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Some of you have left us since the book was started. Your loss is irreparable. You are sorely missed.

Most particularly this book is dedicated to the men and women of the Greatest Generation who heroically fought and endured what they hoped would be the last Great War.

 


 

ONE

 

The crowd coming up the stairs, from the black and gritty tubes of the subway and onto Times Square, blinked in surprise. A few stopped short. In the eerie dimness, everything on Broadway was there, and yet not there. This was not new, certainly not unknown, but it was still a surprise.

“Jeez,” one of the sailors murmured, impressed.

Before their eyes Times Square and New York’s theater district, the Horn and Hardart’s Automat, the giant illuminated Camel cigarette sign that blew six-feet high smoke rings, the RKO, Paramount and other movie palaces that ordinarily lit the night with miles of neon tubing and thousands of light bulbs—even the band of the latest news that ran around the top of the New York Times building—was dark. Skyscrapers had suddenly become looming shadows. At ground level Times Square was shuttered tightly to muffle any stray spark of light. Even the streetlights had blinders in the form of metal hoods, and the top half of the headlights of taxis and buses were painted black.

At first, New York City had had no total blackout like the West Coast, which now, a year later, still feared a Japanese invasion. Or London, where after three years of war the inhabitants still groped through the pitch dark, except when there was light from fires set by German bombs. Eventually, though, there had been concern over New York’s “sky glow,” which, it was realized, could be seen for miles out to sea. When Manhattan’s skyscrapers were lit, enemy submarines could target Allied ships silhouetted against them, and launch their torpedoes. There were plenty of submarines out there: newspapers and the radio networks reported that Hitler’s wolf packs lurked as fearfully close as Lower New York Bay and extended as far south as Atlantic City.

The East Coast of the United States, the War Department decided, would initiate a “brown-out.” A dimming, rather than a complete dousing of the lights. On the island of Manhattan there were suddenly darkened office towers, a lightless theater district. Macy’s and Bloomingdale’s went black. Blackout curtains appeared at every window. Civilian Defense air raid wardens, looking for leaks, patrolled the night. There was a war on.

New York City did its part.

 


 

“The United States does not consider it a sacrifice to do all one can, to give one’s best to the nation, when the nation is fighting for its existence and future life.”

 

—Franklin Delano Roosevelt

First Fireside Chat after Pearl Harbor, Dec.9th, 1941

 


 

TWO

 

A tall woman with shoulder-length blonde hair, wearing an expensively tailored beige wool overcoat, broke away from the crowd that had come up from the subway, and crossed the street in front of the Times Square movie theaters. In spite of the brownout’s gloom the sidewalks were packed with people. In this, the second year of the war, New York was a magnet for the armed forces on leave: men and women in the uniforms of the Allied nations thronged the bars and restaurants of midtown Manhattan, and stood in line for the movie houses that offered not only Hollywood films, but also elaborate stage shows with celebrated big bands like those of Artie Shaw, Benny Goodman, and Tommy Dorsey.

At the corner of 44th Street and Broadway, Genevieve Rose stopped at the newsstand for a copy of the daily paper devoted to news of show business, Variety. The newsie, Jake, held a flashlight for her while she hunted across the newspaper stacks for a copy. “You’re running late, Miss Rose,” he told her. “I seen bunches of our guys going down the street toward the Canteen. Give a look, you’ll see there’s already a crowd outside.”

Jenny turned. From the corner on Broadway she could view 44th Street as far as the sidewalk in front of the Canteen. The line of soldiers stretched from the front door in the basement of the 44th Street Theater Building, and up the stairs, even though the service club wasn’t due to open for nearly two more hours. She recognized the stubby figure of a Canteen regular, Sgt. Struhbeck, and sighed.

At that distance it was difficult to make out details, but she could pick out the sergeant because he was so much shorter than the rest. Little pain in the neck, she found herself thinking. Uncharitable, but true. Even with the war hero bit.

“We have a fire limit, Jake,” she said. “The fire department tells us we have to close the Canteen doors when we’re at capacity. So word’s gotten around. The servicemen start coming early to make sure they get in. Even in this cold weather.”

