in your town?" Robert asks.
"There may be, we just don't know any," Jim says. "I'm sure if we did, we'd like them."
Sharon sits immobilized, experiencing deja vu from her freshman lit course. A similar sentiment was said to her by a student of Lebanese descent from Detroit: "Now that I know you're Jewish I like Jews."
Robert cuts into the silence. "Listen, Sharon and Kim, I had an idea today when I realized how close we live to each other. I already discussed it with Jim. Suppose we carpooled? That way, Jim and I would drive together each day and you two would have a car. What do you think?"
Oh no! Sharon would be sharing a car for the nine weeks of AOB class with a stranger – a Christian Southerner! Kim seems nice, but will they have anything in common?
The alternatives – being without a car all day or driving back and forth twice a day to drop off and pick up Robert from the post – are also unappealing. Maybe she can try out the carpooling arrangement. If it doesn't work, she'll think of something to get out of it. "Sounds okay to me," she says.
Kim turns to her husband. "I already told Robert I thought it was a good idea," Jim tells her. "There's safety in numbers." Kim nods her head. "Just don't go to the ice cream parlor. It's in the troop area."
What ice cream parlor? And why can't they go there?
Before Sharon can ask, Robert says, "Let's start tomorrow. Jim can drive the two of us in the morning. After lunch Sharon can pick Kim up and the two of you can go to the PX together."
Sharon nods her agreement; she isn't going to disagree with him publicly. Has being on active duty for one day gone to Robert's head? He's already giving orders, dictating where she should go.
Jim says, "Remember Kim and Sharon will have to make plans the day before since we don't have a phone."
No phone? Robert gives Sharon a look that clearly says: Don't ask.
Robert claps his hands together. "And now that we've got that settled, do you guys play bridge?"
Kim and Jim shake their heads.
"We'll teach you."
**
The next day Sharon drives the couple of blocks to Kim and Jim's apartment, which is actually just behind her own complex and could be reached on foot across an open field. Large trees circle the small parking lot facing a single two-story apartment building.
Kim opens the door of her first-floor apartment. "Come on in," she says.
Sharon smiles at her, then shrieks. The white furry creature in Kim's hand jumps down and runs towards the back of the apartment.
Kim laughs, her short blond curls swirling around her face. "I didn't mean to scare you. That's just my pet white rat – Squeaky."
"A rat?" Sharon's eyes dart to the floor, checking for stray vermin.
"He's harmless. He was bred for laboratory tests and I rescued him. He keeps me company."
Kim motions for Sharon to sit down while she searches for Squeaky. When Kim brings him back, cradled in her hand again, Sharon asks, "Do you think you could put him in his cage – he does have a cage, doesn't he? – for now? I'm sort of afraid of animals."
Kim laughs again. "That means you don't want to pet him?"
"No, thanks."
While Kim puts Squeaky in the bedroom, Sharon looks around the front part of the apartment. This furnished apartment is basically no different than hers, and there aren't any personal signs of the individuals living here, just as there aren't in her apartment, except for some miniature figures set up on the floor near the coffee table. Metal soldiers in blue uniforms and other metal soldiers in grey uniforms face each other, cannons and horses lined up on both sides. Is it a reenactment of a Civil War battle?
Kim returns without Squeaky. "Would you like some Coca-Cola? It could be 7-up or Coke."
"I'd like a Coke. It certainly is hot out."
Kim brings out two Cokes and hands Sharon one.
Now what? Sharon thinks. What can they talk about?
Family. People always like to talk about their family.
"Did your parents object to your coming here with Jim?" Sharon asks.
A blush rises up Kim's neck."I don't have any parents. I'm an orphan."
Yikes! Sharon has put her foot in her mouth already. When will she learn not to ask personal questions? "I'm sorry," she says.
"It was a long time ago. My sister and I were raised in foster homes, and the church was kind of our family. That's why I sang in the choir."
Oh, yes, Kim met Jim when she was singing in the choir. "You must have a beautiful voice."
Kim smiles. "It's passable. I was never a soloist."
Unsure of what else to talk about, Sharon asks, "Are you ready to go to the PX now? Do you have your ID?"
Kim nods, then says, "Something happened a couple of days ago. I'm not very comfortable going places here."
"What happened?"
Kim looks out the window, then back at Sharon. "I ... I went to that little store up the road to get some things. And ... and a soldier shot the clerk dead right in front of me."
