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June 28, 1919 
 
Victor, with his right hand clasped around the armband on his left bicep (a habit he had 
developed when patrolling the streets of Paris after the Armistice, where his brutish M.P. 
unit had developed quite a reputation) bent over the vellum page, spread out on the marble-
top table before him in the whirling chaos of the golden refracted light in the hall of mirrors. 
The gilding on the walls. The tan, glossy parquet woven beneath his feet. The vast, vaulted 
ceilings of Versailles, with its pastel frescos and elaborate, curlicues of golden plasterwork 
lacing all the way to the floors, and up and around the multitude of doorways and arches, 
the hundreds of candelabra on stands, unlit, pushed back into the darker recesses to make 
room for the hundreds (had he heard thousands?) jumbled in tip-toe crowds at the edges of 
the giant hall, and those more privileged arranged tight and precise in the chairs for the 
dignitaries that radiated out from the great table itself—reflected back and forth between the 
walls so that the crowd seemed infinite.  

He had watched within a few arms-lengths of the President, for he was part of his official 
security detail, as the gaunt and thin Wilson, professorial as always but somehow ridiculous 
in his tall top hat, fidgeted awkwardly between Clemenceau and George, who seemed to 
cabal in broken French, while Orlando, sticking with his Italian, seemed an unspoken part of 
their secret machinations. It had been that way for months in Paris at the French Foreign 
Ministry on the Quai d’Orsay, where most of the details were hashed out. Whenever 
President Wilson traveled over to France to attend the meetings, Victor would be requested 
from his unit patrolling the streets, and he would stand for hours in the dim recesses of 
smoky rooms humid with damp woolens and thick with hair tonic and, on occasion, fumes of 
burgundy or Cotes du Rhone, as the “big four” poured over the finer details of the weeks and 
weeks of deliberations and debates that had been sent forth by representatives acting on 
behalf of Prime Minister David Lloyd George, and French President Georges Clemenceau, 
along with Vittorio Emanuele Orlando, when his fits of rage didn’t send him packing back to 
Italy in a tantrum. Victor had stood watch over the proceedings perhaps a dozen times—and 
he knew that members from some 27 other allied delegations had also labored under 
extensive sessions at work on the treaty.  Woodrow Wilson—patient, steadfast—kept pressing 
his fourteen points. It pained Victor to see the others ridicule his president, roll their eyes, 
gesture wildly and speak in tongues unfamiliar to him, but in a tone he understood deeply.  

The Allied Expeditionary Forces had behaved gallantly, perhaps turned the tide of war, 
but France had lost literally thousands of villages, perhaps one and a half million civilians, to 
this—only the latest—incursion from the East. Not to mention the 1,300,000 military dead, 
with four times that many wounded, a great number mangled horribly by the new tools of 
mass warfare: poison gas, giant artillery, heavy machine guns, death raining down from 
flying contraptions or plodding forward mercilessly in the new plate-armor tanks. Yes, thank 
you America, but it was not your land under attack, and still under threat. And—often 
reminded—late to the war at that. Fifty-some thousand dead? Perhaps a quarter million 
wounded? How might that compare to France, or Britain, whose land and cities mostly 
escaped the direct fight, but who fed across the channel a steady stream of boys and 
equipment and resources—and lost three quarters of a million of those chaps, twice that 
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many wounded—and their island suffering at the edge of that horror so complete that 
upwards of a million English men and women were cast down to early graves from the 
conflict. Italy racked up similar counts. All of Europe had been consumed and had suffered 
greatly—not to mention the Eastern Front! Not to mention the Central Powers themselves—
those spiked belligerents who crossed into Luxembourg and Belgium nearly five years ago. 
Mr. Wilson, Victor often saw, was out of his league in the face of the sacrifices made by 
these nations. They would dictate the peace, and the vengeance. 

The thrilling hum in that giant room was dissipating now that all the plenipotentiaries of 
the twenty-some aggrieved nations that had joined the Entente had, one by one, risen from 
the horseshoe-shaped table that aproned the larger dais of the main treaty delegates.  
Wilson, Clemenceau, George and Orlando had been escorted out long ago. The formal call 
came from attendees who brought the various dignitaries forth to sign for their delegation. It 
seemed impossible, but the room was slowly emptying.  

Victor bent closer, his nose nearly to the document, when he heard a man in French 
military garb bark out at him and he stiffened and stood straight up. 

“Déplacer le petit policier! Va-t-en!”  
Henderson, President Wilson’s attaché, appeared suddenly from the crowd and 

immediately turned to the man and spoke in fluent and animated French.  The guard 
subsequently stood down.  

“Go on, Vic.” He patted him on the back of his olive-drab tunic. “Take some time. This is 
quite a moment—and you have been at the President’s back for all these months.” He 
leaned in closer. Victor studied the sheen of Henderson’s top-hat, the starch of his velvet 
vest and collar. He poked the page with his index finger. “Lord knows you have borne 
witness to the struggle for this--scribbling of lasting peace.” 

The French guard stepped nearer, but Henderson waived him off once again with some 
sonorous phrase. Victor could sense the dignity in it—something about how this man Victor 
had been behind the scenes of the making of this great document, so give him a moment, 
and he felt the guard scrutinize his khaki trousers, flared as best he could at the hips, but 
dingy from all those winter patrols in Paris. His tan boots and scuffed leather leggings were 
polished, and certainly a far cry from his normal bedraggled puttees, but none the less he 
looked less like the fine riders about him than a field hand, and he sunk a bit as his left 
hand pressed on the crisp peak of his campaign hat, wedged against his thigh. The 
mobilization had been so thorough and spontaneous that the battles and peace had 
outstripped the tailors, and there was a backlog on dress uniforms for the men. Reluctantly, 
the guard turned away.  

Henderson patted him on the shoulder once more. “Safe for democracy and all that, 
eh?” He nodded towards the pages. “Take a moment. Then meet me outside for a smoke. 
The righteous air has gotten too thick in here for me. I doubt many of those here ever smelt 
the gas…” 

He disappeared into the crowd. Victor looked at two decorous, upholstered chairs—no 
doubt from some King Louis of long time ago—where just an hour or so previous the two 
diminished figures of the German delegates, Dr. Muller and Dr. Bell, (the Emperors having 
abdicated before the armistice, even) had hunched over the document and painfully 
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signed—seemingly the whole of the allied powers mounted in a single formation, on the 
other side of the table, bearing down. Behind the Germans towered the elaborate fresco of 
some dashing figure on horseback urging his soldiers across a river. (Years later, when he 
would return to this very room, Victor would learn that this was Louis XIV himself, crossing 
into the Rhineland). He lowered his gaze to the parchment on the table.  

 
PART VIII 

REPARATIONS 
SECTION I 

General Provisions 
 
ARTICLE 231 
 
The Allied and Associated Governments affirm and Germany accepts the 

responsibility of Germany and her allies for causing all the loss and damage to which 
the Allied and Associated Governments and their nationals have been subjected as a 
consequence of the war imposed upon them by the aggression of Germany and her 
allies. 

 
ARTICLE 232 
The Allied and Associated Governments recognize that the resources of Germany 

are not adequate, after taking into account permanent diminutions of such resources 
which will result from other provisions of the present Treaty, to make complete 
reparation for all such loss and damage. 

 
The Allied and Associated Governments, however, require, and Germany 

undertakes, that she will make compensation for all damage done to the civilian 
population of the Allied and Associated Powers and to their property during the 
period of the belligerency of each as an Allied or Associated Power against Germany 
by such aggression— 

 
“Va-t-en!” The French guard had returned. He motioned to the line of people behind him. 

Victor stepped back. A tan-skinned man in an elaborate turban moved immediately to the 
table and spoke to two companions, similarly attired, in a tongue Victor found all syllables 
and sneezes.  

He made his way through the crowd into the bright courtyard, only to encounter a 
limitless mall of fountains stretching the distance, surrounded by carefully carved shrubs in 
various dizzying shapes, and patchworks of flowers and plants surrounding stone, square 
reflecting pools bursting up in spray and statues at intervals. If he were to find Henderson, it 
would take a while—hundreds of people in a wide variety of military garb, dignitary dress, 
exotic wraps from far flung lands, the occasional wife of a diplomat or high ranking officer in 
elaborate frills and feathered hats, all gathered around the waterworks.  
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Victor started walking. How far he had come! When he enlisted, he resisted his 
placement with the Military Police Corps, for he had suffered enough derision as a foot 
patrolman in downtown Omaha. But it had turned out to be a good spot for him. Patrolling 
the deck of the transport over, he was able to avoid the worst of the sickness and stultifying 
conditions for the doughboys in the hold. That likely saved his life, he thought, as they 
tossed at least fifteen over the rails before the made port in France. Then, he had been 
billeted in a variety of villages across the French countryside—beautiful and quaint at the 
rear, rubble and chaos near the front. He was attached to an infantry division, so he saw his 
fair share of bright shells and stuttering bullets, but—for the most part—was able to avoid the 
worst of the very front lines. Not much call for patrol in the trenches. Or in no-man’s-land, for 
that matter. 

He found an empty section of stone bench near a fountain and sat to catch his breath 
and adjust his leggings. Then the guns went off with thunderous echo—from somewhere 
outside the palace grounds, a salute to the peace. It caused Victor to hunker over, close his 
eyes and count, as had been his habit near the front, 1-2-3-4…still breathing. Repeat.  

Another fusillade. His fingers gripped his knees. He thought of quieter times. On the 
streets of Paris. For many of his compatriots, Paris was anything but quiet. But he laid low. 
He’d once been with some fellow M.P.s when they thought to make a lesson of an American 
who didn’t salute to their liking, and they had beat the hell out of him. He had pleaded with 
them, said he was attached to some college in the city—some program for doughboys there 
during the occupation. But his friends wouldn’t believe him, and they sent him bleeding to 
the brig. The agony and defeat in that young man’s eyes still haunted Victor. 

So he kept his head down. Walked his beat. Behaved reasonably. Stayed away from the 
cafes and bars, tempting though they were. And the gregarious but desperate women. His 
commanding officer, facing a pen of hardened combat veterans who didn’t seem to give 
much credence to the old ways, picked one Victor Osborne, the tamest and most conforming 
of the lot, for an important assignment. President Wilson was coming to Paris for the Peace 
Talks. He needed an entourage of security—people who knew the town and its threats. For 
the first few meetings, Victor was simply part of the rear guard, but in subsequent sessions, 
he found himself closer and closer to the President, taking more and more a lead in the 
security detail as his colleagues got pinched in Paris for various activities unbecoming. 

At one of the more contentious sessions, when Lloyd George and Clemenceau were 
getting the best of Wilson with their secret deals and raised eyebrows at his naiveté, the 
President had stood up suddenly, complaining of a tingling down his arm, and Victor saw his 
face droop ever so slightly as he had seen his father just before the massive stroke that 
felled him, so he swooped in and steadied the tall leader, who recovered, with little loss of 
dignity—and then later sent for Victor as he rested in his room, complaining of a headache 
just behind his eyes. In that darkened space, stretched out on his bed, he asked Victor 
about Paris and the aftermath of the war. Where he had served and all he had seen. What 
the future might hold.  

“Mr. President, I’m just a beat cop from Omaha—but I don’t know what future even 
means. After all this? How am I gonna go back and sit for an ice cream with some gal up the 
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block? I don’t know how the fellas are going to pick up the pieces. Paris might be the better 
place for the whole lot of us.” 

After that day, whenever Wilson was in town, Victor was his primary guard. That was how 
he had gotten to know Henderson so well. Henderson, who saw a future for the young 
soldier in the diplomatic corps. He knew a man at Georgetown—could pull a few strings. 
Having a personal reference in the Commander-in-Chief couldn’t hurt, either. 

 
“There you are.” Victor squinted as he looked up into the beaming face of Henderson. He’d 
removed his top hat and loosened his collar. Somehow, he had a cane. “I believe the cannon 
are now stilled. The show is over. Let’s get you home.” 

Victor stood. They turned to contemplate the flashing water at the base of the fountain. 
“Home?” Victor stood with his hat in front of him, his hands nervously pinching the brim 

as if winding the dough around a pie plate. “After all this? We just—we just go--back?” 
Henderson pulled a cigar case from his breast pocket. He offered one to Victor, who 

shook his head no. Henderson lit the cigar, twirled it in his fingers, exhaled deeply, stared at 
the water splashing at the base of the statue in the fountain.  

Victor, focused on the same spot, continued. “Everything I left at home—that isn’t there 
any more. I’m certain.” 

Henderson took another long drag on his cigar. Exhaled. He then spoke with gravity. “The 
president will get this ratified, you watch. There’s momentum now. What can stop it? The 
League of Nations will keep the peace. You and I and the rest of the Yankees will lead the 
way.”  

Victor stared at his hat. “Still. I’m going back to Omaha. I appreciate the offer, but—I’m 
pretty sure I don’t have schoolin’ in me, and what I saw in those fields of France—I can’t see 
how all will be forgiven.” He looked at Reynolds. “The President told me that Germany alone 
lost almost two million. The Austrians maybe half that—and all the others, all together—
millions, millions, wounded! And they weren’t even invited into those meetings I stood at.” 

They stared at the water at the base of the statue.  
“Well, for now, let’s put it all away. Think about home.” Henderson tossed the stub of his 

cigar into the water. Victor heard it sizzle.  
He looked at the cherub with the vase on his shoulder, pouring out its heart. There was a 

large chip in the edge where a stream of water dribbled near its mossy feet in the otherwise 
smooth and potent flow.  

“Vic?” He kept staring at the water pooling beneath the broken cherub. “Victor?” 
He turned to look at Henderson. “For us, this war is over. That paper in that gaudy room 

says so.” He turned back to water. “But for so many others—scattered everywhere—“ He 
gestured with his hand beyond the fountains and the trees and the green hills. “Is there 
peace?” 

They stared at the water. 
Victor let out a long sigh, then carefully put on his hat, adjusting the brim just so. They 

turned from the fountain and began to walk.  “This is one kind of ending, I suppose. And now 
we start over,” He said. “Everyone in this strange new world is going to have to make their 
own peace. Imagine all the stories of this day waiting to be told…” 
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Ralph 
 
Ralph felt cold beads of sweat running down his sides. His mind was racing from the news 
but he still could not quite make it sink in. He had been drafted. All of his father’s social 
prestige and money had come to nothing, obliterated in a puff of smoke by the finality of the 
wire he had received that morning. His mother had done her best to console him, but he 
would not have it. He was going to die. Ralph Owens, only son of the esteemed banker 
Donald Owens was going to be shot to death in a trench over in Europe somewhere because 
his card had been drawn by pure chance out of thousands. 

“You promised I would not have to go!” he stormed into his father’s study, face still drawn 
and white from the news.  

“I did everything I could Ralph,” Donald said, looking up from the papers on his desk, “but 
there was no budging them. If you stay behind, then one hundred other families are going to 
be up in arms. You remember the Undercroft boy sent over last month? His father tried the 
same thing with no success. I did everything I could son.” 

“Well you should have tried harder, who’s going to run the bank when I die? You can’t live 
forever old man.” Ralph turned before his father could retort and stomped out of the room, 
almost running his mother over on the way out. 

“Ralph please…” she began. 
“I won’t go mother! I won’t be shot at like some common foot soldier!” Ralph tore himself 

away from his mother’s embrace and raced down the long hallway and up the steps into his 
room. He slammed the door loud enough so he knew his parents would hear, and almost set 
the antique lamp on his bedside table crashing to the floor. It wobbled for a moment or two 
and then righted itself. Ralph looked at it for a second, and then dashed it to the floor with a 
backward swipe of his hand. Who were they to tell him that everything was going to be 
alright? Did they understand the fear and terror that he now faced? Of course his mother 
was sure he would get a desk job on some military base right off the ship. It will be miles 
away from the front, she had assured him, the most dangerous thing he would have to deal 
with would be going out to the latrine on cold nights. But Ralph knew better, he read the 
papers. Being drafted meant on thing and one thing only: you were sent to the front to be 
fodder for the German’s cannons. He shivered. Honestly the thought of being vaporized by a 
flying shell wasn’t even as bad as… 

But no, he couldn’t think about that, no sense in it really. After all, just because his useless 
father could not save him did not mean that Ralph couldn’t make his own destiny, he was an 
Owens! That meant something in New York, and even if his father was too old and decrepit 
to control his own affairs any more, all the more opportunity for Ralph to take the throne. 
Move aside old man, there’s a new king in town. With this thought rising in his chest, Ralph 
got up off of his bed, carefully stepped around the shards of broken lamp on the floor, and 
opened the door, this time more quietly.  

He could hear his parents arguing in his father’s study, a steady cadence punctuated by an 
occasional sob from his mother. He made his way softly down the stairs and took a right into 
the living room. There, glinting gruesomely in the light of the fireplace, was Ralph’s salvation. 



 8 

It was a dueling pistol that had been in the family for years. Amadeus Owens, Ralph’s great-
grandfather, had purchased it from an acquaintance who had assured the old collector that 
it was one in the same with the infamous piece used by the cowardly Aaron Burr to end the 
life of Alexander Hamilton. Ralph had always doubted these rumors, and had never given 
the pistol much thought, but it was the only firearm in the house that was not in his father’s 
study. 

Ralph walked slowly over to the gun and took it off of the hooks that held it into the 
masonry of the fireplace. It felt heavy and cold in his hand. He knew all he had to do was put 
a bullet in his own leg and he would be unfit for military service. It didn’t even have to break 
a bone. Suddenly his mouth became impossibly dry and he felt the urge to vomit all over the 
floor. Shooting himself now would save his life, Ralph tried to convince himself, just one 
bullet to the leg now would save him several to the chest over in France. For that was what 
he really feared. Taking a fragment of shell or having a grenade explode at one’s feet was 
horrible, but not really the worst thing that could possibly happen to a soldier overseas. It 
was the slow, lingering death of being shot.  