She didn’t have to see Master Sergeant Struhbeck clearly to know he was wearing his usual Army Air Force garrison cap with the wires removed and the crown jauntily flattened. This was strictly in violation of uniform, but now more-or-less tolerated, especially with those who had seen overseas combat duty. His uniform displayed rows of decoration ribbons. The sergeant was a ball turret gunner in a B-17 Flying Fortress, and BTGs already had a reputation as a breed apart. In combat with the enemy they hung upside down in a Plexiglass bubble on the belly of the bomber while firing twin fifty caliber machine guns. To qualify, they had to be small men to fit into what was an exceedingly cramped and dangerous space.

Their little war hero lived up to the cocky image. There were nights when Jenny wished the Canteen could simply turn him over to the MPs, something that was rarely, if ever done. Unfortunately, one of America’s most decorated war heroes chose to spend the majority of his evenings in the Canteen, usually in the company of his buddies, the rest of the crew of the B-17 the “Cincy Gal.” Who had been living in considerable splendor at the Waldorf Astoria for several weeks while they were on a tour selling War Bonds, smiling endlessly in front of newsreel cameras at department stores and street corners all through the five boroughs of metropolitan New York.

Jake went off to take care of a pair of Marines looking for girlie magazines. When he came back to Jenny’s end of the newsstand he handed her a copy of Variety. “How’s your husband doing down there in Washington, Miss Rose?”

They always exchanged inquiries about families. There was a sudden roaring of the subway under the pavement at their feet. “Brad’s fine,” she shouted. “My husband just got a promotion. He’s so pleased. He’s a major now.”

“That’s really nice, Miss Rose.” Jake turned to make change for the marines, waiting until they left.

“How are your boys?” Jenny asked him. Jake had two sons in the army, one in paratroop training, the other, from what information he could glean from his son’s letters, apparently waiting to be shipped overseas.

He shrugged. “Okay as far as I know, Miss Rose. Vinnie says he’s still jumping out of airplanes down south, and I’m still getting mail from Anthony. You know, that’s good, so far. They say it’s when the mail stops and you don’t hear nothing, that’s the time to worry.”

Jenny had heard that, too. “Let’s hope the letters keep on coming, then,” she murmured, sympathetically.

They smiled at each other. The conversation was the same with everyone. About the war, the welfare of loved ones. A naval officer escorting a woman in a fur coat came up, looking for a New York City guide book. Jake took the flashlight to rummage around in the back of the kiosk. “Hey, I forgot to ask you, Miss Rose,” he called, “how’s the new show doing?”

Jenny made a wry face that he couldn’t see. Most of Broadway wanted to know the same thing. “They’re still working on my part, Jake. And adding new songs.” She lifted the top newspaper from a stack of Herald Tribunes. Without the flashlight all that could be made out in the gloom were headlines, the war contained in a few words. RUSSIANS HOLD GERMANS AT LENINGRAD. CASUALTIES AT GUADALCANAL. NAVY STRIKES BACK AT U-BOATS.

In the center of the front page was an item newspaper editors liked to use to liven the grimness of war: a photo of the newest show business idol, a skinny young man from Hoboken, New Jersey with the face of a dissipated faun whose local draft board had just declared him 4-F.

According to the Herald-Tribune, classifying the popular crooner as 4-F had precipitated an enraged outcry of major proportions. Another photograph showed a group of GIs in front of the Paramount Theater throwing tomatoes at the marquee that said: NOW FEATURING SINGING SENSATION FRANK SINATRA.

Jake came back. “I’m sorry about the issue of Variety, Miss Rose. I had it put away for you special, and then I forgot it. That was dumb of me but look, they don’t print enough papers, now, even the big dailies are rationed, like the Times and the News. I don’t get any more newspapers than what they got on the truck, what they throw off on the curb here. That’s my allotment. Everybody gripes about shortages,” he went on, taking her money, “but they don’t think about we got even a shortage of paper for newspapers. When I don’t have the paper they want some customers think I’m holding out on them.”

She said, “I know you wouldn’t hold out on anybody, Jake. That’silly.”

“Well, these are crazy times, Miss Rose. You ask me, I wouldn’t be surprised there’s even a black market in newspapers. The whole thing, black markets, stink, you know? On the other hand, who am I to complain when I got my own kids in this war? I pray to God every day, black markets and all the rest of it, all I want is to see them get back in one piece.”

They were both embarrassed at the sudden emotion in his voice. Jenny waved the Herald-Tribune at him. “Good luck, Jake. I’ll pray for all of you.”

“And you and the major, too, Miss Rose,” he called after her. “God bless and tell him I said congratulations on getting promoted.”

