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Ta se ag cuir baisteach, 

Cora, 

Ach ta tu go halainn 

 

 

 

(It is raining, 

Cora, 

But you are beautiful)  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NOW AND THEN 
  



 

 

 

 

 

ONE: WILL 

Waterton, Iowa 

May 2008 

 

The day after a monster tornado leveled half of Parkersburg, a small town west of 

Waterton, ninety-four-year-old Will Hammon relaxed in the walk-in Jacuzzi his daughter 

Katie had insisted he install. He resented the necessity of the thing at first, but the jets of 

water did feel good against his joints, and the whir of the motor was soothing. 

From where he reclined he could see out the east window. It was Memorial Day. 

The sun splintered through the elms and maples that edged his property line. A warm 

breeze carried in the smell of lilac blossoms. It was such a beautiful spring morning, in 

contrast to yesterday’s horrific storms. If that twister had veered just a few degrees south 

instead of moving straight east, it would have gone through Will’s living room. 

But it hadn’t, and Waterton had only gotten some false-alarm sirens and a good 

drenching. Still, the devastation looked like a war zone. It was all over the news, and 

would be for weeks. 

After a rain like that, the grass would sprout up like crazy. It’d need to be cut 

today, once it dried out. Will still did his own lawn work, although his Landon riding 

mower was half as old as he and nearly as decrepit. He did all the repairs himself, too. 

His muscles might not work like they used to, but his hands had never lost their magic 



with engines. Any engine, any time. He could wear a blindfold and his hands would 

remember. 

Will loved the smell and feel of grease, loved the idea of it. With any luck the 

mower would need tinkering first. 

The telephone rang. 

“Shut up,” he said. Probably a neighbor, checking on him again. Katie always had 

people spying on him, when she wasn’t doing it herself. The phone was across the hall in 

his bedroom. Too much bother to get out of the tub. That’s what answering machines 

were for. 

After the machine’s canned greeting he made out Katie’s voice over the jet’s 

motor. “Dad, come on, pick up. I know you’re there. I need to talk to you. You on the 

john? Dad?” 

Click. 

She’d call back. That tone of voice? Wouldn’t be long, either. 

Might as well face the inevitable. Muttering to himself, Will pulled the plug and 

waited for the water to drain enough to open the door. The slip-free rubber mat on the 

floor reminded him once more of the necessary indignities of longevity. 

The phone rang again, right on schedule. 

Still wet, Will walked naked across to his bedroom to pick up the receiver. 

Rows of photographs lined the hallway walls, pictures of Will and Elaine, of 

Katie and her son Charlie, of fishing excursions on the Oak River and vacations to 

mountains and beaches, and of backyard croquet games where Will would rather whack 

someone else’s ball onto the neighbor’s lawn than hit his own through the hoops. He lost 



Elaine to emphysema in ’89. Katie’s husband abandoned her in ’91, and now she and 

Charlie didn’t visit as often as they used to. Nevertheless, life was okay for him, for all of 

them. It was okay. 

He picked up the receiver. “What?” 

“Dad,” Katie said, “you never told me there was a gas station under the 

construction site. Your gas station, Will’s Standard, from the 1930s. Matthews checked 

the city records.” 

Will’s Standard? Will thought. Those were the days. “I sold that place back in 

’42, ’43,” he said. “Sometime during the war, anyway. Gas rationing was killing me. I 

thought they tore it down.” 

“They did tear it down, Dad, but, dammit, there’s an old tank buried there.” 

“That’s where I used to keep the gas.” 

Katie had always shown annoyance with silence. After several seconds she said, 

“We’ll have to test the goddamn thing before we can dig any further. If it takes a 

spark…” 

“After over 60 years? What could be left?” 

“Has to be tested anyway. It’ll cost me at least three days and a couple thousand 

bucks to get the EPA people here. This project’s going to make or break my company, 

Dad.” 

To Katie every inconvenience was an emergency that would make or break her 

company. Will sighed. “That was some storm yesterday,” he said. “I ever tell you how 

your great grandma Margaret survived the Pomeroy cyclone in ’93? That’d be eighteen 

ninety-three.” 



“Probably since I was in Mom’s womb. Dad, I don’t care about the tornado. I 

mean, it’s too bad, but I’ve got my own problems.” 