Ralph had woken up several times in the past few years since the War had started with the 
same recurring nightmare. The dream began with a thunderclap and a sharp pain in his 
chest, and suddenly he was lying in the mud. He could feel the rain pelting his face, and he 
knew he was dying. Everything slowly faded around him and he had no idea where he was, 
except that it was so loud. All he could focus on was hysterical screaming and the agonizing 
fire blooming where the bullet had entered. Sometimes the dream lasted only a few 
moments, sometimes it seemed to stretch through the whole night. But Ralph always woke 
up in a cold sweat with a tightness in his chest and spent the rest of the night trying to 
convince himself it wasn’t real. 

Ralph suddenly realized that he had dropped the gun on the floor and had sunken down 
into one of the easy chairs by the fire. There was no way he could do it. After all, where was 
the sense in shooting oneself to avoid being shot? As he placed the gun back on its hooks, 
he reminded himself that an Owens always used his mind to get out of a tough situation. 
That’s why he wasn’t going to the front. He was in possession of a superior brain, and nature 
would not allow it to be wasted. Ralph tried to walk confidently out of the room, but his 
shaking legs made it rather difficult. 

*    *    * 
Ralph had been waiting in the pouring rain for almost an hour now. It was a surprisingly cool 
day for the end of June, and the cramped alley he was in seemed to be functioning like a 
wind tunnel. He was freezing cold, angry, and his new imitation kidskin boots were going to 
be covered in mud. This was the day he was to report to the draft office for his physical, and 
if everything checked out he would doubtless be in Europe before the month was out. But 
there was one last hope. Ralph had first heard of the idea from a rumor floating around his 
father’s social circles earlier on in the war. He had not paid much attention at the time, but 
the last 48 hours had been full of frantic research, and he believed he had finally discovered 
his loophole. All he had to do was get a man who looked faintly similar to him to report to the 
recruiting office in his place. Ralph would pay the man a good deal of money, and he would 
go to war in his stead. It seemed a foolproof plan, and he was sure that Donald would not 
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notice the slight dent in his monthly earnings. And if the poor fool took a shell while he was 
scrambling his way through the trenches, so much the better. Ralph would survive. 

“Hey, aren’t you that Owens kid?” 
Ralph jumped and spun around. A very ragged looking man had somehow snuck up on 

him and was standing directly behind him. 
“Ralph.” He stuttered. 
“Word is you need a stand-in for service. Don’t have the stones to go yourself?” the man 

chuckled and spat into the street. His blackened teeth made Ralph’s stomach turn. 
“Why I am choosing to stay is none of your business,” Ralph could hardly let a filthy bum 

like this insult him, “all you need to know is that I am willing to pay for your services. And pay 
well.” He opened the corner of his coat to show off the bulging envelope full of cash he had 
stuffed this morning before leaving the house. 

“You’ve got the down payment then?” the man straightened up and was suddenly 
interested.  

“Five-hundred dollars now and the rest in monthly increments until the end of the war.” 
The man suddenly got a very unsettling grin on his face, Ralph caught a whiff of what 

smelled like rotten fish on his breath.  
“Now I’m a simple man Ralphie,” the man said, closing the distance between them with 

one quick move, “I don’t need a couple hundred dollars and to be dead at the end of this 
war. After all, a dead man can’t spend money. All I need you to do is hand over what you’ve 
got and we can go our separate ways in peace.” 

The man was almost touching noses with Ralph at this point, and he suddenly found that 
he back was pressed up against the brick wall of the alley. And then he felt it, the cold, hard 
lump of metal digging into his side that he knew, even before looking down, was a gun 
barrel. Ralph stopped breathing, the whole world seemed to pause. He could see the man’s 
lips moving over his rotten teeth, smell the decaying fish on his breath, and feel the dreaded 
gun pressing up against his ribs. 

“No,” he finally gasped, “you can’t do this… I can’t go… you don’t understand.” Nothing 
made sense anymore, Ralph couldn’t catch his breath. 

“Well,” said the man, “I guess we’ll do this the hard way then.” 
He stepped back, and in the last few moments, Ralph saw the old rusted revolver the man 

held, now at arm’s length. Then an explosion, a flash of light, and Ralph was on the ground. 
There was no pain at first, just the feeling of rain on his face and the cold, hard street he 
was suddenly pressed against. He was shot. Ralph’s last thought before losing 
consciousness forever was that he did not even know what he had been so afraid of. 
Everything was warm, and he could see a light in the distance. He knew that if he could just 
reach it all of his fear and pain would be over and he could finally come in out of the rain. 

Meanwhile, the man with the gun ran from the alley and joined the mass of people moving 
through the New York streets. In his haste he almost ran over a young boy selling the daily 
paper for June 28, 1919. The treaty had been signed in Versailles and the war was finally 
over. The boy lost a copy and the front page separated and floated until it landed on the 
chest of a young man lying in an alley, covering the red stain that was quickly spreading 
across the front of his tailored shirt. 
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Ophelia 
 

“Ophelia? Have you seen this?” 
Ophelia imperceptibly turned her head so as to look at her daughter-in-law standing in the 

doorway. She saw that Margaret was loosely clutching a newspaper in her hand. Of the bold 
black print at the top, one word jumped out at Ophelia. War. The crepe skin pulled taught 
over Ophelia’s hands as she clamped down on the arms of her rocking chair. Her grip was 
tight enough that the blood flow to her fingers was blocked, turning them white. She wanted 
nothing to do with it. Pointedly, she turned back to stare out the window, face hidden from 
the doorway of her room.  

“O-Ophelia? It is good news. About the war.” 
“There is no such thing as good news about this goddamn war,” Ophelia spat. 
“A treaty has been signed. They’re calling it The Treaty of Ver-sail-les. Germany is done. 

The war is really over now.”  
In her chair, Ophelia started rocking. She rocked until Margaret left. Ophelia couldn’t see 

Margaret, but she sensed that her head had been hung when she closed Ophelia’s bedroom 
door and made her way wearily down the stairs. She kept rocking. She rocked until the sun 
began to set over the corn field Margaret had let out to a neighboring farm. Only when the 
June darkness had brought a coolness that seemed to seep into Ophelia’s bones did she 
stop so that she could close the window, the one she so liked to use as a barrier between 
herself and the rest of the world. When the movement ceased, the memory she had tried so 
hard to keep at bay came flooding back.  

*    *    * 
“Ophelia? There’s a letter here. It’s postmarked from the army.” 

It was an unusually warm October day, a Saturday. Ophelia had been kneading dough on 
a floured kitchen counter, Ophelia and Margaret had been tasked with bringing homemade 
bread rolls to the church potluck the following day, when she paused, wiping her hands on 
her purple-flowered apron. She moved to sit next to Margaret at the table. Ophelia didn’t 
understand why Margaret’s brow was furrowed, the way it got when she worried. Surely the 
letter had to be routine. Perhaps Paul had run out of stationary, or maybe her son was 
sending some money back to Nebraska.  

“Well, go on, go ahead, open it.”  
“I’d rather you did.” 
Margaret handed the letter over. Ophelia grasped the paper, and started to peel back the 

seal with her fingernails. She opened the flap and felt Margaret take a deep breath beside 
her. Ophelia turned to her daughter-in-law. She took Margaret’s hand in her own, and 
smiled. Then she looked back to the letter and began to read aloud. 

“Sir and Madam, It is my painful duty to inform you that a report has this day been 
received notifying the death of (No.) 8520, (Rank) Corporal, (Name) Paul Hupp...”  

*    *    * 
Ophelia often felt the phantom sensation of paper slipping from her hand. With it came a 
heaviness, a nothingness, simultaneously too much for her to bear and not enough. This 
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crush was upon her now. It made it difficult to breath, but with her last breath Ophelia would 
have cursed the war. She not only blamed it for Paul’s death, but for her husband, Hershel’s, 
as well.  

Ophelia and Hershel had Paul late in life. He was their miracle baby. Before he had been 
conceived they had just as well accepted the fact that either Hershel was infertile or Ophelia 
was as barren as the land during summer droughts. God had proved them wrong, though, 
and Paul came into their life. A strong boy, a sturdy boy. Hershel had loved him dearly. 
Ophelia could not come to terms with losing them both, but somehow it made sense that 
Hershel would go before having to live through the pain of Paul’s death.  

Ophelia hadn’t cried when Hershel died, nor when Paul passed either. Years of tough 
rural living had hardened her to such fruitless emotions. Now, though, up in her room by the 
window, she felt a deep stirring in her bosom. A tremor started up in Ophelia’s skin. She put 
a hand against the window to try to steady herself against the cool pane. As she did it, 
somehow she knew that it would take a different kind of support to steady the waves inside 
of her.  

Leaning her silvered head against the wall, Ophelia thought back to the tender excitement 
in Margaret’s voice when she came to tell her the news. Ophelia became aware for the first 
time in a long time that Margaret had lost Paul too. Paul had been each of theirs, in his own 
right. In the days following the letter it had not been uncommon for Ophelia to hear wailing 
coming from down in the cellar. She had almost, almost gone down the stairs each time, but 
she could not bring herself to do it. Even then, days afterwards, she had become bitter. 
Thinking back to those moments, Ophelia’s fist naturally clenched. She wanted to sink it into 
something. Anything.  

As quickly as the anger came, it left. Ophelia’s head swam. She was tired, so tired. Then, 
more than ever, she felt her old age. She began to turn away from the window, to return to 
her rocking chair when she caught a glimpse of something swishing up the low hill in the 
pasture. She squinted, and saw it was a dress. Margaret. She still had her white apron tied 
around her waist. Ophelia knew where she was going. Putting her hand against the window 
one more time, Ophelia turned and picked her way down the stairs.   

The fresh air made Ophelia’s skin zing. Perhaps a storm was coming, she could almost 
taste the electricity in the air. She could not move as quickly as Margaret, but Ophelia knew 
she had time. Margaret would be there awhile. She ambled along the grass, pausing only 
once halfway up the hill to shake out her stiff knee. The moon was shining down, throwing 
the ground into an inverted relief. With a small huff, Ophelia crested the top. Margaret did 
not turn, but Ophelia knew she was welcome. She took the last few steps in silence, and 
moved in beside the younger girl.  

Ophelia put her withered, weathered hand on Margaret’s shoulder. Without a word, 
Margaret turned into Ophelia and wrapped her arms around her. Ophelia returned the hug. 
Having another’s arms around her felt clunky and foreign. It had been so long. Margaret 
began to cry, softly at first, but soon it turned into a lament. The other half of this grief, 
Ophelia felt whole. Gently, she disengaged Margaret from her. The girl willingly let go and 
again took up the action of looking down. Before joining her, Ophelia stole a glance at 
Margaret. This skinny thing with mousy hair was all that Ophelia had left in this world. It was 
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enough. Years of hatred seemed to evaporate from Ophelia’s heart. The war might have 
taken her men, but she could, and would, still be a mother to this girl who so desperately 
needed her.  

Ophelia reached out and grasped one of Margaret’s hands in both of hers. Margaret 
smiled up at her, as Ophelia smiled down. Ophelia turned away, and as she did she felt 
something trickle down her cheek. She didn’t move to wipe it away. Instead, she looked 
down upon the two rocks in front of her, each engraved with a cross, and let the tears finally, 
finally come.  
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Vitorio 
 
Vitorio Teppista found himself serenely comfortable at his safe house: a vacant room above 
a bar inside of Paris’ Montmartre district. The establishment held hopes for ritzier days and 
greater revenue, but for now, it was a dive for vagrants, artists, alcoholics, petty criminals, 
and one deserter from the U.S. Army: Vito. He could usually be found at the bar sipping on 
whiskey and wine, counting down the days until something would happen that would allow 
him to move onward in life. At approximately 1PM on a Saturday in June, Vito found himself 
behind the bar in a dingy, brick-lined back alley making money the best way he knew how: 
robbery.  

“Just give me your francs and we won’t have a problem,” grumbled Vito as he pressed 
the muzzle of the stolen U.S. Army Colt 1911 into the mouth of a terrified transient. Vito’s 
left arm pinned the transient’s throat against the alley’s wall, the pistol was in his right hand. 
The fear in his eyes welled up into tears and he struggled to speak a few garbled French 
syllables before Vito lost his patience. He quickly withdrew the .45 and struck the transient’s 
skull with the butt of the pistol. He bled heavily from a red, square indentation from where 
the magazine and the magazine well made contact, leaving a small imprint that read COLT. 
Vito crouched beside the unconscious body and ransacked him for the few banknotes he 
had, netting enough for that day’s bender and some leftover to keep the maid coming 
around to his lodgings: changing his sheets, wiping down his vanity mirror, and taking out his 
trash. 

Vito shoved the Colt back into his waistband at the small of his back and adjusted his 
belt to secure the pistol which was neatly concealed behind his dirty blue sport coat. He 
walked around the corner to meet the sidewalk and the street beside it. It was like a parade 
and some jubilation could be seen in the eyes of the passersby like something wonderful 
had just happened. Vito took no consideration of it and entered Le Vrai Selection. He pulled 
his gray newsboy hat down low. 

“Louis, what’s going on outside? What are people making such a fuss about?” said Vito. 
“The Treaty of Versailles was just signed by the Germans. They admitted their rape and 

pillage of our homeland and will repay us for eternity.” said Louis. 
“I suppose someone has to pay the bill. I’ll take a shot of rye.” said Vito as he laid a franc 

on the bar. Louis took out a jigger and poured it to the brim with delicacy so as not to spill a 
single drop. Vito immediately downed it and Louis poured another before returning back to 
the griddle to finish cooking a small meal of toast and eggs. He withdrew a weathered, 
yellow piece of paper with the Western Union logo on it from a drawer underneath the 
counter where the griddle sat and handed it to Vito. 

“You have a telegram from America.” said Louis. 
“Telegram!? Who knows I’m here?” said Vito. 
Vito had a sinking feeling as if the Army finally caught up to him and wanted to give him 

fair warning. Aside from that, he didn’t feel that anyone wanted to start a correspondence 
with him: 

Received at Montmartre, Paris, France 
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Mr. Vitorio Teppista 
THE WAR IS OVER AND I NEED YOU 
I AM PUTTING TOGETHER AN OUTFIT 
MONEY CAN BE MADE OFF PROHIBITION 
AL 

Vito suddenly felt himself in the clutches of a life he thought he would never have to 
resort himself to: organized crime. He had known Al since their summer dog days as children 
on Chicago’s Lower East Side, stealing from vegetable trucks and protecting their apartment 
blocks from the older kids who hadn’t any tolerance for the wops. That was a noble fight 
unlike the one that was supposedly resolved today. He looked at the mirror that hanged 
behind the bar above the dark bottles of liquor and examined himself. He had dark hair, 
olive skin, and a full muscular face. He wondered if living as a fugitive was what he wanted 
as a child in the tenements. “You can’t always get what you want,” he thought to himself. 

It was the late afternoon when a woman in a leopard-skin coat wandered into Le Vrai 
Selection, standing out as if she were an angel above the damned scourges of society. 
Helene du Champs had red hair, olive skin, and an hourglass figure that challenged clothing 
to contain all of her anatomy. She was exceptionally desirable in that sense. She saw Vito 
taking down another jigger of whiskey before taking a seat beside him. 

“I thought I would find you here, Vito.” 
“I knew I would be here. Why are you here?” 
“I wanted to proposition you, Vito.” 
“I’m not looking to get married, Helene.” 
“I’m off to Berlin to collect the lion’s share of the father’s inheritance. Afterwards, I’m 

going to move in with my brother in Zurich until I sort myself out. I’m excited to leave here.” 
“Well, you have that prospect.” 
“I want you to come with me, Vito. I went back to my family’s farm and saw an artillery 

crater in the living and dining room. I can’t go back. I must move on.” 
Vito stared at the empty glass until Helene cupped his chin and moved his head to face 

hers. His eyes were dazed. She looked perplexed as if he denied water in the middle of the 
desert. 

“I’m leaving for Berlin at midnight. You can find me at this address. Meet me.” said 
Helene as she left one of her father’s business cards on the bar: Du Champs’Réparation 
Automobile. He knew the place as a garage with a bedroom behind the accounting office. He 
met her there many times in the last few months, getting to know her over a solitary candle 
burning on the nightstand and a glass of wine shared between them. It wasn’t that he didn’t 
like the idea of spending the rest of his life with Helene. What frightened him was the 
prospect of not being certain in the end efforts of his actions. He felt as if he was a man 
without a compass. What was he to become next? What can he become next? How should 
he live his life? No one had the right answer, and if anyone claimed otherwise, he’s a 
superficial fool. She kissed him goodbye. 

 
*    *    * 
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In the early evening when the usual artsy crowd came, a single U.S. uniform entered the bar 
behind all of the other patrons. He had a cautious disposition on his face that guided him, 
instilled by his commanding officer. Private Nick Farraday looked a lot less insecure when he 
saw Vito at the bar. He had to waltz over to meet him. Even if he was a deserter, there’s no 
breaking bonds between men who had trained and fought together as a single body: an 
army of one. 

 “Vito, is that you? Long time, no see.” said Nick. 
 “Nice to see you, Nick.” said Vito 
 “The Treaty of Versailles was signed.” 
 “I know.” 
 “I’m glad it’s all over. I’ve been breathing easier ever since.” 
 “Speak for yourself.” 
 “Listen, we need to think about our futures, Vito. My father has a firm on Wall Street 

and he can get us jobs selling bonds and securities.” 
 “I don’t know what those are.” 
 “You don’t have to. We’ll be rich and set for life.” 
 “What do we have to do?” 
 “We just have to get people to give us money, and then we’ll make them profits, and 

those profits become our profits.” 
 “Sounds like we’re stealing from people, Nick.” 
 “Nope, its completely legal. Genuine.” 
 