A shiver runs up Sharon’s spine. "How did it happen?"
Kim averts her face. "It just did."
Sharon hesitates to take Kim's hands to show sympathy – it may be too forward. Instead she says, "That's terrible! Yet it's obviously a freak thing – it's not going to happen again. We'll be okay at the PX."
Then she lightly touches Kim's hands.
Kim looks up, her eyes bright, and lets out her breath. "I'll go with you."
Now Kim walks towards the bedroom and comes back with her purse. "Are we dressed okay?"
Sharon nods. They both wear skirts and blouses, although Sharon's skirt ends considerably higher above her knees than Kim's. Certainly this is a long way from the required "to-the-knee or below" skirts of junior high, where the principal made Sharon kneel down in the library to prove her skirt touched the floor. Sharon wonders whether Kim's skirt length is modesty-inspired or just out-of-fashion.
They get into the Fiat. "Do you mind the top down?” Sharon says. “It's somewhat cooler."
Kim shakes her head, and Sharon backs the car out of the space.
"Your apartment is nice," Sharon says. "Did you have a hard time finding it?"
"It was the first one we saw."
"You don't know how lucky you are," Sharon says, then proceeds to describe the experiences she and Robert had.
"We really are lucky," Kim says when Sharon finishes.
They approach the entrance to Ft. Knox. Now that Robert has put the student status tag on the Fiat’s bumper they are waved right through.
"What kind of game was that in your living room?" Sharon asks.
“It's a military strategy game,” Kim says. “Jim likes to play these games, taking the part of both armies."
Does Jim approve of war, including the one in Vietnam? Is he anxious to fight over there to test out his military strategies? And is this part of the Southern military culture?
Sharon doesn't know Kim well enough to ask these questions – and she certainly doesn't want to put her foot in her mouth again. She also refrains from asking Kim why she and Jim have no phone and what Jim meant about the ice cream parlor. Right now her relationship with Kim is too fragile.
Sharon locates the PX, another one of the wooden frame buildings. At the top of the entrance steps a young black enlisted man in starched fatigues and shiny combat boots walks out of the door, sees them, and holds the door open. Sharon smiles at him as they pass.
They enter the PX and Kim turns to Sharon. "Did you see that? He was looking at us!"
"He was what?"
"Looking at us!" Kim hisses.
"He was just holding the door for us, being polite."
Kim's eyes flash her anger.
"Was the man black who shot the clerk?" Sharon asks.
"He was white. This has nothing to do with that." Kim strides off.
Sharon catches up with Kim in the towel department. Yves Saint Laurent towels in black and brown stripes and in blue and black stripes occupy a table. "These are terrific prices," Sharon says to Kim by way of making up. "The person who ordered these probably doesn't even know that Yves Saint Laurent is a famous designer."
Kim turns to her. "Have you ever been to the South?"
"No. Have you ever been to the North?"
"No." Kim fingers a towel. "We think of this as the North, Kentucky that is."
The North! That can't be! This is the South! Sharon opens her mouth to say something when she looks at Kim's serious face. Some things are better left unsaid.
Sharon picks up several towels with matching hand towels and washcloths in both color patterns. It still bothers Sharon that her mother didn’t buy her towels and bed linen for a wedding trousseau. “You’ll be moving around so much in the army. Wait until you’re settled.” Sharon still wonders whether this is disguised punishment for marrying a man just before he enters the army.
"I hope Robert likes these," she says to Kim. "We don't have many towels."
As Sharon walks to the checkout counter she tries to remember whether Kentucky was part of the Confederacy or did it stay with the Union? If only she remembered her high school American history course better. Because she would love to know whether at this moment she stands in the South or the North.
**
Robert arrives home that evening holding an envelope. "Believe it or not," he says, handing her the envelope, "there's an orientation coffee to welcome the wives of the AOB class. Typical army. After not even telling us you could come, there's actually an official function for the wives."
Sharon reads the paper inside. The typed invitation requests the pleasure of the company of the wives of the members of the AOB class at an orientation coffee in their honor the next day at Quarters One, Fifth Avenue – the home of the commanding general.
"Will you go?" Robert asks, putting his arms around her.
Regardless of her feelings about the army, Robert wants her to be a part of his new life. "It's Kim's turn to have the car tomorrow, so I'll go if she does."
"Then you'd better see if she'll go." He kisses her and releases her.