Eight people dead, and she had her own problems. “Just thought you might be 

interested,” Will said. “That much damage, they’ll need a lot of construction.” 

“I have a project, Dad. I can’t take on any more right now.” 

“Why are you at work on a holiday?” 

“I stopped in to read last week’s reports.” 

“Well, I was in your damned Jacuzzi. Anything else you want?” 

After another long pause Katie said, “We unearthed a wooden box. It had a silver 

cross in it. Pretty big one, with a circle behind the cross. The silver’s tarnished, but it 

looks like it might’ve been worth something once. Maybe could be again if it was cleaned 

up. The box has some initials on it. Can’t make them all out, but it looks like there’s an H 

and two M’s. Like in Hammon.” 

Not just a cross, a Celtic cross. My God. Will’s father George left it for him at the 

station in ’37. Will never brought it home, never even took it out of the box. He’d simply 

pushed it under the counter and forgotten about it. 

Will lay back on his bed and looked up at the only photograph to adorn his 

bedroom wall. Not Elaine’s, not Katie’s, not Charlie’s. Just this one. His grandmother 

had given it to him. Yellowed and tattered behind the glass, the picture had hung in the 

bedroom of every house he had ever owned. In it a teenaged boy wearing the uniform of 

the British infantry stood alone on a vast scarred plain, layers of clouds stopped mid-swirl 

by the camera’s lens. The boy’s clothes rippled in long-silent wind. He carried an army 

pack on his back and a bayoneted rifle in his right hand. The thumb and index finger of 



his left hand grasped the visor of his dress cap. His face was slightly out of focus, as if a 

sudden small movement blurred the image. Only one eye, the right one, was clearly 

defined. Even squinting against the wind, it captured light in a way that made the whole 

photograph revolve around it, a whirlpool of gray spiraling into, or out of, a single bright 

point. In that eye Will saw the sum of the teenager’s life. Although there was much more 

to come, his tale was already one of surprise, and sadness, and fear. 

Handwritten on the bottom of the picture were the words, “Ypres, 1915,” the year 

Will turned one. 

For the thousandth time, the ten-thousandth, the millionth, Will studied the soldier 

in the photograph. It was his father George at nineteen. 

The cross had a different provenance, but its story was the same. 

“Dad?” Katie said. “You there?” 

“Yeah,” he said. 

Christ, George, what do you want? 

  



 

 

 

 

 

TWO: LUKA 

Waterton, Iowa 

March 1914 

 

“There’s nothing I can do,” Officer Barrows said the morning after Orville 

“Luka” Curtis’s daughter Cora had run away from home. Barrows was sipping coffee 

from a glass mug and trying to read Sunday’s Waterton Record. 

“Wrong answer,” Luka said. Cora was seventeen and in the ninth month of 

pregnancy. She had snuck out of church right under the maid’s nose and vanished into 

thin air. Since the father of her child, George Hammon, was also missing, it wasn’t hard 

to figure out who’d made off with her. 

“They’re married, right?” Barrows said. 

“On paper,” Luka said. 

“Then they’re legal adults. They can go where they please, when they please.” 

“So you’re just going to sit there?” 

Barrows shrugged. “Where’s the crime?” 

“George Hammon kidnapped my little girl!” 

“A man can’t kidnap his own wife.” He held up his mug. “Pour you a cup?” 

Luka ran a beer distribution warehouse, but his influence and financial interests 

went deeper than that. “Goddamn it, I own this city,” he said. “I could have your job—” 



“I’m not one of your lackeys, Curtis. Save that shit for someone who’s impressed 

by it. No law has been broken. Now get out of here and quit wasting my time.” 

 

*** 

 

That afternoon Luka retained a man named Greene from the William Burns 

Detective Agency. Luka paced and drank and smoked cigars and paced and drank some 

more as Greene grilled the Finnish maid, Birgitta, in the parlor. Birgitta had accompanied 

Cora to church yesterday with explicit instructions to keep an eye on her. 

“She needed to use the toilet,” Birgitta said quietly, repeating what she’d told 

Luka yesterday. “Pregnant girls must go often. The baby pushes on their bladder.” She 

drew out her vowels and ended each sentence in a rising tone that made statements sound 

like questions. 