*    *    * 
 
 About an hour passed. The sun set behind the hills and darkness ebbed into the bar. 

It was just a few artists, Louis the barkeeper, and two soldiers. 
 “Why did you run, Vito?” 

*    *    * 
 
 “It’s ok. I won’t tell company where you are.” 
 “Let’s just say I didn’t intend to die in No Man’s Land.” 
 “But we were all scared. We were in it together.” 
 “Is that our job? Die together!?” 
 “I didn’t mean it like that.” 
 “You just keep telling yourself that.” 
 
 “If you ever find yourself in New York, look up Farraday and Sons Brokerage. We can 

get you a job.” Nick tightened the belt on his overcoat, paid his tab, and left the bar to face 
the cool night air of the Montmartre hills. The clock which hung on the bar wall adjacent to 
the door leading to the staircase and his rented room rang 9PM to the handful of patrons. 
Vito decided he had enough and slugged over. He took the stairs with drunken steps and 
eventually crashed on his bed. 
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Q: What do we do now? 
A: We have a few options: marriage, crime, or the stock market. 
Q: Which do you prefer? 
A: None of them. 
Q: Why? 
A: They don’t engage me. I’m alone and troubled. 
Q: Could you just ignore it? 
A: No. It’s forever. 
 
Vito laid on his stomach and removed his Colt from his waistband, laying it on the 

nightstand. He thought about taking it to his temple and pulling the trigger just as he had 
thought on many nights like these: alone, drunk, and lost. He didn’t want to make a mess of 
a perfectly good bedroom, so he decided against it. He was at a crossroads and couldn’t find 
any sense in any direction, so he lay there. 
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Harold 
 

The Evening World’s headline seemed to take up a third of the entire front page:  
TREATY SIGNED; WAR OVER. 

I dropped my coffee cup.  The porcelain shattered on the gray tile kitchen floor.  Still-
steaming cappuccino ran across the grout and – like my emotions – seemed to flood the 
room.  The war had been essentially over for months now, but the officiality that the 
newspaper gave to it made my head swim.  I sat on the floor, coffee soaking into the heels 
of my socks.  I tried to quiet my brain.  His face wouldn’t fade away.  Her face wouldn’t fade 
away.  The remorse – it wouldn’t fade away.  Maybe that was a good thing.  Maybe if I forced 
myself to revisit the wounds, they would heal.  Maybe thinking about all that had happened 
was the antiseptic that would, at first, intensify the sting, but then make the pain fade 
away… 

*    *    * 
I hadn’t known Brett long – only a matter of weeks – but I knew that her eyebrows always 
gave away her thoughts.  When she smiled politely and said the homeliest brat was darling, 
the small incline of her left, perfectly-plucked brow gave away the lie before it could fully 
escape her lips.  Her brows were how I knew, before she spoke, that she was disappointed – 
a new, intense, strange kind of disappointed – when I told her that I was on my way to 
enlist.  The creases on her forehead appeared much deeper than one would think possible, 
like ravines carved out along the usually porcelain valley of her skin.  Her two shapely brown 
eyebrows looked as if they were trying to merge together – though a unibrow would have 
been a great shame on such a pretty face.  

“You’re a monster.  I won’t write.”  That was all she had said.  Her face had been full of 
emotion – her brows had given that away – but her words were cold and unfeeling.  She had 
always been against the war.  She knew of its horrors and had lost a former lover to it 
already.  For a time, I had been against the war too.  But more and more of my friends, my 
colleagues, and my family were disappearing from U.S. soil and heading across the globe to 
fight.  I hadn’t felt right sitting in my office at the bank, watching as fewer and fewer men 
entered the doors to manage their funds.  

Brett had hurried out of the room.  I hadn’t gone after her, a fact that only a matter of 
months later would fill me with guilt.  That was the last time I saw my wife.  That was our 
goodbye. 

*    *    * 
When I had reached the recruitment office, I was greeted by a line of about six or seven 
other young men.  The line had moved quickly, however, as the process of enlistment was 
fast.  Almost unnervingly fast.  A smart move on behalf of the U.S. government – no time to 
even think about thinking about changing your mind.  I had asked the sergeant behind the 
counter how soon I could get out of New York.  He had said that a train full of new recruits 
was leaving in a few hours for basic training in South Carolina, if I wanted to be among 
them.  Otherwise I would have to wait two more days.  I had told him to sign me up for the 
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soon-to-be departing train.  In a matter of hours, I was outside of New York and (though I 
didn’t know it at the time) I would never be back again. 
 

*    *    * 
Basic training was exactly that: basic.  I had never before held a gun in my hands, and even 
after training the cool steel seemed foreign to my clutch.  Our training was anything but 
extensive – four weeks total.   Four weeks was all that was given to transition from a high-
class life in New York to the life of a private in the United States Army.  Four weeks, a U.S. 
issued Springfield 30-06 rifle, and a long, 10-day ride on a transport ship were all it took to 
get me from Brett to France. 

The day we boarded the transport ship for France, I was assigned to the 1st infantry 
division 1st brigade 16thinfantry regiment 1st battalion Charlie company along with about 
150 other men.  Our captain was Wesley Jones. 

 
*    *    * 

Thinking his name makes me begin to convulse.  My body thrashes on the floor and I choke 
on tears.  I’m startled by a noise and realize that it is the sound of my own voice as I cry out 
in misery.  I can’t continue to cover up the gaping hole in my heart.  I need to let it bleed.  I 
need to let the memory work itself out.  I need to continue. 
 

*    *    * 
When Captain Jones was first pointed out to me, I couldn’t help but to be impressed.  He 
was tall and sturdy.  He looked like a wise, experienced man, but he was young and spry – I 
would have guessed about 25.  He was a man I could get behind.  When I looked at him, the 
concerns I had felt about fighting began to dissolve.  I might not have had valuable 
experience, but I suddenly felt like that didn’t matter, as long as I was led by him.    

His gaze inspired confusion in me.  It demanded respect, but also had a softness to it.  It 
was distressing, yet comforting.  Strong but caring.  The rest of his facial features demanded 
just as much attention.  He was a statue: perfectly proportioned and carefully crafted.  Those 
around him seemed embarrassingly imperfect.  I was intrigued by him.  

I asked those around me about this ultra-human.  The first few fellows muttered some 
apology about how they did not know the man either.  Somewhere down the line I met Jake 
Barnes, a fellow private.  He knew a great deal about Captain Jones because, as fortune 
would have it, they were from the same hometown.  From Jake I discovered that my 
impression of Captain Jones was not far off.  He had been a stellar student while growing up 
in Claremore, Oklahoma.  He was a Harvard graduate who had studied literature and gone 
on to work at The New York Post and McClure’s Magazine.  He felt, as was rumored by the 
citizens of Claremore, that his talents could wait: civic duty was calling his name.  He 
enlisted in the army and worked his way up the ranks, eventually becoming a decorated 
captain because of his heroism during the Border War.  The rumor was that he and 12 other 
men had been wounded by the explosion of a grenade.  He was the only one who still had 
use of his arms and fought off a band of Mexican soldiers with his bayonet, saving himself 
and the others.  He was brave, strong, and smart.  He was some sort of super-
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man.  Although I had just found out about his existence, I craved to know all about him.  It 
was like a kid discovering sweets for the first time. 

 
*    *    * 

The opportunities I had to meet Captain Jones were as many as I had to rest – meaning 
never.  It seemed as if we were always on the go, yet the reason why was never made 
clear.  When we did make camp, there really was no rest to be had; the enemy artillery kept 
us awake by shelling.  Even if the commanding officers didn’t take this time to venture off to 
discuss strategy, I would have had very little energy to talk to Captain Jones. After the first 
few days I had all but given up hope of officially meeting him.  I had decided that he was 
meant to be this unreal character in a novel that I was exposed to, but would never have 
time to read more than the prologue of.  Instead, I spent my time talking to my fellow 
privates, mostly Jake.  

The conversation I can remember the most (and strangely the least) with Jake is when I 
learned about his hometown.  I can remember learning that he was the son of a wheat 
farmer.  Wesley’s family owned the land just south of his father’s, but the two boys had 
never quite gotten along.  Jake said now as an adult he realized that he had always been 
jealous of Wesley. 

Before Jake could have continued, the devil rained down on us.  Enemy machine guns 
were suddenly terrorizing us.  I dropped to the ground and realized that the body next to 
mine belonged to Jake.  He was shouting profanities and clutching his groin.  I grabbed him 
by the collar of his uniform and began crawling toward a row of trees in the distance, 
dragging him behind me.  By the time we made it to safety, Jake was unconscious.  I tore 
into my pack, searching for the deck-of-cards-sized med kit it housed.  Upon opening the kit, 
I discovered minimal supplies, but there was enough to help with Jake’s wound.  I grabbed 
the thread and needle, tugged Jake’s bottoms off, and began to stitch his hemorrhaged 
testicle.  The wound was bad, probably life-altering, but he would live.  

After I replaced Jake’s pants, I noticed that just meters away another member of our 
platoon was lying face down in a pool of blood, but was still breathing.  Bullets were still 
flying from the enemy’s trenches, but I knew if this fellow soldier stayed out there he would 
certainly die.  I had to try. 

I began crawling to the man, inching my way closer to him while trying to ignore the 
sounds of gun fire.  When I made it to him, I turned him over to see where the blood was 
collecting from.  I froze when I realized the face of this man was that of Captain Jones.  It 
was hard to believe that a bullet could actually imbed itself into this super-human, but at 
least two had successfully done so.  The majority of blood came from his head.  A bullet had 
scalped a portion of the side of his skull which had rendered him unconscious.  Another had 
gone through his right shoulder. 

As I had done before, I grabbed Wesley’s collar and pulled him to the trees.  This wound 
was more serious than Jake’s.  I was helpless to treat it; all I could do was ensure that he 
remained safer than out in the open.  I would have to wait, hoping that we wouldn’t be found 
by the Germans. 
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I waited like this, full of adrenaline and fear, for probably only 15 minutes, but each 
minute felt days long.  By the time I spotted the medic, the ringing of bullets was only in my 
mind.  I called out to him and he hurried to us.  He told me that both Jake and Captain Jones 
were lucky to have had me nearby.  As he worked on their injuries, I sat anxiously, aiding in 
whatever ways I could. 

*    *    * 
I quickly headed to the infirmary after I heard that Jake was well enough to have me 
visit.  When I entered, I was greeted by Jake’s somber face.  He thanked me for saving his 
life, but he said that the nurse had just given him some terrible news and he asked me if I 
wouldn’t mind coming back later.  I had a feeling that I already knew what Jake was referring 
to.  The damages he had received would be hard to ever get over. 

As I turned to leave, I heard a voice cry out to me.  It came from Captain Wesley.  He had 
been told that he owed his life to me, and he too wanted to thank me.  His gratitude made 
me tremble.  I had badly wanted to go to his bedside and talk with him.  I wanted to find out 
if he had a wife or a girlfriend – or better yet, none at all.  I wanted to find out what Harvard 
had been like and if he had liked growing up in Oklahoma and what had possessed him to 
quit such a prestigious career in order to have hand grenades blow up in his face.  I wanted 
to find out what his thoughts were on love at first sight and who his favorite poets were and 
if he had ever written his own poetry and if I could hear it.  I wanted to know everything there 
was to know about Wesley Jones. 

But, instead, I told him that no thanks was necessary, I turned toward the infirmary exit, 
and walked toward a group of privates playing a game of cards.     

The next day, I wrote Brett.  I hadn’t received a lick of mail from her since enlisting, but I 
felt it only fair to tell her the news. 

  
Brett, 
You’ve always been my doll.  But I’ve found another.  He sparks something in me that 
no one ever has before.  I wish it all could have gone another way. 
Harold 

 
That very afternoon, after the mail had gone out, I overheard word that Captain Jones 

had passed.  Evidently, his shoulder had gotten badly infected.  That was all I ever heard. 
 

*    *    * 
I stare down at my now coffee-stained socks.  I know that they will forever remain brown, no 
matter how much bleach I pour on them.  Life, I think to myself, is like a load of dirty laundry: 
it never comes out as clean as you’d like it to.  I begin to chuckle out loud, but I do not know 
why.  I head to my liquor cabinet and pour whiskey in a new mug of now cold coffee.  Maybe 
this will numb the pain. 
 
  
  



 21 

Brett 
 
That day, the day the treaty was signed, Lady Brett Ashley sat alone in bed. In front of her 
were her mementos. In a little box, her treasure trove sat reminding her of them all. All the 
men she has ever loved. 

Brett picks out a small military patch. The edges frayed from years of travel in her box. 
She has taken it out so many times. This was the first memento to make it into the box. This 
patch reminded her of not only her second love but her first. This once adorned the arm of 
her truest love. Charles. 

The first love Brett ever had was Charles. The first and truest of them all, and yes there 
were many. Their love was pure and nothing could come between them. Shortly after they 
got together, Charles left for the war front. With a strong pride in his country, Charles was 
happy to serve his country on the war front. At that point, Brett was the same. She believed 
the propaganda and thought the war was honorable and glorious. She was so proud of 
Charles when he left. Their love was strong and true, though, and they wrote letters to each 
other every week.  

Eventually, Brett could not take the distance and enlisted as a nurse. She sought out 
Charles, despite taking a while. They were together again at last. While Brett was reunited 
with her love, she saw the horrors of war. As a nurse, there were so many mangled and 
unrecognizable bodies that came in. She sewed up so many gashes, tried to remove so 
many bullets, and amputated so many limbs. Even in her sleep she still remembered the 
gore. While Charles was still a patriotic soldier, Brett was losing her faith in the war. She was 
no longer innocent and war was no longer glorious. Charles made it easier to stay with the 
war effort, but that could only last so long. 

The last straw came when Charles came to see Brett one day, as a patient. He had been 
shot three times in the chest and was unresponsive when he was brought into the hospital. 
Brett happened to be the head nurse on duty that day. She was responsible for assisting the 
doctors while they tried to save Charles’ life. They worked together nonstop for four long 
hours. Brett worked through a haze of tears as she repeated over and over, “Don’t die on 
me! Don’t you dare die on me!” In the end, it wasn’t enough. Charles was gone and Brett 
could do nothing to save him. She collapsed into a heap on the floor sobbing. The doctor in 
charge, Jake Barnes, laid a hand on her shoulder and left her to mourn. All Brett could do 
was hold Charles’ cold hand and cry. 

 
*    *    * 

Brett still teared up when she remembered Charles, but this also reminded her of Harold. 
Harold came after Charles. Brett thought that she wasn’t ready to love again, but Harold 
came along. They met soon after Brett left the military. She moved to New York to get away 
from it all. Brett met Harold the first day she was in New York. He was visiting his sister who 
lived down the hall from Brett. Harold introduced himself while grabbing the other side of the 
box Brett was carrying. He was a handsome and nice man who made an impression. 
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Brett and Harold spent many weeks together and she was finally able to get over Charles. 
It wasn’t true love but love nonetheless. Three weeks into their actual relationship, Harold 
told her he would be heading off to the war front. Everything came back to Brett and she 
broke down. The war was not glorious and wonderful, and Harold didn’t know. She told 
Harold that he couldn’t go to war, but Harold was driven as Charles once was. War was 
horrible, terrible, and cruel, but Harold didn’t understand. He didn’t care. When he left Brett 
she promised she wouldn’t write. She couldn’t bear to get her heart broken again. Harold 
promised he loved her and left. 

Brett then spent time lamenting this. She started so many letters to Harold that were left 
unfinished. Those she did finish lay on her bureau unsent. Eventually, she got to a point 
where she needed a man. She needed that physical connection she no longer had. She met 
many men after that. Each one made his way into her treasure chest in one way or another. 
There was a ring, a handkerchief, even the ear of a bull. So many men and so many 
memories. Eventually, Brett got her title: Lady Brett Ashley. She got married for that 
memento too. So many relationships. 

Brett had finally hardened her heart. She no longer had an emotional connection to these 
men, only a physical one. She found Jake Barnes again, he was different, though. Jake’s 
suffering from war kept them apart. She might have loved Jake once upon a time, but war 
prevented that. The men often kept up Brett’s expensive taste. Once she got a taste for the 
expensive things in life, there was definitely no going back. 

 
*    *    * 

Brett put the patch back in her treasure box and put the box on her side table. It sat next to 
the bottle she bought in celebration of the end of the war. She was finally ready to open the 
bottle and celebrate. Today, she would drink alone. Brett didn’t trust herself with one of her 
men today. Who knew what she would do or day today with all of her memories brought to 
the surface? She would crack open her alcohol and get tight on her own today and she 
would be able to stew over all of the things she hadn’t thought about in many years. 

Brett wondered, half a bottle in, about Harold. She thought he could’ve been the one once 
upon a time. What had ever happened to Harold? She heard a knock on the door and pulled 
her robe tight around her. Who could it be on a day like today? 
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Arthur 
 
Wind blew softly across the flat, grassy land as the sun slipped behind the shadow of the 
mountains. Golden sunlight glinted off the bell perched in the white steeple of the old 
Baptist church. The windows were dark except a flickering glow pulsing through the stained 
glass portrait of Jesus surrounded by the little children. A single red candle stood on the 
communion table before the altar. DO THIS IN REMEMBRANCE OF ME stood engraved on 
the wood that faced the empty wooden pews. A Bible, opened to Exodus 20, rested next to 
the candle, wax dripping from the candle holder onto the white lace doily.  