The GIs spotted her coming down Forty Fourth Street. The doors didn’t open until five thirty, but there was already quite a crowd. Wolf whistles greeted her as Jenny turned in at the old-fashioned hanging globe stage door light that said Stage Door Canteen.

There was a chorus of “Hey, look sharp, guys, she’s coming here!” More whistles, and, “Are there more like you inside, beautiful?”

They good-naturedly scrambled to get out of her way. “Miss, are you somebody famous?” A voice in the back called, “Somebody like you has to be a movie star, right?”

They pressed around her, young, but less fresh-faced than she remembered, less innocent-looking than even six months ago. “I’m a stage actress, boys.” She looked around for Sgt. Struhbeck but he had disappeared. “Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m in the theater, not the movies.”

“Hey, what show are you in?” “Are you a singer?” They crowded her, taking in her slim figure, long bright hair, approvingly. “Miss, are you in Hellzapoppin? I had a USO ticket to that show, it’s great.”

She knocked twice on the Canteen’s front door. Then a pause followed by another knock, the signal for the staff. The door opened and Charlie Hanrahan stepped aside to let her pass.

“You’re a little late, Miss Rose.” Charlie had been the backstage doorman for the Shubert Theater for forty years. At the canteen he checked dog tags necessary for admission, handled small emergencies, kept out the drunks. He said, with a vaguely morose air, “Mr. Lunt was looking for you.”

The main room of the Stage Door canteen had a warm, rich odor, Jenny found, sniffing the air, that could only be baked ham. It had been so long since she had smelled anything like it. It suddenly brought back all the unrationed Sunday dinners of peacetime. “Charlie, my God, I smell ham! Tell me, did we get a donation of ham for tonight?”

He looked glum. “That’s what Mr. Lunt wants to see you about.”

The Theater Guild’s Stage Door Canteen occupied a large basement painted and decorated by scenery and stagehand volunteers from the theaters around Times Square. The original Canteen had been founded during the First World War by patriotic actresses from the New York stage, the current one had been opened in a hurry after the Japanese had attacked at Pearl Harbor. Producer Lee Shubert had quickly donated the rent-free site of a former speakeasy, Irving Berlin had sent over an expensive new piano. Great theater names from Ethel Barrymore to Al Jolson to Marlene Dietrich came to help, if not as often as the publicity handouts said they did. So did the working people of the New York stage, from wardrobe mistresses and stage managers to millionaire theatrical producers.

Right from the start the Stage Door Canteen was enormously popular with Allied armed forces who wanted to rub elbows with the stage and screen stars they’d seen and heard of nearly all their young lives. The fighting men and women did not seem too disappointed when most of the canteen’s day-by-day volunteers turned out to be as ordinary as the people they’d left back home.

Most days, when Charlie Hanrahan got the signal at five thirty and threw open the Canteen’s doors, the place filled with a rush. Now, Jenny saw, a dozen junior hostesses were already present in their striped aprons, cleaning off tables, filling up paper napkin dispensers and trying to look useful. Across the Canteen’s tiny dance floor musicians were setting up on the equally tiny bandstand: a bass player, two saxophones, piano and rhythm guitar. The canteen staff was instructed to be especially welcoming to the volunteer musicians, hard to get since so many of them had been, or were about to be, drafted. Only occasionally did someone like Xavier Cugat or Tommy Dorsey bring in their full bands. On Monday and Wednesday the Canteen made do with recorded music.

Carmen Thompson, the supervisor of volunteers, looked up from a table covered with schedule sheets. “Miss Rose,” she greeted her, “you’re late.”

“Hello to you, too, Carmen.” She kept smiling. “I need to talk to you. That little air force sergeant I told you about is outside. We’re going to have to do something about him. He spends his time trying to pick fights. Tuesday night we had a bunch of British marines—”

“There’s a pile of telephone messages,” the other woman interrupted, “in the office, I wish you could see if you can do something about them. They’re from our volunteer hostesses. Maybe you could do some telephoning. Mrs. Bennett is going to be late, the Long Island Railroad is broken down again. There may be some other things, I haven’t had time to sort it all out.”

Anne Bennett was the canteen manager. The Long Island commuter line was notorious. Its chronic breakdowns had become worse since the war.

Jenny said, “Can’t you get somebody else? I really can’t do telephoning, I’m scheduled to work at the milk bar. Look, Sgt. Struhbeck, is especially obnoxious with Allied service people. Last time it was the Australians. That’s really looking for trouble.”