“Why didn’t you go with her?” Greene said. He wrote something on a note pad. 

“Miss Cora is seventeen. She does not require my assistance in the toilet!” 

“She couldn’t have done this alone, Missus—?” 

“Miss. Auf Ursin.” 

“This was obviously planned. Someone had to help her. Someone had to be 

waiting for her outside. A pregnant girl couldn’t have just walked away unseen on a 

Sunday morning. Who helped her, Miss auf Ursin? Was it you?” 

Birgitta looked at Luka, then back at the detective. “She said she was going to the 

toilet, that is all. I did not leave my pew.” 

“Any thoughts on who it might have been?” 



“Her husband, George Hammon. No other.” 

“If I understand Mr. Curtis, his daughter and Hammon were not allowed to 

communicate. How could Hammon have gotten word to her?” 

“I do not know.” 

“See any strange people lurking about?” 

“People do not lurk at church.” 

The detective wrote on his pad again. Luka had paced close enough to see the 

word, Lying? “All right,” Greene said. “You can go for now.” 

After Birgitta left Luka said, “She didn’t like George, either. I don’t think she was 

involved. She’s just stupid and careless.” 

“You weren’t in church?” 

“I’ve had late shipments, and some ass to chew.” 

“You talked to the pastor? The congregation?” 

“Pastor was busy singing hymns. A couple of people saw Cora get up but didn’t 

pay attention where she went.” 

“I’ll interview them all again, of course. What about Margaret Hammon?” 

“Maggie thought her son was too good for Cora. She opposed the marriage, never 

mind my daughter’s reputation. But she’s as anxious to find George as I am Cora. She’s 

hired a Pinkerton.” 

“Hmmph,” Greene said. “Fat lot of good that will do her.” He stood up and 

stuffed the notepad into his back pocket. “You’ll be hearing from me.” 

 

*** 



 

By Wednesday morning, Luka was still waiting. He hadn’t slept more than an 

hour or two at a stretch since Sunday, hadn’t eaten or bathed at all. He looked and felt 

like shit. 

He lived in a prestigious home on Middlesex Boulevard, the second-best 

neighborhood in Waterton, behind Gloire de Matin Island, where the city’s old money 

families gravitated. Luka was new money. After his wife Emma succumbed to cancer of 

the womb in 1907, Cora was all he had left, the only person he cared about. Without her, 

the house seemed cavernous and empty. Every creak and moan of the frame, every 

rustling of wind, was magnified a thousand times, crying out, She’s gone, she’s gone, 

she’s gone. 

And behind the cacophony of the house, his conscience whispered, You did this to 

yourself. 

Luka was stretched out on his bed, wide awake, when Greene returned that 

afternoon. 

Nobody knew a thing, the detective claimed. He’d even talked to some of Cora 

and George’s friends. “Want worse news?” he said, standing stiffly before Luka. 

“No.” Luka lit a cigar, if for no other reason than to mask his own stink. “I want 

Cora.” 

“I tracked down a passenger at the Illinois Central who said they saw a white girl 

kiss an old black man. The passenger was so shocked she didn’t notice if the girl was 

pregnant or who else she might have been with—” 

“No daughter of mine would kiss a nigger,” Luka said. 



“Even if it was her, she didn’t board the train. The depots keep carbons of every 

ticket sold. Your daughter and Hammon probably wouldn’t have traveled under their own 

names, but I checked all the carbons at every station in town and accounted for the names 

on them. All real people. Nothing from the cabbing services, either.” 

“Including Kline’s?” Luka said. “George used to work there.” 

“Including Kline’s. Hammon doesn’t own a motor car. One of his mother’s 

servants does, but the vehicle isn’t missing. According to police, not a single horse, 

carriage, or automobile has been stolen from anywhere in northeast Iowa in the past two 

weeks.” 

“Jesus Christ,” Luka said. “Did she just step out that door and evaporate?” 

“They probably never left town. My guess is someone’s hiding them until it’s safe 

to get away.” 

Luka hadn’t thought of that. “Or until the baby is born. Get out of here,” he said 

to Greene. 