Arthur Brown stood at the back of the sanctuary resting his shoulder against the doorway. 
His eyes gazed to the cross hanging on the back wall. “Why do the nations rage,” he 
whispered to the cross. “And the peoples plot in vain?” He stepped down the center isle 
toward the table. Each pew seemed to emulate the story of a young man from his 
congregation over in France fighting the Great War. There sat Victor Wells, who soaked in 
the mud and rain in a Northern France trench. At the end sat Thomas Jewell, who never 
made it across but died of an unlisted disease on a ship in the Atlantic. In the front sat Jacob 
Smith, who fixed radios for the Navy in Ireland. With each row he passed, Arthur 
remembered the life each parishioner led before the country became involved in the war. 

He stopped at the communion table. Brushing his wrinkled fingers across the letters 
engraved in the wood, he thought about those fighting in Europe from his congregation. It 
seemed peculiar to him that part of the flock could be taken away for such a brutal cause. 
His eyes shifted down to the Bible. Although the candlelight cast a shadow over the words, 
he knew exactly what page it rested on. Thou shall not murder. Arthur thought of Victor. 
Victor, who probably used a gun to kill the enemy every day. Thou shall not murder. Victor, 
who shed blood every day. Thou shall not murder. Victor, who killed over and over and over 
again without giving any thought to that fact that he destroyed a human life every time his 
bullet ripped through flesh and bone. Thou shall not murder. 

Arthur bent to his knees. He grasped onto the table as he knelt; his knees didn’t work as 
well as they once did. His eyes danced with the flickering candlelight. “Oh Lord, show me the 
truth,” he whispered. The flame whimpered away at his breath but did not extinguish. 

“When we first sent our boys into the war, I prayed that they would remain safe. You had 
different plans, however. Thomas is gone. Daniel had his arm torn off. Ezekiel is in a 
hospital. I don’t understand why so many of our boys are in the shape they are. So many 
young lives changed for the worse. Why? Selfish pride. Every day we see new stories of 
horror and destruction fueled by hatred and greed. Father, I don’t understand what is 
happening in our world. You care for us, yet there is so much evil going on. Show me your 
will. Help me to understand why this war is ravaging our world, and help me to hold on to the 
truth and help this congregation understand what is happening. Help me, God. Help us.” 

Arthur paused to listen. Only the wind outside. The light from the sun had vanished. His 
only light came from the solitary candle on the communion table. “Lead us not into 
temptation, but deliver us from evil.” He wondered when the deliverance would come. When 
would his church have their boys back? When would God end the war? 
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Easing back onto the first row pew, Arthur watched the candle slowly burn down. He 
wanted to watch it burn itself out, like the hope that was slowly fleeting from his world. The 
light danced on top of the candle like a ballerina on a stage. Arthur imagined being young 
again. If he could enlist in the military, would he fight for his country? Could he endure 
miserable conditions in the trenches and mercilessly execute the orders given him? Could 
he be like Victor, even in his youth? Arthur did not know. 

A pounding on the church door startled Arthur from his thoughts. Prayer time for the day 
finished with the setting sun. Counseling did not take place in the evenings. Arthur 
wondered as he hurried toward the back of the church who the visitor could be. Hopefully all 
was well with his parishioners. Late night emergencies always placed strain on him. 

Arthur creaked open the door. A gentleman with a lantern stood on the other side. 
“Brother Brown?” The gentleman asked. 

“Yes?” Arthur replied hesitantly. 
“Big news. The war is over.” 
Arthur Brown gasped. “Are you sure?” 
The gentleman smiled and nodded. “A treaty was signed earlier today in Paris. Germany 

has signed it. The war is over! After five years, it is finally over!” 
The minister thanked the gentleman for the news and watched him depart before 

shutting the door. He walked slowly back to the communion table and took hold of the 
candle. Behind the altar he kept a kerosene lamp, which he lit with the help of the light from 
the candle. Somewhere in the church he kept a calendar. He wanted to mark the day that 
the war finally ended. Hope flooded back into his chest. Soon, Victor would be back. Daniel 
would be back. Ezekiel would be back. Jacob would be back. The doubt and fear of his 
congregants would recede as mothers and fathers received their sons back.  

Arthur found the calendar. A smile, the first in many days, broke upon his face. The war 
was over. Finally over. He began flipping pages on the calendar. Little black X’s stood over 
the dates when the war still raged. He found the first day without a mark: June 28, 1919. 
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Hazel 
 

“Did ya hear the news?” 
“What news is that?” Polite, but not too interested. She wouldn’t mind a quick 

explanation, followed by their departure. Mindless chatter, and idle gossip didn’t interest her 
in the slightest.  

“The war’s over! The men’ll be coming home!” 
“How wonderful!” She wished that the excitement in her voice did not sound so insincere. 

Everything was so different than it had been before the war. A war that had taken so much 
from so many people. 

She heard the jingle from the door, and knew that she was finally alone. Alone with her 
thoughts, and forced to confront this new development. She knew that she should feel relief, 
that she should be happy. There would be no more senseless death. The men would be 
returning. But her life wasn’t going to change, her life was going to remain the same. There 
would be no man returning to her and her babies. They were on their own now. And for all 
that, what would the men be returning to? A life that was no longer their own? 

She had lost her husband to the war. Not even to the fighting, but to influenza. She still 
wasn’t even sure what influenza was, but so many men had died from disease instead of 
battle. Regardless, her husband was gone now, and the three babies were solely her 
responsibility.  

She thought of herself as progressive, and knew that most of the townsfolk looked down 
their noses at her. It wasn’t every day that a twenty-three year old woman with three babies 
sold her husband’s ranch and opened up her own bed and breakfast and laundry services 
enterprise. She wasn’t the type to successfully run the ranch, and when she had found out 
that her husband was dead she had started planning for the change. It wasn’t out of spite 
towards him, it had been the practical thing to do. Was bankrupting the family, out of 
respect for the dead, really honoring their memory? 

When she had moved to Casper, Wyoming, from her home in New York City, she had 
expected the culture shock, but she had had no idea. He had helped her learn about the 
lifestyle here, he had been patient and understanding, and she had grown to love him 
through all of it. They had been newly-weds who barely knew each other, the product of an 
arranged marriage. Despite their differences, they had really fallen for each other. She 
couldn’t ask for more than that, and they had been quite happy.  

Marriage would mean giving up the empire she was creating for her children. Maybe that 
was the wrong thing to do, but she really didn’t think so. Was there anything wrong with hard 
work? Just because she was a woman was no reason to sit at home and cook and clean and 
mend clothes. She could do all of these things for some money, and no one minded having 
their chores done for them. Most women hated doing the laundry, but it was just another 
task in Hazel’s book. Just another way to put the food on the table every day. 

Her chores today would take well up until dinner.  She also needed to walk around town 
and let the customers know that their clothes were ready to be picked up. The fresh air 
would be a nice change for a little while. The house could be so claustrophobic sometimes. 
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Currently she was housing the school teacher, and she hoped that she wouldn’t. Having 

another set of capable hands around the house was the most helpful thing in her life. She 
no longer had to worry about the children running amok, because Miss Maybelle had taken 
them under her wing. She was sure the other mothers from town were horrified at her 
parenting skills, but the boys loved her all the same. They were mischievous little things, but 
she loved them for it. Boys will be boys. As long as they were home by dinner and finished 
with their homework before bedtime, she knew they would turn out alright.  

While running around town, she spotted Mrs. Johnson, whose husband was one of the 
regulars. Mrs. Johnson was one of the town hens who couldn’t stop setting her up with 
single men. Hazel knew that she couldn’t avoid her, because she had Mr. Johnson’s 
underthings ready for pickup. It was funny how the womenfolk wanted to send out the 
unmentionables, as if they were too good to clean up after their husbands. Well, as long as it 
kept the house warm during the winter. 

Mrs. Johnson, of course had “just the man for Hazel Clark, a dashing young thing, with a 
bank account, to boot.” Her ability to find exactly the man Hazel didn’t want, was 
astounding. After Hazel was finally able to slip away, she headed straight for the comfort of 
her home. If they just didn’t make such a big deal out of her being single, maybe she would 
listen. She liked having control over her life. She liked being in charge. In the city it was less 
unheard of for women to marry, but out here, people just couldn’t wrap their minds around 
it.  

What had the war even been about. That seemed to be the ultimate question. There were 
so many lives that had been changed. There were so many lives that had been taken. But for 
what?  All she had heard was the vague reasons why the men had been sent out. Maybe she 
was just not up on the times, but it seemed like there had been a whole lot of death and 
destruction for no reason at all. 

What did it all mean? Hazel supposed that no-one would ever know the answer to that. 
For the time being she would concentrate on raising her kids and running her household. 
Nothing can be definitive in life. The only things she was sure of was herself and her babies. 
After all, what else should a woman need? 
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Aldaric 
 

Part 1 
While it was the middle of February, Ric would always come to enjoy his morning coffee on 
the park bench facing out toward The Hudson Bay.  Even with the chilled breeze rolling in 
from the ocean, he would simply adjust his stocking hat and nestle up in his coat while 
finishing up the last few drops of his Cambodian special.  The cold didn’t really bother Ric 
and that was probably due to the fact that he is originally from Dusseldorf, Germany. With it 
never getting above forty degrees all winter, he was accustomed to cold and harsh weather 
conditions.  New York was simply a breeze compared to Germany.  

Across the way, construction workers were beginning zoning for Trump Tower.  Why 
someone needed to build a large building and then name it after themselves wasn’t 
anything Ric could compromise.  He didn’t quite understand the need for all of these 
skyscrapers and apartments that were being built all around the beautiful parks in New 
York.  He yearned to go back to a time where things were simpler and within reach of reality.  
Now, prices were rising on everything and people were changing, and not for the better. Ric 
could not understand what had happened to the world.  

“Tommy, let’s go! Pick up that jackhammer and get your ass in gear! We’ve gotta finish 
this by five today!”  

“Yeah, yeah.  Now listen here, old man. If you didn’t have me on your god-forsaken crew, 
you wouldn’t get this done till Friday! I could get this done with my eyes closed in less than 
two hours.”  

Ric couldn’t help but to notice how cocky this kid was.  Kind of reminded him of a guy he 
knew way back when. 

“I’ll tell you what, junior, if you can get this whole area done in two hours, I’ll buy your first 
beer tonight.  Just get it done!”  

The sound of jackhammers flailing about and cement mixing trucks revving their engines 
and moving from place to place brought back memories that Ric never thought he would 
recall again.  Cursing, yelling, arguing only brought back more of the same memories that 
Ric tried to shake from his head every night.  Only he never could and they grew louder and 
more terrifying than ever.  Even after sixty years, he still couldn’t shake them.  

 
Part I I  
“Grenade!  Everybody get down!”  

Lt. Rolf was a man of honor, dignity and also a very colorful vocabulary.   
“Get up you shits! Get out there and fight like you were trained to do!” 
Ric was only a young man at the tender age of 20 with his whole life ahead of him.  He 

had the most beautiful dame waiting back home, his father’s old car he was going to fix up 
and most importantly, a life.  He had a reason to stay alive and get out of this war in one 
peace.  He was determined to make it out.  The only way he could do that was to get up, get 
out of the trenches and do his job.  His heart was racing, his hands were trembling and his 
sight was spot on. Crack! He nicked a French soldier in the shoulder and with another round 
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at the tips of his finger, he fires off another, killing the Frenchman.  That wasn’t the first man 
Ric had killed.  By now he had gotten used to killing and didn’t feel any remorse or grief each 
time it happened.  

While back in the training fields, Cpt. Abe and Lt. Rolf had always told their men that they 
kill for Germany.  They kill anyone who is against them and to never look back on what they 
have done as a bad thing.  Ric had carried that implication with him through the whole war 
and killed anyone who ever went against Germany or that notion.  That was his job as a 
soldier in this war.  But even though he carried it with him, he didn’t believe it.  He was 
drafted into this war and fought because he had to.  He would die if he didn’t and he wasn’t 
about to lose everything all because he didn’t believe in something.  He did his job for his 
country and that is all he could’ve done.  

Boom! Crack! Crash!  
“Ric, get out of there!” And within seconds, Ric’s life would forever be altered.   
 

Part I I I  
June 28, 1929 

 No one could find a job, Germany couldn’t produce any weapons and the Allies had taken 
everything that made Germans what and who they are. Ric was living in a one-room cottage 
with little to it.  It had been eleven years since the day that he was shot in the leg and ten 
years since the Treaty of Versailles was signed.  He had nothing to his name.  Anita, the 
dame he had before the war, left him after he lost his leg.  His family died off from starvation 
and disease.  He was alone and afraid. The only person he had was his neighbor and he was 
living off of the little bit he made helping her with her pigs and chickens but even she had to 
be a little frugal with him at times.  He was miserable and alone.  Times were worse than 
ever and he knew that if he didn’t get out while he still could, he would die.  He saved up 
enough money for the next five years and moved to Amsterdam to start a new life. He got a 
job herding sheep and working for a local farmer.  He was able to live on his land for only 
fifty dollars.  At this point in his life, Ric was ready to see the world.  He was thirty-five and 
hadn’t seen a single thing worth remembering.  He had seen so much bad and darkness in 
his life and he was ready to see the one thing that everyone had talked about.  The Statue of 
Liberty.  And he was going to get there no matter what it took.  

 
Part IV 
“Sir, are you okay?” A young man of maybe twenty-two was standing in front of Ric, peering 
down with concern. It took a moment for Ric to snap back and answer the young man. 

“Um, yes, I’m alright.  I do apologize if I was zoning out a little bit there. I was just 
thinking.” Ric took a sip of his coffee, which had gotten cold and bitter. 

“Is that a German accent?”  Ric had the youth’s attention now and the young man took a 
seat beside him.  “My grandparents were from Berlin.” 

“Ah, I am from Dusseldorf.  The name is Ric Smith.”  
“It’s nice to meet you Ric.  I’m Paul.  You’re from Germany but your name doesn’t sound 

German.” The lad was curious now and Ric could see the interest growing in his eyes.  
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“You’re very observant, aren’t you?  My real name is Aldaric Schmitz. I had to change my 
name to get into the U.S.” He was expecting the boy to get frantic and run off, but he just sat 
there. He was growing fond of this young man’s bravery and interest in him.  

With a smile on his face, the young man stood up and said, “I have a feeling you are going 
to need another cup of coffee to tell me the story of how you got to New York.”  

With the help of the boy, Ric slid into his wheelchair, “Well, where do I begin?”     
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Annette 
 

Annette Carrington smoothed the worn, yellow page of the telegram that rested in her lap.  
Small discolorations littered the page as she reread the words that still put an ache in her 
chest.  

The Secretary of War desires me to express his deepest regret that your husband 
Lieutenant Frank Carrington was killed in action on thirteen April 1919 in France 
letter follows  
 -Col Braynard 

 
Annette ran her fingers along the letter before folding it up again and placing it back into its 
envelope.  The door slammed, and her eyes darted toward the dimly lit doorway where her 
son Stephen stood clutching a wrinkled newspaper.  Tears glistened in her son’s eyes as she 
rose from her chair to meet him; she wondered why he was crying, concern taking the place 
of grief.  Annette reached for her son and wrapped her arms around his tiny body, holding 
him close to her as she comforted the distraught boy.  

“It’s over, Momma.  It’s over.” Stephen’s fingers dug into the back of Annette’s dress 
stained from hours spent at the factory, gentle sobs wracking his small frame.  Annette ran 
her fingers through her son’s hair, soft whispers of comfort filling the otherwise silence of 
the room.  

*    *    * 
Annette quietly shut the door leaving her sleeping children to dream of the brighter future 
that was now ahead of them.  She walked down the stairs and exited the building to be 
welcomed by a new day in the city.  Annette had started working at the factory down the 
street in order to take care of her two children, Grace and Stephen.  The hours were long; 
she would leave her home early in the morning to walk the short distance to the textile 
factory and then spend hours there just to be able to take care of her two kids. Even 
Stephen had to work selling newspapers so the family wouldn’t be on the street. As she 
rounded the corner near her building, Annette began thinking about the newspaper Stephen 
had clutched in his hand. 

The title of the New York Times he brought home was forever imprinted on her mind: 
“Armistice Signed, End of the War!” She could hear the shouts of people in the streets, 
hearing the news for the first time. Dawn was breaking with these triumphant shouts of 
victory, but Annette couldn’t muster quite the same response.  

She was happy, of course. The Great War had lasted too long. Annette had often felt a 
heavy heart when she thought of the soldiers stationed overseas, away from family and 
friends. She also felt for those left in the states. Annette saw the worry lines and anxious 
eyes as they opened doors following a knock, always expecting the worst to come on the 
other side. Annette had experienced the worst when the telegram came. She had already 
been working for a few months at this time in order to stay in the tenement building they had 
been in and to put food on the table.  Frank had promised that he would come home, come 
back to her.  
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Annette felt the pang in her heart again, quickly letting it harden, not allowing those 
around her to see her this vulnerable, despite the many tears that poured out of the eyes of 
the people that surrounded her.  Annette hurried into the factory to begin her shift; even 
though the war was over she was going to have to keep working.  Frank would not be coming 
home, like many of the other men would.  She wondered which women she would no longer 
see at work each day.  She also realized that she would not be able to watch her children 
grow as she had wanted, not be the mother that she so desperately wanted to be.   

“Annette!”   
Annette turned her head to see the short, rounded woman approach her with open arms.  

Edith wrapped herself around Annette’s birdlike body, squeezing her tight.  
“Did you hear that the war was over?”  Edith stepped away from Annette, an infectious 

grin gleaming from her yellowed teeth.  Annette nodded.   
Both Edith’s son and husband had been fighting in the war for the past year.  Finally, they 

would be coming home.  Edith’s hands clutched Annette’s fingertips, tears pooling, and a 
glimmer of hope shining behind her dark eyes.  