Carmen Thompson went back to checking her lists. “We can’t take action unless they’re drunk and disorderly, and even then we think twice about calling in the military police. Read the canteen guidelines, Miss Rose, our fighting men are our honored guests. The sacrifices they’re making for us transcend, uh, personality flaws.” She paused. “Is Struhbeck the one with the War Bond group at the Waldorf?”

“Personality flaws? Is that what you call it?” Jenny tried not to laugh. “It looks to me like he has a great big chip on his shoulder. And he’s going to start some sort of riot, mark my words.”

“We’ve never had a riot in the canteen, that’s absurd.” She did not look up. “I asked the office not to give us those telephone calls to do because once we open up the Canteen we need every volunteer out here with the servicemen. But they insist it has to be done around dinnertime when the girls are home, as most of them work. Except the students from the performing arts academy in Brooklyn. The dean there has taken an oath those kids are all over eighteen but I don’t believe him. Try to distribute them across the schedule, will you, so we won’t have a gang of Brooklyn teenagers in here all on one night?”

“What’s wrong with Brooklyn teenagers?” Jenny wasn’t enthusiastic about spending her evening in the back office, telephoning. “If we didn’t have teenage girls from the Bronx and Brooklyn around here, I don’t know what we’d do for warm bodies.”

The other woman put her pen down, and looked up. “Miss Rose, I can’t help it if the office passes telephone calls on to us. Somebody has to do it. Besides, you can’t work the milk bar tonight. Katherine Hepburn is coming in.”

For a moment Jenny could only stare. Then Jenny said, “You mean, the newspapers are coming to do another story on our wonderful volunteer celebrities.”

The other woman went back to checking her lists. “Actually, no, Miss Hepburn comes in at least once a month when she’s in New York. She’s really very dedicated.”

Jenny had glimpsed the great Katherine Hepburn only once. But those who had seen her with servicemen and women in the canteen said she was flatteringly attentive, admirably gracious. The distinctive voice, too, helped. The GIs were too dazzled to be intimidated. But the staff was.

Jenny sighed. “All right, I give in. But I still have to go to the kitchen and see what Mr. Lunt wants. He left a message for me.”

When Carmen didn’t answer, she made her way to the back of the main room, past the milk bar and food service counter, then the small, hot, smelly kitchen. The distinguished stage star, Alfred Lunt, a tall man with a harried air, wore a white chef’s apron. He was supervising the volunteers, two women and a man, at a table covered with rows of unwrapped baked hams. Lunt was officially in charge of Stage Door Canteen food, which usually meant rounding up donations but he seldom if ever prepared it.

“My goodness, what’s going on?” Jenny said.

He kissed her on both cheeks, not puting down a huge carving knife, which he brandished dangerously close to Jenny’s left ear. “Jenny, my darling,” he said in his plummy actor’s voice, “and how is the third most beautiful woman in the world?”

She kissed him back. “It depends on who’s first and second.”

He laughed, really looking at her this time. “Darling Lynn, of course, one’s wife is always the most beautiful. And number two is—um, probably Garbo. Look at these goddamned hams,” he went on, pointing. “I pried them out of Gristede’s, it took me six weeks of negotiating with their public relations department. And now—voila! Jenny darling, I do need you to carve. Tonight is special, we’re giving the fighting men and women of the free world ham sandwiches, something decent for a change in place of that disgusting pork product that says it’s ham but is really pig meat in embalming fluid.” He handed her the knife. “I am immeasurably grateful to you because I have to get the hell out of here, I’m meeting darling Lynn in half an hour to go to dinner at Terry Helburn’s.” He stopped, “God, that reminds me. Terry and Larry Langner aren’t going to ask us for money for your damned musical, are they? Christ, Lynn and I are not rich enough to be backers, tell me the Theater Guild’s not that desperate.”

“I wouldn’t say the Theater Guild is desperate.” She wished, now, that she’d had time to read her copy of Variety; perhaps something terrible had happened that she hadn’t heard about.

“Frankly,” he was saying, “if I had any money to invest I would definitely put it in soemthing by Dick Rodgers and Larry Hart. But the point is they’re no longer together. I know, I know—Larry’s become impossible to work with, and nobody blames Dick for dumping him. But what’s Rodgers without Hart? Or the other way around, for that matter?”