Since the Bentons don't have a phone, she has to drive over there now or walk over first thing in the morning. She isn't sure what her welcome will be. Kim was pleasant after the incident at the PX. Yet when Sharon dropped her off at her apartment afterwards, Kim didn't invite her in or make plans for tomorrow.
Sharon glances around the living room of the small apartment. She can't stage a sit-in, refusing to budge. And Sharon reminds herself of her liberal principles – not judging someone on one small incident.
“I'm not sure she wants to spend time with me,” Sharon says.
Robert throws her a questioning look. Sharon hesitates before continuing, “In fact, I don't know if the carpool thing will work."
"Why not?" Robert sits down on the couch.
Sharon tells him what happened in the PX, then asks, "Why is she so upset about black men?"
"You're the one who's assuming it's about black men. Maybe it's all men. Maybe she thinks all men are always looking at all women." He smiles. "Which is probably true."
She picks up one of the sofa cushions and beans him with it. "You better not be!"
He holds up his arms to fend her off. "Not me of course. Other men, looking for – conquests."
Sharon sits down next to Robert. "I think it was only because he was black. Besides, it's obvious we're not single or we wouldn't be here."
Robert squeezes her. "Maybe for some men a married woman is more exciting – the lure of the forbidden."
“When you have received an invitation to a social function, acknowledge it within twenty-four hours.” Mrs. Lieutenant booklet
Kim drops the mixing bowl into the sink. Two filled cake tins occupy the tiny oven, the thin batter transforming into a dense chocolate cake.
She came home from the PX with Sharon and immediately started to bake – a calming activity. She's not sure about this carpooling. She and Sharon are so different.
Last night as she and Jim drove home from Sharon and Robert's apartment, Jim said, "They seem nice, don't they?"
Kim didn't answer. She watched her husband's profile as he drove, aware of how much she wanted to fit into the role of an officer’s wife. Had she said the right things? Or had she embarrassed him?
"Robert's idea to carpool is a good one," he said. "You'll have to spend a lot of time with Sharon but at least you won’t be alone."
Kim knew what her husband wanted to hear – her having a personal escort wherever she went on the post was important to him – so she said: "We'll have a good time together.”
Jim turned the car into their apartment complex. "You can hang out at the Officers Club. Just stay away from the other officers."
Kim's face burned. Why did Jim always have to warn her about other men? Didn't he know how much she loved him? That she would never look at another man in that way? She knew why he was suspicious of her ...
She got out of the car and walked beside her husband. Her husband. Such strength, such comfort in those two words. How could she ever live without him? Every night she prayed she wouldn't have to.
They walked into the apartment and Jim turned on the television. Kim didn't stay to watch the news. There was nothing she wanted to know from that box. Instead she headed to the bedroom and extracted her pet white rat from the closet.
Squeaky never failed to comfort her. Just watching his little nose quiver as he ran around the bedroom took her mind off "things." That was the word she used for what she wouldn't even permit herself to think about – the war her husband might have to fight in.
Now she removes the cake tins from the oven while she thinks again of Sharon Gold. Number one, she is a Northerner so she probably doesn’t like Southerners. Number two, she comes from a large city so she will obviously be more sophisticated and make Kim feel like a country bumpkin. Number three, she is Jewish so she will ... be different than Kim. All in all, three good reasons not to like her.
Kim doesn't have a lot of experience with friends. Her foster parents hadn't encouraged her to invite friends over. And she would have been too embarrassed to go to a friend's house and never invite her back. She kept to herself in school and came straight home afterwards to her chores and homework.
Kim and her sister had done everything together, which meant not very much in a small town. Kim had been able to keep the money made from babysitting other people's children – caring for the foster parents' children was just one of her regular tasks – so she and her sister went to the movies sometimes. And they spent a lot of time in the library. It was a safe place with no one asking them to do any chores. Both of them read romance novels, dreaming of the day a pair of white knights would ride off with them, taking them away forever from their unhappy lives.
As a college man, two years older than she, Jim had seemed to be that white knight for her. Just like in the books he practically swept her off her feet. She had felt totally protected by his love.
When they married and lived in student housing, she didn't have a chance to meet any women friends. Then it was okay, because she was busy with her job in the college's biology department.
Here she has nothing to do. She doesn’t want to be all alone day after day. Stuck without a car or a phone. Sharon seems nice. And Jim wants to carpool with her husband.
After all, it is only for nine weeks. Kim has put up with unhappy arrangements for a lot longer – almost her whole life.