“They’re coming back to me, Annette. My boys are coming home!” 
Annette felt a surge of happiness for Edith and her family. She realized that many 

reunions would be happening around the city and happiness would abound. But she could 
not control the pang in her heart. Annette wanted to feel the joy that she saw in Edith’s eyes, 
but she couldn’t quite reach it. 

“I am so happy for you, Edith.” She smiled as she gave Edith one last hug and walked 
away; her shift was beginning. 

Life was about to change for the women around her. As she sat down at her station, 
Annette glanced across the wide expanse of the work floor. Many of those around her wore 
exuberant smiles, the hope for the future evident in their eyes. Women were running inside, 
tears streaming down their face as they called out to those that had been their rock during 
the time their families had been away. Relief was evident as their shoulders drooped; they 
were finally able to relax. 

The joy felt by some was not felt by all, however. Annette noticed women sitting quietly at 
their stations, heads bowed towards the table as they silently began their work. Tears ran 
down those women’s eyes as well, but for much different reasons. The heart pang came 
back with a vengeance. Annette could identify with these women; she felt a deep pit in her 
stomach that was a stark contrast to the shouts of joy surrounding her. 

 
*    *    * 

Annette entered her house, the door making a soft thud behind her as two sets of eyes 
landed on her weary body.  Annette knelt down to wrap her arms around her children and 
hold them close.  Even if Frank was not coming home, she would still have Grace and 
Stephen to look after.  No, she wouldn’t be the mother that she dreamed she would be, with 
her husband by her side, but she would still be there for them.  

She rested her head between theirs, breathing them in.  The future was ahead of them, 
the war was over.  It was finally over.  Her children would always be there for her, a constant 
reminder of the life that she once had with Frank.  She kissed the top of Stephen and 
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Grace’s head, pulling them tighter to her.  Maybe they would leave the city and start 
somewhere new, away from Frank and away from the life that they once had, but for now 
she would just hold her children close.  
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James 
 
James Hashtula was sitting on his front porch when the news came to him. He had only 
been back in Hugo, Oklahoma about a month when the news arrived. It came in the form of 
his little sister Mary who had learned it on her way home from school. The town had been 
buzzing, and she’d managed to snag a newspaper. 

“James, James the war is over!”  
“It has been over Mary. What are you talking about?” 
“They signed the Treaty of Versailles today.” Mary was bouncing up and down with 

excitement. She handed James the paper. He paused for a moment to consider the headline 
announcing the war’s official end. He sat the paper on the bench next to him. It was then 
that he noticed the hard red lines on Mary’s hand.  

“What happened to your hand?”  
“Ms. Dobbs caught Lilly and I talking to each other in our language. We aren’t allowed to 

speak it in school, so we got in trouble.” 
“She beat you for speaking your own language?” 
“Well we would have gotten off with just a warning, but then I told her that you’d helped 

win the war by speaking Choctaw. That’s when she hit me with her ruler. She said it wasn’t 
true, and that no Indian could make that big of a change.” There were tears in Mary’s eyes 
now. James pulled his little sister into his arms.  

“Why don’t you run inside, and have mama take a look at it. Don’t worry about what Ms. 
Dobbs said, she just doesn’t know anything about us. That’s all.” 

Mary nodded and headed toward the door. James clenched his fists in anger. He had 
heard of the schools beating children for speaking their native tongue, but to have it happen 
to his own sister, it was hard to swallow. Coming home from the war was getting harder and 
harder to handle. Everywhere around him there were signs of the Choctaw being forced to 
assimilate to a new culture.  

“Did you hear the news?” called Robert Taylor waving the day’s newspaper. 
“The Treaty? Yeah I heard it. I don’t see how it changes much though. This just makes 

everything official.” 
“Well I suppose so. Anyway, have a good day James.”  
Robert shuffled on down the street. James picked up the paper that was already sitting by 

him. It was always full of news stories about the peace talks or the war coming to a close. 
There were stories of the men that were still stuck overseas (the 36th division was one of the 
few that had been able to return home), and the articles celebrating great war heroes; the 
one’s worth mentioning anyway. When he had first come home there had been a few articles 
about the Choctaw code talkers, but now there was nothing. They’d forgotten about him and 
his brothers. Once again, they had been able to slip back into the background of this great 
country.  

A roll of thunder was heard in the background as James softly folded the paper back up. 
He watched the clouds as they rolled in, and a soft warm summer rain started to fall on the 
dusty town. Instantly, James was transported to another wet summer day. He was standing 
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at attention with the rest of the men from the 36th division. This rain hadn’t been warm and 
welcoming, however, it had been hard and unfriendly. The division had been called together 
for an announcement. It was the August before the Armistice had been signed, and the men 
had been deployed almost a month. By this time James had lost many of his friends that had 
come across with him. His good friend Louis had been killed just the day before while 
making a daring attack across ‘no man’s land.’  

“We are looking for volunteers from the Choctaw nation. All volunteers must be able to 
fluently speak Choctaw as well as English.” 

James had snorted at the news. There were few Choctaw who did not speak English, but 
there were few that still willing spoke Choctaw. The Choctaw language was slowly being 
stamped out. The schools refused to let the children speak their own language. The elders of 
the tribe had quickly had to learn English or the government would try and trick them, as 
they had so many times before. The government who had tried so hard to get rid of the 
Choctaw language, now was recruiting it. The idea made James want to laugh.  

It was Louis’s death that made him step forward. He had been only a few feet from his 
friend when the bullet had pierced Louis’s forehead. It had shocked him, and made him 
consider his own mortality. James had laid awake considering the ever so real reminders of 
mortality that surrounded him on all sides. He hadn’t been sure what he was volunteering 
for, but he hoped that it would guarantee him some form of safety. The idea of killing had 
never sat well for him, and he hoped that whatever this new assignment was, it would get 
him out of the field.  

There had been sixteen Choctaw all together that had volunteered. Among them had 
been Samuel Martin and Mitchell Hollow, two other men from his Oklahoma town. The three 
had stood huddled at the back of the captain’s tent as their new mission was described to 
them. They were to become code talkers. The Germans had no idea who the Choctaw were 
or even what their language was. It was the perfect way to outsmart the enemy. The men 
had received some training, but were soon shipped to various camps along the front. James 
had once heard one of his trainers say that it was likely the new code would change the tide 
of the war.  

James considered the messages that he had sent and received in those few months he 
had worked as a code talker. He was closely watched whenever he was in the 
communication tent; he was never in the tent alone. That hadn’t bothered him so much. 
Many of the messages had meant nothing to him. They were coordinates of places that 
James had never heard of. He simply passed the messages and thoughts on to the men 
around him. To the officers he was nothing more than a glorified messenger. He received 
their messages and decoded their messages. That was his role.  

They trusted him. Maybe they didn’t trust him to be alone, but they trusted him to 
accurately pass on the information he had received. He had been with this unit for almost a 
month when he received the message. The words came clearly across the speaker. He 
paused before starting to write it down. He was still shocked. The words that had crackled 
across his radio had been English not Choctaw. It was the first time since he had begun as a 
code talker that he had heard English.  
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“Send for the general,” he said to the soldier next to him. The boy sensing the urgency in 
James’ tone, and hurried out of the tent.  

“What is it Hashtula?” 
“The war, it’s over sir. They signed the Armistice this morning. It’s, well, it’s done sir.” The 

general leaned over James’s soldier and read the message on the paper in front of them. He 
then placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder. 

“Thanks for your help.” 
That had been one of the few thank you’s that any of the Choctaw had received. The rain 

pounded the soft grass surrounding the porch. James’ boots thudded heavily as he walked 
across the solid wood planks. He had made a difference. He and fifteen of his brother’s had 
helped make the difference between winning and losing. He stood at the edge of the porch 
lost in thought watching the soft rain slowly increase in intensity. He questioned, not for the 
first time, the role he had played.  

He had seen his job in communications as completely harmless. He still carried his gun 
along, but the days on the battlefield were pretty much limited. He knew that outside of his 
tent there were people fighting and people dying, but in the tent it was all code, nothing 
more. Now he realized that he had had a hand in so many of those deaths. He had been 
part of a communication team that had led to those men going into the battles.  Had he led 
them to their deaths? The idea confused him. He had gone to the war for his family. He had 
gone to protect his home and his community, but at what cost had they done it? Was there 
an even bigger battle he should have been fighting here at home? 

He thought back to those hard red lines on Mary’s hand. Today the government and its 
people still tried to stamp out the Choctaw. They wanted them to become ‘civilized.’ They did 
not understand the language, or even the people they tried to stamp out. They just assumed 
that because of the difference they were uncivilized, yet these uncivilized men with their 
uncivilized language were the ones that had stopped the Germans from intercepting Allied 
messages. The War was over now, but an even bigger one was big waged at home. James 
knew that he would have to continue to fight for his culture, and for his language.  

The rain died down and the little drops of rain sparkled in bright sunshine. In the midst of 
the storm those little drops of rain had been forgotten. They had been dropped like little 
crystals. To the world around them they were all part of a bigger picture: the storm. Though 
each one was unique they were lumped in with the rest and received the same identity as 
every other drop that had fallen with them. James sighed. Just like the rain, the Choctaw 
would be forgotten. The code talkers had played their part and returned home. The treaty 
would change nothing; all it did was solidify what had already been decided.  
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Dorothy 
 
Blood ran from the sides of the cot as Dorothy stood, frozen. The young man screamed in 
terror and pain, his right arm missing just below the elbow and the doctor was working 
furiously to clean and wrap the wound. He was covered in blood with pieces of what Dorothy 
could only assume were shrapnel covering most of the right side of his face and chest.   

“Miss, a hand please.”  
Dorothy tried to move forward but it was as if someone was had a tight grip around her 

and she had no control over her body.  
“Miss, now or he will bleed out!”  
Again, she pushed against the foreign entity holding her in place to no avail. She opened 

her mouth to speak but no sound passed her lips. There was only the dying solider 
screaming. 

*    *    * 
Dorothy jumps awake from a pool of sweat. Her surroundings are vaguely familiar as she 
comes out of her terror and the realization that she is home sets in. Home. After a year away 
in the grotesque underbelly of the world Dorothy wasn’t sure what the word home even 
meant any more. She had grown so accustomed to the attic room she shared with two other 
nurses in Belgium that the silence at night made her skin crawl. It was a dreadful thing to 
truly be alone. Living here in Nebraska she had grown up alone, an only child. She had never 
minded being by herself before, in fact it was the one thing she enjoyed most. Having time to 
read and study, she was able to become a nurse in no time, but even then she was never 
truly alone. Her family was always around to help her and Dorothy had many friends that 
would come visit from town.  

Without looking at the clock Dorothy already knows what time it is. Two thirty. She has 
been asleep for a total of four hours and there will be no more rest tonight. “Dammit 
Spencer.” she whispers to herself as she slowly rises from the bed. Why can’t she just get 
one night of rest? Every night it is the same routine, she wakes from a dream or memory, 
always soaked in sweat and trying to remember where she is. Dorothy floats to the window, 
hoping fresh air will give her some relief. She flips the latches and shoves the window up, 
only to be met with nothing. The window didn’t even budge, which is not surprising since it 
hasn’t been opened since she left. So she shoves again, using her whole body and there is a 
sharp CRACK. The window flies upward and splinters and large, jagged chunks of glass fall 
to the floor of her room. Cool air rushes in to meet her as she takes in the scene. The light 
jumps off of the glass and Dorothy is thrown into a memory.  

 
*    *    * 

The bottle of morphine that Dorothy was holding flies to the ground and shatters.  
“Dammit Nurse Spencer, morphine doesn’t grow on the god forsaken trees. We’re 

running low here and that bottle was damn well full. Run and fetch another and don’t drop 
this one. Can you do that?” 

“Yes sir.” 
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Dorothy felt relief to be sent away from the scene before her. A whole platoon of soldiers 
were just brought in from the field, their ailment being mustard gas. She had maybe seen 6 
cases before but none as severe as these men. Many of them had festering blisters on their 
faces and upper bodies. The skin looked as if it had been boiled and melted down and the 
coughing was unending. The men wheezed in sync and many sounded as if they were 
suffocating but there was nothing she could do. So she ran to fetch another bottle of 
morphine and did not return for a long while.  

 
*    *    * 

Dorothy looks up from her crumpled seated position on the floor to the window and she feels 
nauseous. The glass is still scattered all around the base of the windowsill and she doesn’t 
have the energy to get up anymore. So many memories from her days over there and no one 
warned her it would be like this. They assault her day in and day out, never giving her peace. 
If she had known then she might not have signed up with the American Red Cross. It 
seemed so innocent when she had seen the sign recruiting. “The Red Cross nurse carries 
our soldiers out of sickness out of darkness back to the light of good health.” What had she 
been thinking? At only twenty she wasn’t ready for that kind of experience, yet she had 
signed the papers and packed her bags before even considering the consequences. “Every 
woman must do her part”, she had told her father. Oh how naïve little Dorothy Spencer had 
been.  

She had been home for the most part of six months now and in that time, she had 
accomplished nothing. Before leaving, Dorothy had assumed that upon returning to the 
states, it would be considerably easy to find a job and continue her career in nursing. After 
being over there, in the middle of the terror and death, she found the idea of coming home 
and continuing as a nurse to be less than appealing. Of course, she knew that working in 
rural Grand Island, Nebraska was nothing like working in the thick of the war but she just 
knew that memories would ruin her ability to focus and actually help people.  

Since she still had not found a job, Dorothy had taken to reading the paper every morning 
in search of new opportunities. This week, she had picked up the paper and found herself 
shocked to read the headline “Treaty of Versailles Signed”. Of course, everyone knew that 
they had been working towards this treaty, but it had been six months since the end of the 
war. It had been weeks since anyone had printed about the war in America, and the article 
struck Dorothy as odd. How could they blame one single country for everything? It did not 
seem rational to her to punish them so harshly and expect them not to fight back.  

Another cold rush of air gusts through the room and brings Dorothy out of her thoughts. It 
had been an hour since the glass from the window came crashing down and still no one had 
come up to check on her. After the first week of screaming from terrors, her parents just 
ignored her now. This left her to cope with it alone. She could tell they were ashamed of her. 
She was no longer the beautiful, normal girl they raised. Dorothy leans forward to get up 
finally, it was time for her to clean up the mess. As she stands, the moonlight glints off of a 
large piece of glass that has slid itself all the way to her bed. Dorothy walks carefully to it 
and bends to grab it in her hand. As she lifts it, she glimpses her reflection in the smooth 
surface. Who is this girl? She is so frail and tired. She turns the shard over and it slips, 
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cutting her palm. The blood wells up and begins to run over the edge of her hand as Dorothy 
stands frozen. The deep crimson color is sharp against her pale skin, and for once she isn’t 
bombarded with memories of dying men. She lifts the glass again and runs it deep into her 
skin. The shard bites its way from her wrist to the crook of her arm and the crimson color is 
now all Dorothy can see. Suddenly she is very tired so she lays down in her bed and finally 
she can sleep.  
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Stephen 
 
November 12, 1918 
“Hey, watch where you’re going, kid,” the raspy voice belonged to the gnarled old man 
driving the milk wagon.  Eight-year-old Stephen Carrington darted out of the way just before 
being run over by the heavy wheel of the wagon.  He had been daydreaming, as his mother 
called it, again.  She had cried herself to sleep last night and he couldn’t stop thinking about 
it.  Stephen had grown accustomed to this in the months since they learned of his father’s 
death in France.  His daydreams consisted of the memories that he would never share with 
his father.  Today, he was imagining Dad taking him to a Dodgers game at Ebbets field over 
in Flatbush as he made his way through the streets and across the bridge to the back lot of 
the New York Times.   

“Mornin’ Steve,” called Jude from the other side of the gate as Stephen entered. 
“Good Morning, Jude.  Suppose there will be anything worth selling this time around?”   
All the newsboys hoped for juicy headlines every morning; the better the headline the 

easier it was to sell the paper.  Other boys were calling out greetings to one another with 
similar thoughts on their minds.  The War had been a good selling point at the beginning, but 
for the last few months it had steadily become old news.  The older boys were waiting at the 
front of the line and Stephen and Jude stopped to listen to their banter.   

“How much longer till those damned Huns give up and crawl back into their hole?”   
“I hope they wait a while, I plan to enlist and kill a few myself.” 
It wasn’t long before the first stacks were opened and the boys at the front started 

cheering.    
“It’s over!”  
“The dirty Huns surrendered!”  
“The War is over!” 
Stephen and Jude pushed ahead to get a glimpse at the headline. 
 

Armistice Signed, End Of The War! Berl in Seized By Revolutionists;  
New Chancellor Begs For Order 

 
The two friends were quickly caught up in the excitement and purchased extra papers to 

sell on their corners.  Today would be an easy day to sell them all.  Stephen wondered if he 
might even be able to make it home for dinner that night.  The talk of the war ending was 
true.  Stephen looked forward to his duties.   

“Read it here!” Stephen called over the din of the morning commute.  “The War is over!  
Get your paper, and read all about it.”  

His regulars called out greetings to him as they tossed him a coin and chose a paper from 
the pile.  Other new hands also thrust coins out.  It was indeed a good day to sell papers.  
Everyone wanted to know the details that brought The Great War to an end.  Due to the ease 
of paper-selling, Stephen had time to consider what his world would look like now.  While the 
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streets were filled with people headed to work, he had been too busy to think on much, but 
now, in the mid-morning lull, he caught himself daydreaming once more.  He saw his father 
coming through the door of the apartment they had lived in before the move to the 
tenements.  He pictured the smile on his mother’s face and smiled at the thought that she 
would no longer have a reason to cry herself to sleep.  He imagined Daddy playing with both 
of his children, Stephen himself and his little sister, Grace, riding on his father’s back.  The 
daydreams became so real that Stephen started getting excited about the idea that his 
father would be home soon now that the war was over.   