It was wise not to argue, even if she wanted to say that Dick Rodgers had not dumped Larry Hart. Alfred Lunt had taken off his long white chef’s apron. Now he put it around her, saying, “Although I admit Ockie Hammerstein is a big teddy bear, he can work with anybody, the man’s brilliant. Maybe he and Dick Rodgers can work together.”

“If they’re going to put on a preview for you,” she said cautiously, “I know it will be wonderful, Dick Rodgers has already written quite a few songs.” Someone had told her that. “But I don’t know what they have planned, I don’t know anything about raising money, I’m only an actress.”

“And a very fine actress.” He bent over to tie the strings of the apron. “In my opinion the problem is the play. A musical version doesn’t exactly inspire enthusiasm. I remember the thing had a miserable run when it opened years ago, when it was called—what the hell was it called?”

“Green Grow The Lilacs.”

“Yes, of course. I never liked the title, either.”

“It’s the name of an old Civil War song, I think.” Jenny found she had on the apron, the knife in her hand, without really agreeing to anything. Certainly not slicing baked ham. But that was Al Lunt’s magic. If she’d been a theater full of people she would already be in his power, waiting to burst into applause.

“You really want to do this, don’t you, darling?” he said in her ear. “I would be devastated if I felt I’d forced you to make ham sandwiches when the very thought revolted you.”

She laughed. “I’m really quite strong. I can take a lot.”

The three kitchen volunteers looked up as she joined them at the table. One of the women handed her a roll of paper napkins. “Here, Miss Rose, you’ll need this, the grease gets all over your hands.”

The other woman said, “I think I saw you last year in New Haven in Showboat, Miss Rose, and you were wonderful. Just think, oh my goodness, here we are now, making sandwiches!”

Jenny laughed again.

 

They worked for about an hour, putting the ham together with white bread and mustard and a leaf of iceberg lettuce. When they finished and viewed the stacks of sandwiches, one of the women said something longingly about ration stamps and not having tasted real ham for at least six months.

“We can’t even eat one, can we?”

They agreed that it was best not to dwell on it. Meat was being diverted to the men and women in the armed forces. “All this is for a good cause,” George, the third sandwich maker, reminded them.

While they were working, Charlie Hanrahan opened the canteen’s doors. The racket of the eager crowd stampeding down the steps carried through the main room and back to the kitchen, then dimished as lines formed at the food service counter. The band began to play. Jump jive, full blast. The noise level in the main room rose several thousand decibels.

“Isn’t it a little early for dance music?” one of the dishwashing detail complained. “Don’t they know all these guys want to do first, is eat?”

Jenny picked up a tray of stacked sandwiches to take outside. Elise, a a refugee from eastern Europe who often helped as an interpreter, picked up another. As she backed through the door into the main room Jenny smiled at her. Elise, who was so shy that she never initiated any conversation that Jenny could remember, smiled back.

It was still early, but the canteen was three quarters full. The U.S. servicemen who had been waiting outside were first, followed by a group of Australia-New Zealand Air Force enlisted personnel from their training base in Canada. Then a handful of Dutch or Norwegian sailors who had escaped the Nazi occupation with their merchant ships.

Recently there had been protests to the canteen committee about the proliferation of “regulars,” GIs from metropolitan New York military bases whose schedules allowed them to come early and claim a place in line on 44th Street. That made sure they got inside the canteen, even though it might shut out others who were only in New York on leave for a day or two.

It was certainly a valid complaint. And a representation of other Allied forces in the canteen usually made everyone a little happier. Among the GIs lining up for sandwiches there were those wearing the US Army collar tabs of the coast artillery, meaning they would spend the war behind big shore guns defending places like lower New Jersey, sailors from the Pacific theater with rows of combat ribbons, Navy yeomen and other clerical types from New York’s military regional command offices, several WAACS who could be in transit for overseas duty rumored to be North Africa, merchant seamen from the perilous North Atlantic run, and the shabby, bearded Norwegians who stood to one side, surveying the food line.

The Norwegians were probably wondering if they had to pay. It was a common problem. Some confused Allies could get stuck in a canteen limbo for hours if they didn’t speak English.

Watching them, Jenny said to Elise, “You don’t happen to speak Norwegian or Danish, do you?”

The small, dark girl looked in their direction. “Don’t worry, they will ask for beer. When they find out we do not serve beer they will be astonished. Then they will leave.”