Kim swishes chocolate icing over the two cake layers as a car stops right outside her first-floor apartment door. Kim puts down the icing knife and walks to the door to kiss her husband.
He follows her into the kitchenette. "Look at that cake," he says, sticking his finger into the bowl of icing and then licking his finger.
He gives her another kiss. "So what did you do today, hon?"
Kim continues to ice the cake as she speaks. "I went with Sharon to the PX. We saw some nice things there and it was good to get out."
Actually, she is relieved that Sharon forced her to leave the apartment even if the trip to the PX didn't go that well. The shooting still bothers Kim. She doesn't want to mention her fears to Jim because she doesn't want Jim asking more questions – possibly finding out that the shooting happened because the soldier bothered her. Jim might think she started up with the soldier. Thank heavens the MPs haven't traced her and then come by to ask questions.
She follows Jim back to the bedroom, where he takes off his uniform. His high school football muscles still bulge underneath his undershirt. She didn't know him in high school even though their hometown has only one high school. Jim's parents sent him to military boarding school in a nearby town – they thought the discipline would be good – and those schools played football in a different league. The boarding school hooked him on military strategy games. He always had a game in progress in their married student housing apartment. Now it is the same here.
"Dinner's ready," she says, then goes back to the kitchenette, where Jim joins her.
"What's for dinner?"
"Fried chicken and homemade biscuits."
A parasitology major, Jim wrote his senior thesis on parasites in pigs. He became convinced that pigs were about the unhealthiest animals on this earth. Now he won't touch pork. They have fried chicken a whole lot.
She sets the plate of hot food down in front of him and puts another plate at her place. Then she sits down.
"Jews like blacks a whole lot, don't they?" she asks as Jim forks the first mouthful.
He chews before answering. "What do you mean?"
"Today at the PX, a black man held the door for us just so he could stare at us. I told Sharon that he was staring at us. She said he was just being polite holding the door open."
Jim swallows his milk. "Now look, Kim, it's not just Jews think that way. That's Northerners' thinking. They just don't know what we know, living with them the way we do.”
Kim nods. It isn't just that Jim has a college degree and she doesn't. He hasn't been out of North Carolina, just as she hasn't, until they came here, yet he knows a lot about so many things.
For probably the millionth time she thanks her lucky stars that she has Jim. He is everything to her – father, mother, husband. He is also the reason she doesn't want children. Things are just perfect the way they are between the two of them. Children would somehow change that. And she can't risk losing this closeness.
The doorbell rings as she puts away the last of the washed supper dishes. Who could it be? The MPs? A stab of pain above her left eye punctuates her fear.
Jim gets up from the couch and opens the door. Sharon stands outside.
"Sorry to bother you,” Sharon says. “I need to talk to Kim before tomorrow."
From the kitchenette Kim watches Jim motion Sharon to come in. What is she here for? To say she doesn't want their husbands to carpool anymore? That she doesn't want to share a car with Kim?
Kim walks into the living room. "Have a seat," she says, gesturing towards the couch. The small apartment smells of fried chicken – that’s okay, Kim thinks, it isn't unpleasant. She watches Sharon glance around before sitting down. Probably checking for Squeaky.
"I just wanted to know,” Sharon says, “if you’re going to the orientation coffee for the AOB wives tomorrow. We could go together."
"See you, ladies," Jim says, walking towards the bedroom.
Kim sits down in the armchair facing the couch. "What coffee is that?" she asks.
"Didn't you get the invitation? It's for all the AOB wives who are here."
Kim shakes her head. Sharon glances towards the bedroom, then says, "Robert brought it home for me. Maybe Jim forgot to give it to you."
Kim stands. "That doesn't sound like Jim. Hold on while I go ask him."
Kim finds Jim sitting on the double bed reading from an army manual. Kim closes the door and comes up to him. She smiles. "Did you forget to give me an invitation?"
Jim closes the manual and stands up. "Honey, I'm sorry. I did forget. I have it right here." He reaches into his pants pocket and withdraws a folded white envelope. He gives her a quick kiss as he hands it to her.
Kim walks out of the bedroom before she realizes that Jim now wears the civilian clothes he changed into when he first got home. That means he transferred the invitation into those pants. Did he purposely not give it to her so she wouldn’t know about the orientation coffee? Is he worried that his uneducated wife might embarrass him in front of the other officers’ wives?
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