The lady with the dachshund interrupted Stephen’s daydreams by speaking to him.  Most 
people handed him their coin and kept walking without acknowledging the boy, but this 
woman always seemed eager to talk. 

“It is really over? I can’t believe it’s really done… all those men coming home.  Life can go 
back to normal.” 

“Yes, Ma’am.” Stephen was not sure what she expected from him but she didn’t walk 
away so he had so say something. 

“Do you have someone coming home, now that this nasty business is over?” 
“Yes, Ma’am, my daddy will be coming home.  He is going to let my sister ride on his back 

and take me to a Dodgers game,” Stephen spoke of the image from his daydreams.  He had 
allowed himself to get so caught up in his imagination that the words just flowed out of him.   

“That’s wonderful!” The hound at her feet started to bark and pull on its leash.  “My son 
will be home as well.” With those parting words, she allowed the small dog to pull her down 
the sidewalk.  

Stephen had several conversations similar to the one with the dachshund lady as the day 
wound down.  He didn’t mean to lie; he was only excited to be part of the hullabaloo.  He 
sold all but two of his papers by the time the streets were getting quiet. He wanted to share 
the excitement of the day with his mother and sister, so he started home hoping to sell one 
more on the way.  He had decided that his mother would want to see the news today.   

“Sir? Buy a paper?”  He asked a well-dressed man as he crossed the last street home.  “It 
is an exciting day. The War is over and the Huns are done for. Men will be coming home 
soon.” 

“Not all of them, son.”  The man handed Stephen a coin with a severely mangled hand. 
“I’ll take a paper though. ” 

Reality slammed into the young boy.  He had allowed himself to believe that today would 
end the pain and sorrow in his home but, as this man pointed out, not every man was 
coming home.  His father was not.  Stephen started to run the last few blocks to his door.  
The tears would not be held at bay any longer.   

As he burst in the door Stephen saw his mother sitting in her chair by the lamp.  Before he 
could say anything she stood and began crossing the room. 

“It’s over Mama. It’s all over.” The tears were flowing freely now.  The pages of the 
newspaper he had brought home for her to read fluttered to the floor as she crushed him to 
her bosom and let him cry. 
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Alvin 

 
Wind rattled the windows on a blustery Sunday afternoon. The branches of barren trees 
whipped in the gale while leaves outside danced a sporadic jig across the lawn. Not a soul 
dared to step outside on the cold October day. Instead, most bodies could be seen inside 
their warm homes, enjoying a book beside the fireplace, sharing in the presence of 
characters written of long ago. Alvin York was no exception to this rule. He lay on the sofa in 
his living room, indulging in his literary favorite, with a steaming mug of hot chocolate 
infused with a hint of Peppermint Schnapps (though if he were honest with himself, it may 
have been poured the other way around).  

As Alvin continued to read, thankful for insulation and hearths, his mind began to drift in 
two different directions; one focused on his reading of John Dos Passos and the other on his 
rumbling stomach. He picked up his still steaming mug and chose to sate his appetite, if 
only for another chapter. As a few more paragraphs were skimmed, Alvin could no longer 
disregard the now growling noise in his abdomen. He thought that if he was getting hungry, 
his grandson must be starving at this point. Alvin rocked back in his sofa and worked up 
enough momentum to stand and stretch his legs.  

Shuffling towards the kitchen, Alvin wondered what his grandson was doing and why he 
was so quiet this afternoon. Normally, Jacob voiced his discontent of staying at his 
grandpa’s house while his parents were out on their monthly date, sighing heavily every few 
minutes. Almost as if on cue, Jacob walked through the door that led to the basement. The 
twelve year-old was holding a small blue box made of plastic that was plainly decorated. 

“Hey, Grandpa, what’s this box with this medal in it?” 
Alvin, who had been looking through the cupboard for the peanut butter, turned around at 

the question with the jar in his hand. As Alvin placed it on the counter, he slowly took the 
small box from Jacob’s hand. Already knowing what was inside, Alvin opened the box with 
the slightest of trembles in his hand. He stared at the medal for several seconds. It wasn’t a 
flood of emotion that overcame him; rather, it was small waves of emotion that were lapping 
at his heart. Alvin was brought back to the present by the impatient clicking of Jacob’s 
tongue.  

“Well, Grandpa? What is it? What does Medal of Honor mean? It says it right there on the 
box. Is that the one where you get hurt?” Jacob’s questions were causing Alvin’s anxiety to 
rise but only slightly…for now. Alvin was going to need more Peppermint Schnapps… 

“Let’s finish making our sandwiches and then we’ll go into the living room. Sound good?” 
Alvin said as he looked into the green eyes of his grandson. The young boy nodded fervently 
and they began to spread peanut butter and jelly on their bread in silence. Jacob then 
poured himself a glass of milk (which he used to dip his sandwich in, always making Alvin 
chuckle) while the bottle of Schnapps was taken down from above the ice box. The two then 
carefully trekked into the living room, taking caution to not spill a drop of coveted nectar. 

After delicately placing the plates and glasses on the table and sitting down, Jacob looked 
expectantly at his grandfather. Alvin looked up at the ceiling, attempting to choose his next 
few words deliberately. After several moments of this, he decided to say everything straight-
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forward. Jacob was old enough to understand everything that happened…right? Alvin was 
again brought back to his sense by the impatient clicking of his grandson’s tongue.  

“You’ll have to be patient with me, Jacob. I haven’t talk about this stuff in a very long time, 
so forgive me if I have to stop to remember things. Okay?” Jacob settled into his armchair 
with a grin on his face as he took a bite of his sandwich. Alvin settled into the sofa once 
more and sipped on his hot chocolate mix.  

“On June 28th, 1919, I led a mission against a German trench, taking out a number of 
their machine guns and capturing many of their soldiers. I received a Distinguished Service 
Cross award for leading that mission which was later upgraded to the medal that you held in 
your hands earlier. Also on that day, June 28th, was the signing of the Treaty of Versailles. I 
remember that day being one of the happiest I had ever experienced.” 

“What happened on the mission, Grandpa? I learned about that treaty in school last 
week! We really stuck it to the Germans good, didn’t we Grandpa? How come you were so 
happy? How old were you?” Jacob’s excited questions followed one right after the other, 
hardly a breath in between.  

“Whoa, now! Let’s answer one question at a time, Jacob!” As the young boy sat back in 
his chair, looking slightly crestfallen at being told to wait, Alvin took yet another sip from his 
mug and let his mind wander back to his younger years. 

 
*    *    * 

 “Sergeant York!” a voice bellowed. 
Sergeant Alvin York, an older gentleman in his early thirties, looked up from cleaning his 

weapon. He put down his Springfield M1903 and stood up to salute a Captain walking his 
way. The Captain noticed York’s prominent ears and gaped at them momentarily, only to 
quickly catch himself and look York dead in the eyes, trying extremely hard not to stare at 
them again.  

“Orders just came down. You and your men have a mission. Link up with Sergeant Early to 
go over mission prep.” The Captain handed him an envelope and stood at the position of 
attention.  

“Roger, Sir.” York followed suit and again saluted the officer. The Captain rendered a 
return and spun on his heel to walk away but not before taking another slow glance at York’s 
ears. The Sergeant collected his gear and proceeded to the bunker where his men were 
gathered.  

*    *    * 
After finding Sergeant Early, the two briefed the tentative plan to the troops, telling them to 
collect all necessary gear items and be ready to step off no later than 1200 hours. This gave 
the sergeants just over an hour to plan their assault and refine anything that they saw fit. 

 
*    *    * 

At 1200 hours, the small group of twenty began trekking across the sloppy mud that 
covered the vast field  before them. They slipped and slid in their wet boots but maintained 
formation until the soldiers filed into the forest that separated the Germans from the Allies. 
They were to proceed at an azimuth of 97° for approximately one mile then redirect on a 
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17° azimuth until they reached the other side of the forest, where a German trench and 
bunker system were just a few hundred meters away. They moved silently and deliberately, 
ensuring that no unnecessary movements or noises were created.  

Sergeant Early called a halt and mutely ordered the men to drink water from their 
canteens and take a five minute break. During this time, the soldiers would look and listen 
for any signs of the enemy and smell for anything out of the ordinary. Cigarette smoke could 
waft a hundred meters to the trained nose. Trench foot could also be detected at a great 
distance. No signs of any enemy were encountered during the halt. Sergeant Early ordered 
the men to move out. 

Again they crept with calculated steps, ears and eyes strained in the bleak and cloudy 
afternoon. As they approached the clearing of the wood, they all huddled together to breathe 
the plan once again. But before anyone could utter a single syllable, a shot rang out across 
the field from the trenches, hitting target in Sergeant Early’s chest. The man fell backward, 
his chest oozing blood and his mouth making gasping sounds. Immediately a medic began 
working on him. 

“Follow me! Let’s go!” Sergeant York yelled out. He stood up to run towards the bunker, 
only to have several machine guns open up on their position. The American soldiers sprinted 
across the field, dodging in and out of the rounds whizzing past their knees as best they 
could. Several men fell forward on their faces; some sat up to return fire while others didn’t 
move at all. York stopped to on a knee to take a few well-aimed shots at German soldiers. 
He lined up his sights, squeezed the trigger, and saw the target fall and not get back up. 
York though it was a miracle he wasn’t getting hit. 

Several of York’s men caught up with the sergeant. York stood up and darted in the 
trench, diving headfirst just in time to avoid a well-placed grenade throw by a German. The 
men immediately got to their feet to acquire their bearings. To the East were the machine 
guns that were pinning down Americans on high ground. The group of soldiers proceeded 
swiftly yet cautiously down the trenches behind Sergeant York.  

They came upon a bunker that was filled with roughly ten German soldiers, who all 
immediately dropped their weapons and raised their hands at the sight of the American 
force. York and a young Corporal began to move all the weapons away from the now-
prisoners when a German outside the bunker opened up with an automatic weapon against 
the American inside. York instinctively dropped to his knee and aimed his Springfield at the 
German’s head, pulling the trigger. At the last second, the German moved slightly, causing 
the round to hit him in the throat. He slumped to the ground, his jugular spouting blood. The 
young corporal took out his pistol from his side and shot him in the forehead. 

His ears still ringing from the rounds being shot in such close quarters, York ordered two 
soldiers to watch the captured Germans while telling two more young men to begin working 
on the three men that were screaming in agony. Six men did not scream or stir as they lay on 
the cold dirt. The Sergeant and the Corporal began to stack them against the wall.  

York and the Corporal cautiously stepped outside the bunker, then hastily moving through 
the trenches to the next bunker. Several Germans were waiting for him, though they were 
not faster in popping rounds off; three enemy soldiers fell. Just then, a group of Germans 
charged at York with their bayonets drawn. York aimed and pulled the trigger but to no avail; 
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he was out of ammunition. Just as the soldiers were within several feet of York, he took out 
his M1911 and shot them one by one, watching them fall in a heap. As the Corporal took the 
lead, climbing over the pile of bodies, York reloaded his Springfield and pistol.  

Right before they reached the next bunker, a German officer came out and unloaded his 
Luger pistol on the Corporal, missing every shot. The Corporal raised his rifle to shoot the 
man in the chest but the German officer raised his hands and offered to surrender. York 
quickly put a hand on the young man’s rifle and ordered him to restrain the officer as they 
headed back to the previous bunker since no more bunkers lay further. 

 
*    *    * 

York and his men sat in the trenches, waiting for reinforcements after they had signaled 
back that the enemy bunkers were taken out. They tended to the wounded and said prayers 
for the fallen. Some took their boots off to air out their feet while others pulled security, 
scanning the horizon and peering down the corners of the trench. After an hour of waiting 
and hoping, they finally saw the Captain from earlier slide down into the trench with a grin on 
his face. How can he be smiling like that, thought York. Does he not see what we went 
through to take this position? Does he not see the fallen heroes who gave everything for this 
single piece of territory? This is probably the closest to the front line the Captain has ever 
been, concluded York.  

“Good news!” beamed the Captain. “We were just informed that a treaty has been signed, 
ending all conflict! That’s probably why these sorry suckers surrendered so easily. Excellent 
job, boys. You’ll all be getting awards for this.” He stood at the position of attention. 
Everyone around him slowly stood up to salute him. He rendered return, spun on his heel, 
and climbed out of the trench. 

York couldn’t believe it. He put his back on the cold dirt wall and slid down to the ground. 
Maybe this time, the fighting would actually stopped. He recalled the last time he was told 
this same news, when the armistice had been signed. That still didn’t stop him and his small 
platoon from going on missions and risking their lives. His deployment was extended seven 
more months because of orders still trickling down the pipeline. Despite all this, York still felt 
a wave of emotion rush over him. Happiness and relief were the first to surface; maybe he 
would finally be able to go home. Gratitude also swept over him, as he was extremely lucky 
and blessed to still be alive. Finally, the ever-lingering sadness permeated his every atom as 
he stared at the pile of bodies stacked inside the bunker.  

 
*    *    * 

The rattling of the windows brought Alvin back to his insulated and warm home. He slowly 
began to remember what had brought him there. He looked around to see his grandson 
curled up in the arm chair, sound asleep. As he thought about it, Alvin began to realize that 
the happiest day of his life was the one that ended with him looking at his grandson. 
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El izabeth 
 

There was a thick layer of humidity hanging over the morning. It was still the first piece of 
summer – warm in the mornings, hot in the afternoons and relaxing through the evenings. 
This morning was overcast but warm, the kind that promised a midday thunder storm. 
Through the calm of the morning, Elizabeth made her way from her apartment downtown to 
the post office. A laundromat, a local theater house, restaurants, the courthouse and the 
newspaper offices all had become familiar buildings. She had been in the city for almost a 
year now. At the end of last summer, the summer of 1918, Elizabeth had come to Detroit to 
teach school. In her first year as a teacher, she learned more than she ever had in all her 
years as a student. 

After a year in the large city she knew not everyone she passed would smile and nod back 
at her or how no one’s feet here seemed to ache after walking city block after city block to 
get from here to there or that as fancy as eating in a restaurant may seem, it will never taste 
like meals made on the cook stove; it’ll never taste like home. Despite all these things, she 
still loved it. After spending nineteen years on the Minnesota prairie, the constant 
excitement of Detroit thrilled her. Each week she wrote back home to her family to tell them 
of her classes, the sights she was still enamored by, and that she missed them of course. 
The letter in her hand recounted how just last week, Elizabeth and her roommate, Jillian, 
had meet in the church basement to package bandages, hard candy and other small objects 
to send to the soldiers overseas. She also wrote about a concert in the park they had 
attended to hear all the songs the soldiers marched to.  

Humming to herself, Elizabeth cut through the thick morning to get her letter to the post 
office before the truck left for the day. Part of her wished she could join the letter, hop in the 
mail truck and go home. As much as she loved the city and all it had to offer, the little home 
her dad had built for her mom as a wedding present had a permeant place in her heart. 

 And what would you do at home? Marry goofy old Jason Williams and have to dig up 
turnips and potatoes till my fingers fall off? Or lose them to one of the modern sewing 
machines in the back of Fredrick’s Mercantile? No, you made the right choice. Here you get 
to teach, spend the day with children, make a difference in so many lives. And Mama and 
Papa need the money my salary. Here is where you belong now.  

By now Elizabeth was on her way home, taking a different route than usual. She had 
heard the café on Starry Street had a new arraignment of flowers out front each weekend. 
Right now, being a Saturday, they would probably still be bright and perky, not yet dying from 
losing their roots. As she turned the corner, a young man with a brown plaid Brixton cap 
collided and an anxious expression with her.  

“Excuse me ma’am!”, he hollered over his shoulder, hurrying off the way she had come. 
The wrinkled papers stacked in his hand waved at Elizabeth as he disappeared down the 
block.  

A bit taken back, she continued on her way, wondering what would cause a boy such 
worry on a Saturday. Elizabeth hadn’t seen a child in such a flurry since her class had final 
recitations two weeks ago, at the end of the school term. 
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I thought little Theodore was going to fall right over before he got to the end of his lesson. 
I know it was hard for him to talk about the Revolutionary War and liberty and freedom and 
sacrifice with his older brother fighting in Europe right now. And Sara May was almost in 
tears during geography. Oh, Elizabeth, why did you choose to test over the same place her 
father was killed just a few weeks before? 

Teaching her class about The Great War held many challenges. Not only were there 
negative effects like Theodore and Sara May’s, but the older boys who couldn’t till they were 
old enough to enlist.  

How do I teach them of the terrors trench warfare and the merciless combat they will 
endure? They talk about fighting for Uncle Sam and their excitement is almost contagious. 
When I read Grade 10’s current event compositions I could not imagine dulling their want to 
go to war.  

By now she had reached the café and paused to look at the flowers. These were 
wildflowers, the kind that grew along the path she and her sister had walked on to school 
every day. To Elizabeth, they looked out of place in the vases and boxed flowerbeds. But like 
the schoolboys longing o go to war, they would soon adjust just long enough to enjoy the 
experience before it came to an end. 

Just as Elizabeth was about to turn to walk home, she noticed a crowd forming down the 
street. There were men and women all together, shouting, laughing and a few were crying. 
What could be going on? 

As Elizabeth came closer, she heard snippets of conversations: 
“…they did! It’s signed!” 
“I cannot wait for the troops to come home!” 
“Berlin has been seized!!” 
The crowds were circled around a newspaper truck piled with papers not even tied with 

string as they usually were – they had come straight from the press. Standing around the 
truck were teenaged boys from Elizabeth’s class selling the papers as fast as they could pick 
them up. They were all shouting headlines and the cost, too rushed to realize they would not 
get the chance to enlist as the dreamed. Atop the mountain of newspapers in the bed of the 
pick was the boy who had run into Elizabeth only fifteen minutes before. Now his cap was 
cockeyed, his face flushed and his voice hoarse as he tossed stacks down for the older boys 
to sell.  