The crowd at the food line moved slowly. Jenny saw Master Sergeant Eugene Struhbeck pick up his tray with a sandwich, potato chips and coffee and start for a table. Then he saw the Norwegians and stopped short, eyes narrowing.

“Besides,” Elise was saying, “they are not Norwegians, they are Russians.”

 

On good nights, which were most nights, there was a reassuring rhythm to the Canteen’s operation. The early birds, who’d been waiting outside on 44th Street, were greeted by junior hostesses, then taken to the food counter or the milk bar, then settled at tables around the room. Music started up after approximately half an hour after opening, popular ballads that encouraged friendly talk.

A canteen orientation booklet for the junior hostesses instructed them in the basics of conversation with members of the U.S. and Allied forces. Almost one hundred percent of the servicemen and women using the Stage Door Canteen were away from home, and often lonesome. Therefore one could not go wrong bringing up familiar subjects such as relatives, girlfriends, school chums, hobbies, even a pet dog or cat. Subjects to be avoided were the hostess’s own background, aims and ambitions, problems, any other personal information. After that the war itself. Do not ask, the canteen guide warned, where the U.S. serviceman or woman or other member of the Allied forces has come from, or where he or she thinks he or she might be going.

This was all-important. A big poster on the wall over the food counter showed a sailor with a cautioning finger to his mouth and a torpedoed ship going down in the sea behind him. The poster said: LOOSE LIPS SINK SHIPS. One should absolutely discourage, junior hostesses were told, any questions about, or interest in, a possible date outside the Canteen. Dating was strictly forbidden. To break that rule meant immediate expulsion from the Canteen’s lists of volunteers.

By nine-o’clock the atmosphere invariably changed. Crowds by then were thicker and noisier, the music faster, the dance floor jammed. The staff dimmed the lights. At midnight all festivities ended abruptly. The dance floor cleared after the band played Good Night Sweetheart, the room emptied, tables were stacked, the junior hostesses turned in their aprons, the outside door was closed, and the trademark hanging globe stage door light that said Stage Door Canteen went out. Most nights this was a satisfactory if somewhat exhausting ending for everyone who volunteered at the Canteen. And, it was to be hoped, all those who had come there to enjoy it.

There were other nights, though—and in the four months Jenny had been volunteering at the canteen there had been quite a few—when nothing went right. Some vital member of the staff would be delayed on the commuter trains, or couldn’t show up due to an accident or sickness, or things went wrong in the kitchen. Such as no evening’s delivery of bottled Cokes. Or all the fuses blew in the entire 44th Street Theater Building when the microphone on the bandstand was plugged in. Or the military police had to be called for combative drunks who wouldn’t be turned away at the door.

Jenny had a sudden feeling this was going to be one of those nights when she saw Carmen Thompson squeezing her way to her through the crowd around the dance floor. When she got close enough, the supervisor of volunteers cried, “Miss Rose, what are you doing out here? Did you remember to call those girls in Brooklyn, the junior hostess volunteers? Four of them have showed up here, now!”

The band was in the middle of a driving rendition of Twelve O’Clock Jump. Two sailors got up from their table to do a fast jitterbug with a pair of hostesses. Sgt. Struhbeck, on the far side of the room, had picked a spot where he could balefully watch the Russian merchant seamen going through the food line. Communist was a controversial word in the United States; the Soviets had first been Hitler’s allies, now they had done an about face and were fighting courageously against invading German armies. But a lot of ingrained suspicion and confusion was still there.

Sgt. Struhbeck’s glare, Jenny noted, reflected something, but she couldn’t tell exactly what was behind that innocently boyish facade.

“The dean of their school,” Carmen Thompson shouted, “said someone here at the canteen told him the performing arts students could come in—into the canteen—for a look around before they began volunteering!”

“Good heavens, nobody told them that,” Jenny yelled back. “I certainly didn’t, I’ve been making ham sandwiches in the kitchen.”

“But Miss Rose, you’re not a kitchen volunteer, you work out here, at the milk bar!”

“You told me Katherine Hepburn was going to work at the milk bar tonight.”

“You’re not making sense.” The supervisor looked distracted. “These girls from Brooklyn just came in. If you’d done that telephoning they wouldn’t be here! What are we going to do with them? They think they’re going to stand around and watch, but they haven’t even filled out their applications. The committee will have fits! We have to get them to leave right now!”