“Don’t come back without Cora or an address I can find her at. We clear?” 

“Crystal,” the detective said as he walked out the door. 

Nobody, nothing, none. 

She’s gone, she’s gone, she’s gone. 

You did this to yourself. 

Luka stubbed out his cigar and opened another expensive bottle of wine. 

 

*** 

 



The sun still rose, the world still turned, and business went on. Although he would 

never give up on Cora, ordinary things demanded Luka’s attention: a delivery here, a bill 

there, rats in the warehouse, cracks in the casks, water in the beer. 

Twelve days after Cora’s disappearance he was on the phone with Chicago when 

someone knocked on his door. Birgitta was in her room, fretting over some letter she 

received from her cousin out east, so she didn’t hear the pounding. Luka slammed the 

phone down in mid-sentence, hoping Greene had finally earned his money. 

He was surprised to find Margaret Hammon and her young attorney, Arlen 

Kelper, standing on his stoop. 

What the hell? Maggie would never lower herself to visiting him. She considered 

him white trash, despite his home in the second-best neighborhood in Waterton. 

“May we come in?” she said. She was dressed in a navy winter coat, too heavy for 

the weather. Her hair was pulled back in a bun as always, and rigid as glass. 

“What’s this about?” 

“You know what it’s about,” Kelper said. 

“You’ve found Cora!” 

“Yes,” Maggie said, not meeting his eyes. At forty-one, she was two years older 

than Luka. She was a handsome woman, but she looked fifty. She had always looked 

fifty. She was probably born looking fifty. “I received news from Buffalo,” she said. 

“Buffalo, New York?” 

“From a doctor in Buffalo. I felt I should come in person. Orville…,” she said. 

Oh, no. 

“Is Cora all right?” he said. 



Margaret looked at him, then away. 

Kelper cleared his throat. “Mr. Curtis, your daughter died in childbirth.” 

Although Luka heard the words, it was as if the lawyer had spoken in tongues. “In 

Buffalo, New York?” he said stupidly. “They ran away to Buffalo?” 

A single tear cut a line through Margaret’s rouge. “Yes, Orville,” she said, “they 

went to Buffalo. I don’t know how or why.” 

“The child survived,” Kelper said. “A boy.” 

“My maid and I will be traveling to New York to get him,” Maggie said. 

The child survived. Luka still wasn’t grasping what they were telling him. 

“Where’s George?” he said. “Is he coming home?” 

“Nobody knows where George is,” Maggie said. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

THREE: GEORGE 
Ypres, Belgium 

May 1915 

 

 

The pop of the guns came later, after the bullets had already whisked by. The 

bullets themselves made the same sound whether they struck trench walls or a man’s 

chest: plock, plock. Plock. Plock plock plock. In his short time with the Dorset Regiment, 

George Hammon had lost several boys he’d come to think of as friends. All had been 

within arm’s reach, having a smoke, praying, telling a joke. One was rereading a letter 

from his sweetheart. A high-pitched sizzle preceded the plock, then came the grunt, the 

look of surprise, the distant pop, the blood, the collapse. Sometimes the bodies simply fell 

down dead. Other times they twitched and thrashed a bit. Those with a final breath left to 

them inevitably gasped out for their mothers or wives, but for most the last word spoken 

before the plock became their last word ever. 

Gerry’s aim was always a few feet left, right, or above George. So far the only 

blood he’d gotten on himself was from his fellow troops. He crouched in the trench as he 

sloshed behind Mick O’Leary, the genial Irish corporal who was unreeling telephone 

wire from a spool. The spool’s clanking seemed loud enough to attract every gunner in 

the enemy’s arsenal. 

“Don’t let it tangle,” Mick said. 



A cannon shell burst in the plain behind them, spraying water and mud. At least 

the Germans weren’t using gas in this attack. The regiment had been promised masks, but 

none had arrived. Soldiers had been forced to use urine-soaked kerchiefs for protection. 

The gas stank less but hurt more. 

George peered over the lip of the trench. “That was close.” 

“Get your head down!” Mick said. 

George was nineteen, and didn’t much care if he ever saw twenty, but when 

another shell exploded nearby, he ducked. Mick stumbled in a rut on the trench floor. The 

spool banged his knee as he fell into the muck. In helping him up, George noticed how 

raw and blistered the man’s hands were. “You okay?” 