Still confused at the hustle around her, Elizabeth peeked over the shoulders of the two 
gentlemen next to her and read the newspaper they were holding.  

 
Armistice signed. Kaiser Flees to Holland. WAR IS OVER. 

 
In a frenzy, Elizabeth pushed through the masses, pulled a nickel from her pocket, shoved 

it in her student’s outstretched hand and hurried home to show Jillian the good news. 
Mama and Papa won’t get this news till Monday, at the earliest. Oh, I wish I had that 

letter back to tell them how grateful I am THE WAR HAS ENDED.  
When Elizabeth arrived at the apartment building the sun was as bright as her smile.  
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Jack 
 
Jack Roberts sat at his work bench as he watched the parade go by outside of his shop 
window. The entire town of Lawrence, Kansas had flooded both sides of the streets, eager to 
wave at the three young soldiers returning home after the Treaty was signed. Jack huffed on 
his cigarette as he peered over the three young girls’ heads, each shrieking and blowing 
kisses at the float as it went by. He watched as the men across the road tips their hats to 
the young lads, the old maids smiling and waving politely as they passed by.  

Jack hadn’t received that type of homecoming. He’d enlisted back in ‘15 when the war 
had just started, and thought that we would serve his country proud. But Jack was released 
due to an injury: a bullet hole straight below the kneecap - infection forced them to 
amputate. Even that wasn’t the worst that Jack had seen. He’d watched his friends being 
blown apart by shrapnel, torn to bits by life ammunition, and even witnessed one man being 
run over by a tank. But watching his old friend Harry die of meningitis was the most painful 
thing he’d witnessed. A slow painful death was worse than a quick one in Jack’s mind. And 
Jack was living that reality; the slow painful death. The only person that had met Jack at the 
train station that day was his neighbor Pierce, being that he was the only one who knew that 
Jack was returning from war. His wife Evelyn had passed in the winter of ’17 and his 
daughter Diana had married a farmer and moved to Topeka. Pierce died during the early 
winter months of ’19, and Jack had attempted to hang himself in the spring.  

Jack stood up from his chair and limped over to the edge of the desk. He put on his 
prosthetic leg as he slipped on the straps around his shoulders, pulling the wooden leg 
snuggly against his stub. He had hated the prosthetic; it was the reason that he was still 
alive to this day. Jack needed it to climb up on to the chair, but when he kicked it over, the 
mismatched leg was too long to keep him hanging. Jack gimped over to Mr. Harper’s new 
Model-T Ford. He approached it cautiously, careful not to scratch the black paint job. It was a 
beauty, and Jack was determined to keep it that way. As he raised the hood of the Model-T, 
a loud screech was emitted into the air. Jack’s heart dropped to his stomach as his eyesight 
became fuzzy. As he attempted to blink it away, he was thrown into the world that he hated 
the most. This happened to him all the time. This is why he tried to kill himself. The 
screeched echoed inside of Jack’s brain, as he trailed back in time.  

Jack was staring into the engine of the tank that he and three members of his Battalion 
were driving. The smoke was billowing into the air as Jack held his breath, attempting to see 
what was causing the engine to stall. They were in dangerous territory. Guns cracked around 
him as Jack tinkered with the knobs, his three friends keeping guard around him. His hands 
shook nervously as he fumbled with the buttons, pushing everyone one of them to get the 
tank started. He wasn’t trained for this. As soon as he’d pressed the right combinations of 
buttons, the tank lurched forward and began moving slowly. Jack shouted out to his partner 
behind him, but there wasn’t a response. A bullet whirred past his helmet. Looking over to 
the man who had his back, he found his best mate Marley on the ground, bullets sprayed 
through his chest. On the top of the tank was another soldier, Hampton, hunched over with 
his hand on his heart. Jack searched for the other man, the young gun Waverly, but he was 
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nowhere to be found. Tears pricked at his eyes as he searched for life in Marley, but he was 
gone, a pool of blood lying next to him. More bullets flew past Jack. He had to find Waverly, 
he could still be alive. Jack took a step forward when a white hot bullet pierced through his 
shin. Jack screamed out as he climbed his way up the tank, tears rolling from his eyes as he 
pushed Hampton over the side, down next to Marley. That’s when he heard the sobs of 
Waverly coming from inside the tank. Jack slipped into the driver’s seat to find Waverly 
curled into a ball, sobbing. “I don’t want to die Sergeant, I’m only sixteen,” Waverly cried out 
to him. Jack cringed as he put the tank into full gear, “I’m going to get you out of here kid,” 
Jack said.  

The bell dinged indicating someone had entered the shop, and Jack faintly heard the 
heavy booted steps as they approached him. Jack then felt the warmth of a hand on his arm 
and he snapped out of his dream. Jack didn’t look up, but he only stared into the new engine 
of the Model-T. “Excuse me sir, but are you Sergeant Roberts?” The voice asked, removing 
his hand from Jack. Jack turned to look fearfully up at the soldier. He was young, nearly 19 
or 20, with a mop of hair and brown eyes to match. The soldier was tall, a few inches taller 
than Jack even with the two inches that his prosthetic gave him. Jack took a step back from 
the Model-T, his hands white from gripping it so hard.  

“I’m sorry sir. I’m Carson Brooks. My Pa said you were lookin’ for some help ‘round here. 
Someone who can work on cars and such?”  

Jack cleared his throat and attempted to find his voice. His breathing was still heavy, and 
his throat was completely dry.  

“I reckon I am boy,” he swallowed harshly, “You qualified?” 
“Yes sir. I’ve been in the military. Battalion 91 B.”  
“So you’re handy with cars I take it?” 
“Yes sir, mainly war vehicles. But I assume they’re ‘bout the same.” 
‘Less wear and tear on these ones, but the same concept. Sounds like you’ve got 

yourself a deal kid. Starting wage is 30 cents, take it or leave it.” 
“That’s more than enough for me sir. Just trying to get by after the war and all.” 
Jack coughed, as he shook hands with the young soldier. Carson’s warm hands felt like 

home to Jack, like confidence and pride. Something Jack hadn’t thought about in years. 
“What you say your name was again kid?” He asked quietly. “Brooks. Corporal Carson 
Brooks, sir.” 

*    *    * 
Months had gone by since Carson had begun to work under Jack. He was extremely handy, 
and even taught Jack a thing or two about the newer models. Even though he couldn’t admit 
it, Jack had found comfort in Carson. The way that he walked and talked reminded of his old 
pal Harry, even down to the way he spoke. The two of them had caught on quickly, just like 
good old friends.  

One morning, Carson entered the shop with the morning newspaper in hand. “Starting 
early sir?” Carson asked as he had stared at Jack, who was underneath the new car that 
had come into the shop. Jack grunted. Carson pulled the tool box up next to the car and sat 
down, staring intently at Jack’s feet, waiting for orders. A few minutes silently went by before 
Carson began to speak. “Sir,” he started, “I was wondering if you’d be willing to tell me a few 
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stories about the war. I know you’re kind of a local legend ‘round here, one of the toughest 
men in all of Lawrence.” Underneath the car, Jack unglued his gaze from the oil tank, anger 
bubbling inside of him. “No.” He answered heatedly, screwing the cap back on. 

“But sir. I just wanted to hear about you…” 
“I said no son.” 
Jack scooted out from underneath the car, rage colored on his face and neck. Carson 

stared up at his idol, confusion splayed across his face. Carson had always idolized Jack, 
ever since he’d heard news that he was the only man who’d survived in his Battalion. Jack 
was the main reason that Carson had enlisted in the war. If a 50-year-old man could go in 
and come out a hero, then he could too. But Carson never made it to the front, he’d only 
made it Corporal due to a technicality. But he’d heard so many stories from his Pa and read 
how Jack Roberts received an honorable discharge for his sacrifice to his country. Carson 
stared up at his hero worriedly.  

“I heard that you’re the only man who survived in your Battalion. You’re one of my 
 idols.” 

“That’s flattering kid. But you’ve got your priorities mixed up.” 
 

*    *    * 
Jack skidded out of the room as fast as he could. Images were flickering in his mind ever 
since he’d been underneath the car. He went to the bathroom sink and threw water at his 
aged face. It was no doubt that the war had turned Jack’s hair grey. But he was only 50, why 
did he look so damn old, Jack thought. He splashed more water into his face, anger building 
in him with every breath. He didn’t mean to lash out at Carson, but to Jack, there weren’t any 
heroes from that war. Only survivors, and they weren’t anything but cowards that had 
somehow made it out alive. Jack wasn’t anything but a coward. He wasn’t any better than 
Waverly. Those nights at camp he would cry too, cry for everything that he’d lost. “God 
dammit, you’re nothing but a coward Jack. A worthless coward!” He screamed, punching at 
his reflection in the glass mirror. Jack screamed out in pain, blood trickling from his hand as 
the shattering echoed in his brain. He dropped downward into the fetal position, but his 
wooden prosthetic wouldn’t bend, causing him to fall face first onto the floor. More 
flashbacks surpassed his vision.  

The Germans had ambushed the supply station. Jack was hidden in the brush; bombs 
were exploding everywhere. A grenade blew up, landing in the spot that he knew Corporal 
Flannigan had run too. His body flew through the air, mangled and shredded by the shrapnel 
and explosion. Another bomb went off just a few feet from where he was standing. The 
explosion of stung as it cut across his skin and he took off running from his spot. Zig zag 
they’d told him in training. Waverly was right behind him until Jack heard the tat of a gun, 
and he was gone. But Jack kept running. He was always one to run, and never look back.  

“Sir are you okay?” Carson called out behind the bathroom door. “What kind of pathetic 
prick am I?” Jack said to himself, the blood from his wound trickling down his face. “I’m 
coming in sir.” Carson said. “What kind of hero runs? He was injured, no man left behind!” 
Jack cried out, reaching toward the shattered glass from the mirror. Another explosion was 
heard, and Jack gazed up at the young soldier. He was just a silhouette cast by the morning 
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rays beating down on Jack’s face. “I ain’t no hero. The only heroes are dead,” Jack spat, “I’m 
just a filthy coward.” Jack clasped the shard tighter in his hand and began to move toward 
his throat. Carson sprung forward, slipping and sliding amongst the blood on the floor. Jack 
was weak as Carson tore the glass from his palm, throwing and shattering it against the wall. 
Jack looked up into Carson’s eyes, tears rolling down his own. “You’ve sacrificed enough for 
this country,” Carson told Jack, cradling him in his arms, “and regardless of what happened 
in that war, you’re still a hero Jack.”   
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Grace 
 
The school yard is deserted as Grace Lockner meanders across the dirt following the rock 
she has been kicking since she left her front yard. She sits against the brick of Cottonwood 
Schools and pulls out a tattered, yellowed picture of her father’s company. Henry Lockner’s 
face displays a bravery that Grace is drawn to at least twice a day. It’s been two years since 
Henry Lockner was drafted. Grace ponders whether she has forgotten what he looks like in 
real life. Her eyebrows crinkle as she thinks hard of a memory of her father. He is packing to 
leave. Her mother stands at the end of the bed crying. Then she is in the air, and her father 
is kissing her face as he walks towards the door. He sets her down, pats her head, and tells 
her to be good for her mother. He walks down the step and disappears; the blurry, damaged 
image of her father’s face from the picture replaces the memory. Grace realizes she is crying 
as her classmates arrive. She rubs her eyes and gets up to walk into the school after 
carefully putting the picture into the pocket of her pink jacket.  

Grace Lockner has never been the same as most of the children in her age group. Her 
view on the world had changed at the age of 6 when her father left for the war. Now 
everything she does is a pursuit to be like Henry Lockner. She passes through life asking 
herself: What would Dad do in this situation? What would make Dad proud? How do I 
become a hero like Dad? She works hard in school to make her father proud. She imagines 
being by his side as he runs towards the line of bad guys with his gun at the ready. She 
imagines him smiling at her as she hurtles a tank to capture a group of bad guys.  

Grace can’t seem to keep herself focused on the math problems on the board today. Her 
mind always trails to her father. She cannot wait to show him how well she has taken care of 
the animals at the farm with Everett’s help. Henry Lockner hired Everett as a hired hand 
once he got the letter from the draft; he trusted Everett to run all the farm’s activities in his 
absence. Grace has grown close to Everett, but he cannot replace her father. In Grace’s 
eyes, Henry Lockner does no wrong, rids the world of wrong, fights evil; he is a hero greater 
than all normal men.   

Growing up in rural Cottonwood, Nebraska, the animals on the farm have always been 
there for Grace, more than Grace’s peers or her own mother. Once Henry left, Edith locked 
herself in her room. She does not speak. The blank look in her eyes scares Grace. It 
encourages Grace to actively avoid her mother; she spends her time outside, with the trees, 
with the horse, with the grass rather than inside with her mother. Grace doesn’t 
understand…what happened to her mother? Why does she hear her crying in her bed at 
night? Doesn’t she know that Dad will be mad when he comes back to find her like this? 
Grace dismisses the thoughts of her mother as she colors a brown horse on her math 
worksheet. She always changes the word problems to problems about horses. How many 
horses would Jake have if 70 of his 187 horses were stolen?  

The walk home from school is long for Grace, but she enjoys it. As she walks, she 
remembers what her father said in his last letter. He thinks the war is coming to a close. He 
said hold on just a little longer and I will be home to help your mother. He said he misses 
Grace and hopes she is being a good girl. She smiles; her last report card was marked with 
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all A’s. He will be proud of that. He said the war was almost over last year…He said it the 
year before that. Grace’s smile fades. Maybe he will never come back. Maybe he will never 
be able to see how hard she has worked to make him proud.  

With a flash of blue and a sudden yell, Grace finds herself in the muddy ditch. Her leg is 
cut and her arm is scraped. Blood pools in her sock. Looking up, she sees Rudy. Fat, mean, 
ugly Rudy. Rudy finds her every day on her way home. Grace thinks he must get some sort of 
sick pleasure from picking on a girl three years younger than him and 50 pounds lighter. She 
hopes her father comes home and punches his fat, red nose as she climbs out of the ditch.  

“That’s where your father is, girl!” Rudy yells as he points down to the ditch, “Worse, 
actually, he’s bleeding a lot more than you are now in a trench.” 

Grace starts walking away from Rudy. Dad would want her to walk away. He follows her, 
taunting her.  

“I saw you crying at that picture earlier. He ain’t never coming home!”  
He stops following her as she enters her yard. Grace knows never to let Rudy get to her. 

Rudy’s father died in the war a year ago. That’s why he is so mean Grace thinks. She tries to 
convince herself that Rudy’s father dying doesn’t mean anything as she walks in the house. 
My dad won’t die; he is a hero.  

Grace stops as she passes the kitchen. Her mother is baking? Her mother is awake? 
Grace can’t believe it. But there she is in a bright yellow dress pulling a spiral ham out of the 
oven. Grace is lost in a memory of her mother and father twirling in the kitchen. He holds her 
waist as he lifts her in the air; her dress flares, her smile is wide, she is utterly happy. Grace 
had lost that memory, and what a memory to lose, of her father and mother being so in love. 
Grace had only ever seen Edith as… well, nothing really... a lump in the bed of the bedroom 
on the furthest part of the house. Now, she could remember her mother’s hugs, her 
mother’s smell, and the way her mother used to read to her. Grace comes to the realization 
that she lost her mother when her father left; she is suddenly sad as she thinks about the 
times they could have had together this last couple of years.  

“Hiya, momma,” Grace quietly says, not wanting to startle her mother back into bed. 
Grace doesn’t know how to feel. She is scared her mother had forgotten that she had a 
daughter. She is happy that her mother will make her father proud now.  

“Gracey, oh, Gracey,” Edith whispers as she crouches to embrace her daughter. She 
kisses Grace’s head; she wraps her arms around Grace’s shoulders.  “A treaty has been 
signed! I heard it from Everett! He is coming home. We have to get ready” she pauses to 
stand up and start dusting, “everything has to be perfect!”  

Edith moves into the next room with a duster in her hands. Grace starts sweeping the 
floors of the kitchen. She is excited; her dad is finally coming home! She has to go make 
sure all the animals are in perfect condition. She has to impress him with how much she 
knows about the horses. Edith is fervently washing the dishes so Grace is able to quietly slip 
out of the house. The animals are more important than cleaning the house she thinks.  

Twinkle, Grace’s favorite horse, is waiting for Grace as she crosses the path from the 
yard to the barn. Unless Everett needs them, Grace keeps the rest of the horses in the 
stables while she is at school. But she knows Twinkle would never leave. Bluebird, a greyish 
blue stallion, would meander away in search of an apple or a sugar cube, but Twinkle is 
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always waiting for Grace. She runs her hand across Twinkle’s soft nose; Twinkle snorts. Dad 
will love Twinkle. Grace pulls herself up Twinkle’s neck and rides bareback into the barn. 
She continues riding after she checks the rest of the horse, after she checks the pigs, after 
she brings Everett his supper in the fields, she rides until the sun is low in the sky before she 
rides towards home.  

She enters the house with a smile on her face; an afternoon spent riding Twinkle is a 
well spent afternoon to Grace. She had planned on making everything perfect for her father, 
but everything already was perfect if he was coming home. He would love the house, he 
would love her, he would love Twinkle, he would twirl Mom, and everything will be perfect. 
But…where is her mother? She moves from the living room to the kitchen to the parlor. She 
follows the hallway, running her hand along the walls and looking at the perfectly posed 
pictures of her family when she was young; she nervously peeks in the last bedroom.  