“Get them to leave? Where are they?” Jenny really didn’t have to ask. The students from Brooklyn were the only females except the WAACs not wearing the signature Stage Door Canteen striped aprons. Now they stood at the edge of the dance floor watching the jitterbugging, four teenagers with teased pompadours and long flowing back hair, vivid makeup and short skirts. New York City girls, somewhat garish, endearingly pretty. Inwardly, she sighed. “All right, I’ll go talk to them.”

“No, no—don’t do that!” Carmen Thompson put out a restraining hand. “Really, we can’t upset them, we need them. We’re dreadfully short on junior hostesses.”

“I have no intention of upsetting them.” She winced. “Can’t we do something about the band?” The drummer was in he midst of a noisy and prolonged Gene Krupa-like solo. “What are they doing?”

Jenny saw that Sgt. Struhbeck had shifted his attention from the Soviet merchant sailors in the food line to the small group of performing arts students watching the jitterbugging. Finding something more fascinating there, he got to his feet. She watched the top of his head disappear in the mass of close-packed bodies. In a few seconds his small, khaki-clad figure emerged, leading a girl out onto the dance floor.

He’s going to dance, she realized. Sgt. Struhbeck wasn’t going to start a riot or create an international incident, he was going to dance the Lindy Hop with the prettiest of the performing arts girls.

He led his partner out onto the crowded floor, pulled her to him for a brief moment while he jiggled up and down to get the beat. Then he slung the girl out as far as he could and still keep his grip on her, his knees fanning back and forth like rubber. The other dancers, looking over their shoulders, made room. Hubba hubba, someone in the crowd of onlookers yelled.

Carmen Thompson came back. She put her mouth close to Jenny’s ear to shout, “Anne Bennett is here, she’s in the kitchen. She wants the band to take a break because it’s getting too rowdy out here.”

“What about the milk bar?” There was no one behind the counter.

“Oh, she’s here, she just came in.”

Jenny nodded. Rowdy was hardly the word; the dancers on the floor seemed to be caught up in a rivalry for the most daringly athletic versions of the Lindy Hop. The band’s saxophones squealed out piercing high notes while the drummer attacked his drums. One of the sailors lifted his partner, threw her across his right shoulder, her skirt hiking up to reveal pink underwear panties, then neatly fielded her as she rolled across his back and to her feet. The canteen cheered the maneuver; there was a round of applause. Sgt. Struhbeck promptly picked up his girl and bounced her in a sitting position against his left knee, then his right.

The drummer dove into a long-drawn-out riff. The four jitterbugging couples seemed to explode. As they flew apart, then came back together, Sgt. Struhbeck lifted his partner high in the air. The pretty brunette brought her feet together, toes pointed, her hair streaming out behind her as he dropped her lightly to her rump and slid her between his legs. Then something happened.

The surface of the wooden dance floor was waxed and polished to a slippery high gloss. The girl’s momentum going through the little sergeant’s legs made him stagger and lose his balance. He lost his grip and let her go. She skidded away on her bottom and kept going, right to the edge of the dance floor. The crowd howled. Fortunately, the group from the performing arts school caught her. They hauled the flushed girl to her feet as, with a final bleat of saxophones and drum beats, the band straggled to a stop.

Jenny took advantage of the lull to start through the crowd to give the musicians Anne Bennett’s message that now was the time to take a break. She was halfway across the room before she noticed a prolonged pause. It wasn’t just because the music had stopped. Attention seemed to be focused on the canteen’s entrance.

She turned.

The flight of stairs that descended from the street was broken by a small landing, followed by two more steps that right-angled into the basement room. Standing there, projecting a powerful feeling of tension, uncertainty, even hostility, were eight tall, muscular young Negro soldiers who could not have been more perfect if they’d been illustrations for a military regulation dress manual with their uniforms knife-edged, spotless; buttons, belt buckles and shoes mirror-bright, the ends of their ties neatly tucked into shirt fronts at exactly the correct position. And who were now almost visibly vibrating with the nervous audacity that had brought them, all eight of them, down the stairs and into if not forbidden, then at least unknown, territory.

Jenny had a sinking feeling. She quickly looked around. The Stage Door Canteen, run by famously liberal-minded theater people, was not the place to find any sort of color line. But as luck would have it there was no one in the room to prove it.