Filth dripped from Mick’s face. A spot of mud was wedged in the gap between his 

two front teeth. He loosened it with his tongue and spit it out. “Can life be better than 

this?” 

“I could carry the spool.” 

“How about you just order me a wireless? There’s a good fellow.” He shook 

water from his uniform jacket, then tested his weight on his bruised knee. The shelling 

continued. “Got a smoke?” 

“Matches are drenched.” 

“Like everything else,” Mick said. He picked up the spool.  “Well, come on, 

then.” 

The sky opened up with wind and rain just as they arrived at a T in the trench. 

“Which way?” George said. 

Sizzle, plock, pop. Booming of artillery, rumbles of thunder. Gunpowder and 



decay wafted through the rain. 

“Hell if I remember. One slop hole’s the same as the next.” Mick nodded to the 

right. “I think they’re over there.” 

The trench was shallower once they turned the corner, and they had to crawl to 

avoid exposing themselves to the gunfire. Travel was slow and tedious. They were 

already on their elbows and knees in mud, and the weight of the pack and rifle on their 

backs pushed them down farther. With rain filling the trench at an alarming rate, the 

telephone wire was under water most of the time. Twice it looped around Mick’s shoes. 

Mick’s hands were too battered to extricate himself. George did it for him, although the 

incessant wetness was starting to affect him, too. His own fingers were wrinkled and 

aching and pale as dead flesh. 

Freed of the wire the second time, Mick slumped against trench wall to catch his 

breath. “Jesus and Mary,” he said, “but that smoke would taste good about now.” 

“Yeah,” George said. 

They forced themselves to move. The rain and the shelling did not abate. The 

bullets were splatting rather than plocking as the ground became saturated. Finally, after 

a few hundred yards they heard voices. Mick stopped so abruptly that George nearly 

rammed his helmet into his companion’s backside. 

“Give me some warning!” George said. 

“Just wanted to be sure they’re not speaking German, lad.” 

 

*** 

 



That night in a bunker carved into the plains of Belgium, a medic taped Mick’s 

hands. The shelling had let up for the moment. George huddled in a blanket on a bench, 

trying to doze. His uniform was still wet. 

Many of the men of the Dorset Regiment were asleep around him, but just as 

many were awake, too nervous or exhausted for sleep. 

“Not so tight,” Mick said to the medic. He drew a long puff from the cigarette 

clenched between his teeth, then exhaled the smoke through his nose. Ashes drooped 

from the end of the cigarette. “Flick my butt, will you?” 

The medic grunted indifferently and continued to wrap the Irishman’s hands. 

“Flick your own fagg, Paddy.” He spoke in a nearly indecipherable geordie dialect. 

Mick jerked his head, and the ashes dropped onto the medic’s boot. “So, Georgie, 

tell me a story.” 

George pulled the blanket around his ears. He liked being called Georgie. His best 

friend Lewis, back home, used to call him that. “Not now, Mick.” 

“Why’s it always ‘Not now, Mick?’ What’s a Yank doing in a British regiment?” 

“What’s an Irishman?” 

“Home Rule, lad. We help them now, they keep their promise after the war.” 

“You might all be ruled from Berlin by then.” 

The medic secured the last piece of tape to Mick’s hand. “Enough of that kind of 

talk, Private,” he said to George, or at least that was what it sounded like. “We’ll salute 

the Kaiser’s ass with English boots, no thanks to the colonies.” 

“Can’t feel my fingers,” Mick said. 

“Won’t hurt when you pick potatoes, then.” The medic stood and snapped his bag 



shut. “Didn’t ask for either of you.” 

“Piss off,” Mick said, and the medic moved on to the other side of the bunker 

where a man lay wheezing for breath. Mick smiled his gap-toothed smile at George. 

“He’s on our side, right?” 

“Makes me feel warm inside.” 

“Now, about that story. You underage?” 

“I’m old enough.” 

“What makes a Yank leave the green fields of America and run away to war? I’m 

thinking it must be a lass, eh? There’s always a lass.” 

George slumped sideways onto the bench and closed his eyes. “Not now, Mick.” 