Her mother is a lump in the bed. What had changed Grace wonders. What had changed 
since she had left with Twinkle? A letter on the night stand catches Grace’s eye; she grabs it 
and sneaks out of the room. In the light of the kitchen she slowly reads: 

 
Dear Mrs. Lockner,  
We deeply regret to inform you that Henry Lockner died on April 15, 1919 after 
contracting influenza. He served his country faithfully. 
Sincerely, 
Colonel John Hines 
United States Military 
Infantry 
 

Grace lets the letter fall to the floor from her hands. A tear forms in the corner of her 
eyes. She is so mad. How could this happen to her father? Influenza? That shouldn’t kill 
heroes. She slides her feet across the floor; in a haze, she crawls into her mother’s bed. 
Edith turns and looks into Grace’s eyes; they ask each other with their eyes whether life 
goes on from this point. Grace falls asleep crying. 

The pale light of morning breaking through a crack in the dark curtains wakes Grace. Her 
mother looks like she hasn’t slept, like she hasn’t even blinked. Grace pulls herself out of 
bed to grab a glass of water for her mother. Numb. She is numb. She does not feel anything 
she realizes. The disappointment is gone. The anger is gone. All that is left is nothing, 
emptiness. She knows she will just go through the motions of life from now on. She will not 
strive for anything because what she has strived for her whole life is gone, dead. Her life is 
an endless shuffle of feet; she does the things she must but she does not try as she used to. 
The beating of Twinkle’s heart against her heart as she lays her chest against Twinkle’s back 
is the only place she finds solace now. The children play in the schoolyard, and she stares 
blankly at the yellowed picture of her heroic father, the only way she will ever be able to 
remember him is by this blurry picture. 

Rudy grabs Grace’s hand on the way home from school. He holds it all the way home in 
silence.   
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J im 
 
In a time not far off in Hamburg, Germany, a young man with a prematurely aged face sat on 
a bar stool drinking a third beer. There was a time when the hall would have been full of 
people who grew up here talking about who was getting married and who was getting a 
much needed vacation from the job they really didn’t mind though they couldn’t stop 
complaining about it. Those days seemed long gone though it hadn’t actually been more 
than a year since the fighting had come to an end. The people of Germany were happy that 
the war was over, but they were also the ones who suffered most when the war was over. 
Over the course of a few months and a few more expensive drinks, the leaders of every 
country which made the allied victory possible sat around dividing the resources of Germany 
and its people a little finer amongst themselves. No one saw the real damage all of this had 
caused; it wasn’t the country that had been suppressed or the government which bore the 
burden of its misdeeds – it was the people. 

Sergeant Jim Thompson had joined the military when his country called and the feeling 
of patriotism had swelled in his chest until it burst the buttons of his worn plaid shirt. His 
sleeves already rolled up, he took up a gun and a number and set off across the ocean to 
fight for his country, his home town, and his family. A series of events that left the land 
soaked with the blood of countless patriots had given him one rank after another and with 
every new stripe he felt like his contribution was somehow greater than those who fell 
before him. The reality of the situation didn’t really set in until some time after the fateful 
day – June 28, 1919 – when Germany was forced to sign the treaty that would bring their 
country to ruin. 

The last few swigs of his beer finished, Jim left a few extra American dollars on the bar 
under his empty glass and headed out the door into the cool August air. Everything seemed 
overly typical for this time of year – the structure of this area hadn’t been affected much if at 
all by the war so it made for a good place to wind down after a stressful day. You could 
almost forget that anything had happened save for the olive green vehicles patrolling the 
street at all hours transporting soldiers and equipment down the line and back home. An 
unlucky few like Sergeant Thompson had been chosen to stay behind as part of the 
occupation forces whose job was to oversee the reconstruction of the country and the 
stability of its people. 

“Sergeant! I was sent to inform you that your presence has been requested at the 
Major’s quarters at eighteen hundred.” A man younger even than the sergeant barked his 
message at Jim like his voice had been pre-recorded and practiced a hundred times. 
“Colonel Brunner asks that you bring a report on how things are going here.” 

“Everything is as good as it has ever been, I suppose. No worse, thank God.” What little 
reconstruction that needed to be accomplished had been hammered out in no time at all. It 
was the people who needed the most work at this point. Businesses were struggling all over 
the country and it was only about to get worse. The biggest advantage to having a large 
occupation force sticking around after the bombs had stopped dropping was the fact that 
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those soldiers were bringing money into the local economy. American currency had started 
to become as much a part of the system as the Mark – perhaps more so. 

Jim walked back to his bunk house, knowing that an audience with Colonel Brunner may 
well have him transferred to another district to oversee reconstruction where it was more 
needed than here. On the way, he took in the sight of shabbily dressed men on their way to 
and from work and even more walking up and down the street looking for what work there 
was to be done. Many of these men would be lined up outside of the loosely constructed 
base the US army had set up outside of Berlin, hoping to help with construction and make 
enough money to keep food on the table. To work for that which destroyed the economy in 
the first place – it seemed like the ultimate insult. Still, at least something was being done to 
repair some of the damages they had caused. Even in the face of such poverty, the people 
still seemed to be glad to have something to do. If they had to choose continued war that 
the country now realized had failed long before they were led to believe so and having to live 
with sub-standard income and housing, they would still rather live without the threat of fire 
raining on them from the sky. 

“I’m here to see Colonel Brunner,” Jim said to a private standing outside the tent where 
the officers were set up to oversee business on the base. 

“Go on in,” the private said, motioning to the flap of the tent. 
Jim Thompson walked into the tent where Colonel Brunner was seated at a long, fold-up 

table which had small stacks of papers scattered here and there. Two small kerosene lamps 
lit the tent, one being on the table where Brunner was writing out orders to be sent to other 
soldiers in neighboring towns. The main part of reconstruction in the area had already been 
completed, so many of them were likely being assigned to the capital where the most 
damage had occurred. Much of it wasn’t even a result of the war; looters had begun 
breaking into local businesses to take what they could. Work being scarce, it was expected 
that some would turn to crime. The prison population in the capital had skyrocketed in the 
last month as a result. 

“Sergeant Thompson, good to see you,” Colonel Brunner said in a low, raspy voice. He 
lifted his pipe from the right of the table and began packing it with loose tobacco. “I assume 
you know why you’re here. Construction in the region is nearing completion and we’re having 
soldiers moved where they are needed. We have a special project for you. Many are being 
assigned to Berlin, but we cannot ignore the problems elsewhere where our allies have 
sacrificed to ensure our victory.” The Colonel struck a sulfur match and drew in the sweet, 
rustic smoke from his pipe. “I would like you to gather what’s left of your things to prepare to 
be taken to Paris tomorrow. As you know, it is one of the cities in the most need of repair. 
Your job will be to help prioritize the areas most in need.” 

“Thank you, sir. I’ll get ready to go immediately. I have to confess, I’ve always wanted to 
go to Paris. Even during the war, I never was able to visit.” 

“Well, this is no luxury,” the Colonel said, obsessively tapping the ashes from his bowl, 
“but I do hope you find what you’re looking for. I’m sure you will continue to serve as well as 
you have here.” 

“Understood. Thank you again, Colonel.” 
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Jim headed straight to the bunk house after their meeting and laid down on his cot. He 
had already packed his belongings, so there was no need to do anything else for the rest of 
the day. He took the soft leather bound journal from under his pillow and began to write. 
Most of the journal like tonight’s writing was about how Jim felt sorry for the people of 
Germany. Although they respected and admired Hitler in the beginning, most of them were 
left with a sour taste in their mouth. The Americans who were once seen as the enemy had 
turned to saviors come to free their neighbors from the camps the general population 
weren’t allowed to see. Though perhaps they had saved Germany from complete ruin, the 
allied powers had hurt them as bad or worse than their own country ever had. Jim felt guilty 
about the whole ordeal. What good was saving people if you were to turn around and hurt 
them all over again? Yes, the German army needed to be stopped, but did they have to take 
retribution by destroying the middle class? These people did nothing wrong, yet they were 
the ones who bore the responsibility of paying for the sins of their government. 

One week later, Jim was walking down a narrow street near the center of the city after 
having spent the day directing traffic to and from each construction site. A lot of the 
buildings affected had to be torn down and rebuilt entirely, but progress was being made 
and things would be back to normal soon enough. His possessions for the most part were 
still locked up in his trunk. All he needed was a couple of uniform pieces to wear here and 
there to show his position, his wallet, and the journal which he used to release his thoughts 
after each stressful day. Living out of a box was easy enough when you weren’t anywhere 
permanently. 

Paris was, for the most part, what Jim had expected. Of course most people had over-
romanticized thoughts about what life in the city would be like, but Jim knew better than to 
expect too much. After all, no matter what county you were in, it was built and run by human 
beings – fallible and single-minded. 

The aspect of single-mindedness was greater here than in Germany. Germans were glad 
for what they had and tried their best to ignore or put aside their troubles. The same could 
not be said for the French. Even the English who resided in the city and helped with 
reconstruction couldn’t help but to hold disdain for the Americans. They saw the war as a 
European problem solved by outsiders. Jim reasoned that they must have been more 
embarrassed than anything. 

What Sergeant Jim Thompson didn’t understand was how the people of Paris seemed to 
be stuck in the present where what they knew physically had been crushed. No one took the 
time to stop and be grateful for what had been saved and what they could still look forward 
to. Not one of them seemed entirely grateful for the victory or the help rebuilding. Unlike the 
Germans who grew closer to their families and built relationships with people of other 
nations, these people chose to focus on the destruction. “Isn’t it funny,” Jim thought, “how 
those left with nothing always seem to have everything.” 
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Elmer 
 
Peace.  

That’s what they called it, anyway. “The War that ended all wars,” Elmer Loughlin had 
read in the paper that morning, and he wanted to believe it. Because it was peace; it was. 
For now.  

And Elmer had done it – no, not the whole peace thing, though he’d certainly played his 
part, in the blood and the mud and in the shaking noise of battle. No, Elmer had done it: 
he’d made it through the war not only alive but undiscovered. The warmth of pride swelled in 
his chest. A strange thing to be proud of, he supposed, after everything – but still, there it 
was, glowing like a candle. It lit his insides; this was better than stealing his brother’s 
trousers for a day up in Omaha, and now…now… 

The candle sputtered upon the thought of what was to happen now, snuffed and 
smothered out, a thumb pressing into the warm wax, squashing it down.  

He would go back. He was going back.  
The ship back to America departed at the end of the week. Elmer had his papers, for 

traveling; his, with his name written neatly out, which he’d have to burn once his feet 
stepped onto homeland soil. 

Elmer ran his hand through the auburn flop of his bangs. He had cut it back, a few 
months after the armistice, when they’d returned to Paris and Henry had called him a “pretty 
boy.” Elmer hadn’t fretted; Henry meant it in teasing affection, the corners of his green eyes 
crinkling, his smile tugging the skin around the scar gouged into his cheek, sliced by a stray 
piece of shrapnel in those final days of the War. Henry’s comment hadn’t bothered Elmer, 
until it had, and he’d gone and got it trimmed back. It hadn’t been long enough since to grow 
it out past anything more than shaggy; it encroached over the tips of his ears, and he 
doubted even the most skilled barber could shape it into a convincing bob.  

A hairstyle like the one sported by the young woman who breezed into the café in a pale 
green dress, weaving through the heavier traffic of celebration. Elmer rose, a smile he 
couldn’t have helped even if he’d wanted to stretching across his face. She reached her 
hands out and took his in greeting, a smile of her own glittering on her whole visage like the 
clearest of starry nights. She barely had to lean upwards to press a kiss to his cheek in 
greeting – a soft, chaste action well-suited to public behavior. She had all the makings of a 
rebel – the fire in her bright brown eyes never died down even in moments of calm – but 
Adelaide Delacroix was not quite there yet. 

“You’ve heard?” Adelaide said, her English floating on her accent, as he pulled out her 
chair for her. She didn’t need to clarify; the Treaty was, rightfully, the only topic most people 
were talking and hearing about, and so it was simple for Elmer to fill in the blanks, and he 
made a sound of assent. “It’s really over, then,” she sighed, a contented thing with just a 
note of trouble lingering in it. Elmer took the seat next to her.   

“It’s over,” Elmer said, surprised by the way Adelaide flinched at his words. He reached 
his hand across the table and placed it over one of hers. His calluses from combat had 
faded, leaving his hands almost as soft as hers.  
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“And that means you’re leaving.” Her voice wobbled.  
Elmer swallowed. His mind flicked back to the traveling papers sitting on his desk back 

in his place of residence. “They’re shipping us back on Friday,” he said. They hadn’t talked 
about it; they’d both been avoiding the topic, blocking each other at every turn, dancing 
around it. 

“You have to go?” Adelaide kept her eyes fixed to the white tablecloth, just askance of 
where their hands were joined.  

“I…” Elmer trailed off, swallowing around the lump that refused to dissolve in his throat, 
despite him willing it to. It kept him from saying something stupid, something like we knew 
this was coming or let’s not discuss this now or come with me. Instead, he said nothing, and 
Adelaide tugged her hand out from under his, and turned her face away. He looked at her 
profile, saw the flutter of her eyelashes as she blinked back tears. His heart dropped into his 
gut, pulled their by the weight of his guilt. “Addie…” he began, but faltered. They sat in the 
silence between them, the noise of cheer and celebrations reverberating around the café 
bouncing off them.  

Adelaide took a deep breath. She straightened her shoulders. Brushed a stray strand of 
hair back into place. Took another breath, one that was far less shaky. “I know,” she said, at 
last, turning back to face him, placing her fingers lightly over his hand where it still rested on 
the table. “I know. It is just that…everything seems to be changing. And it didn’t feel real, 
before, your leaving, but now it does. We’ve had such little time.” Adelaide gave out a laugh 
then, her eyes locked on and searching Elmer’s. “But I suppose even an eternity would have 
felt too short.” 

Elmer couldn’t help the blush that heated his face. Adelaide’s eyes glittered, pleased. 
“Aw, hell, Addie,” Elmer said – or rather, stammered. He mumbled, “Romantic,” and she 
grinned in delight. She liked that she could fluster him. And, if he was being honest, he liked 
it too.  

He cleared his throat. I’ll come back, he could swear, but it would be a hollow promise. 
Come with me, but she couldn’t; or, rather, she might but he didn’t want her to. He wouldn’t 
be him after returning; he’d never be Elmer again, outside of a few spare moments; he 
couldn’t be. He’d have to be Elsie, the supposed war nurse and daughter. His short hair 
would raise enough hell. 

But here was here, and he was here, and now was now, and he cleared his throat again. 
He’d had enough experience with the concept of one last night on earth in the War, and yet 
this was somehow harder. War was easy, it was everything after that was difficult. Adelaide 
was looking at him a little curiously now.  

“Suzette is out tonight, isn’t she?” Elmer finally asked, and Adelaide’s eyes widened, and 
it was her cheeks that colored this time. The sparks in her eyes stirred up. 

“Thought you were a ‘good Christian man’,” she said in challenge, chin tilted up, her lips 
curling into a barely contained smile that told Elmer her answer was yes, and that her 
answer to the unspoken question underneath was also yes.  

Elmer smiled at that, lips quirking up as he leaned forward to kiss her. “Guess your 
European wiles finally corrupted me,” he said, and she laughed, a bright, chiming thing he’d 
be content to hear as the last sound of his life.   
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He’d tell her everything. His story.  
There’d be an aftermath, sure. She might never want to see him again, but the ship and 

its looming departure made that irrelevant and inevitable anyways. But here, around them, 
were people celebrating after the brutal toil of war. Recovering. Carrying on. Elmer wasn’t 
naïve enough to believe there’d be no other wars, but this wasn’t a moment for thoughts like 
that.    

In this moment was peace. And it would last as long as it would last.  
He’d take it. 
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ABOUT THIS PROJECT 
 

Inspired by what they had read in the class and their understanding of the basic features 
and techniques of the modern novel, Chadron State College students enrolled in the Fall 
2016 section of ENG 441, English and American Novels, collaborated on a “class novel” 
project where each student was tasked with contributing at least one chapter to the work. 
Through discussion and debate in our online student workspace, the class constructed an 
overarching theme or focus for the novel, and set parameters that each contributor to the 
novel would abide by. They were asked to consider what we had explored throughout the 
semester in our discussion of the traits of the modern novel, particularly the shifts that took 
place in culture and the arts in the period immediately after World War I. Their work on this 
project was also heavily informed by their reading experiences of our primary works under 
the course’s overarching theme:  “Expatriates, the Lost Generation and Their Influence on 
British and American Novels.” Readers of this class novella may therefore see the influences 
of James Joyce, Ford Maddox Ford, Ernest Hemingway, Willa Cather, F. Scott Fitzgerald, John 
Dos Passos and Virginia Woolf.  
 
The title they selected, Pieces, reflects not only the collaborative nature of this project, but 
the fragmented wasteland that comprised the setting of so many of these works from the 
“lost generation.” Consequently, the “pieces” of this project are comprised of character 
studies that reflect the anxieties and uncertainties of the emerging modern era that we 
encountered in our readings throughout the semester.  
 
Since this is not a creative writing class, we entered this project not with the goal of 
producing a literary masterpiece, but primarily to get to know the structure of the novel from 
the inside out, and to apply some of the concepts and ideas we had explored all semester to 
a culminating work that might lead to new insights, and provide a lens by which to focus our 
final discussions for the course.  For their final project in the course, students responded to 
this collaborative project, drawing connections between their own work and the subject 
matter and writers we had been engaged with all semester. 
 
Some very light editing has been applied to the contributions in order to help them conform 
to an overall look for this draft novella, to eliminate obvious surface errors when they were 
very apparent or to add clarity. Otherwise, everything that follows is from the writers 
themselves. 
 
Dr. Matthew Evertson, English and Humanities, Chadron State College 
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