These were, she thought a little desperately, probably southern boys from military bases where there had been recent clashes over segregated, all-white facilities. Before she could properly collect her thoughts a blade-thin figure in gray slacks, white silk man-tailored shirt and gleaming, shoulder length hair the color of mink appeared in front of the young black servicemen standing in the canteen doorway.

“Ah, how wonderful you look,” trilled that inimitable voice in flat, silvery accents, “welcome to the Stage Door Canteen. Let me take you to the milk bar and show you the ice cream menu.” There was a pause and one hand lifted gracefully, beckoning them forward. “You do like ice cream, don’t you? Of course,” the great Hepburn said, not waiting for an answer, “everyone likes ice cream, I understand the favorite United States national flavor is vanilla although it’s not mine. Now, let’s not waste a minute.”

The young soldiers’ faces had shown surprise, then recognition. Then dawning disbelief. It couldn’t really be, their expressions said. Then, slowly, Yes it could, too. Because wasn’t this the place where you came to see famous movie stars and all? Wasn’t that why they were there? And didn’t it look like there wasn’t going to be any problem about getting in, either? Even though maybe they’d expected it?

In the hush the eight young soldiers followed the willowy figure of Katherine Hepburn across the room to view the ice cream selections at the milk bar.

A loud burst of talk started back up. At a table in the rear of the canteen known appropriately enough as “Siberia,” the Soviet seamen had settled down with cups of coffee, bottles of Coca-Cola, and a large communal plate of ham sandwiches. Although she looked for him, Jenny couldn’t find Master Sergeant Eugene Struhbeck, last seen in the crowd around the dance floor. The rest of the performing arts students had distributed themselves at a ringside table with appreciative sailors from the Brooklyn Navy Yard.

Elise materialized at Jenny’s elbow. “Mrs. Bennett says can you see her about doing some telephoning? She says you still have about an hour and it’s important because she doesn’t want any more of the girls from the Brooklyn academy to come in.”

Sgt. Struhbeck, Jenny saw. as the crowd parted for the briefest of moments, was leaning up against a pillar, talking animatedly to the prettiest of the Brooklyn girls. At the milk bar the eight young Negro soldiers listened raptly to Katherine Hepburn as they grouped around the counter. Some coast artillery GIs were being boisterous in the food line. The Soviet merchant seamen at their table in the back of the room suddenly broke into song. The Russians, Jenny remembered someone telling her, liked to sing.

“Yes,” she said to Elise, “tell Anne Bennett I’ll go to the back office and start telephoning the junior hostess girls right away.”

 


 

THREE

 

The lights, of course, were gone from Coney Island.

Where the great amusement park lay, in Kapitanleutnant Helmut-Lothar Ensmann’s memory and present reality, was revealed in his binoculars as a low-lying strip of land that was a darker, denser blot against a charcoal-colored sky and the slightly rolling sea of Lower New York Bay.

The kapitanleutnant had not expected to find lights. He had lived in New York as a child and knew, even if there had not been a war, that they would have been turned off after Labor Day, the official end of the Coney Island season. On the other hand, he also recalled, if the weather was good in September and temperatures mild, some of the big attractions like Luna and Steeplechase Parks would continue to draw crowds and stay open, at least on weekends, until October. He had been greatly disappointed one time when his father brought him all the way from Manhattan on the subway only to find brisk weather had been the signal for most of the attractions to put up their shutters, closing them down until spring.

The U-426 rolled in another swell and the kapitanleutnant leaned against the railing of the deck gun emplacement until it had subsided, then lifted his glasses. Above him on the bridge the officer of the watch, his twenty year-old first officer, Straedel, and three crewmen, also monitored the surrounding darkness. The moon was not due to rise for three hours. The U-426, a 180 feet long, 18 feet wide, class VII-C submarine carrying an all-volunteer crew of forty one, rested on the surface in nineteen feet of water on the eastern part of Lower New York Bay, on what was known as the East Bank, its diesel engines going at a speed just enough to maintain headway.

The U-426 had not been so close in to the coast of the North American continent in months, but surfacing off Coney island was not all that perilous: Like all submarines, the U-426 was almost flush with the surface of the water, its most visible profile the not-easily-discerned conning tower. In addition, the breaking of U.S. and British naval codes in midsummer made it possible to track Allied ship movements, including warships, with what was claimed by the high command at Bremershaven to be reliable accuracy. The evening’s radio transmissions had already informed the U-426 of tankers without escort moving out from the oil depots at Paulsboro, New Jersey, coast guard patrol boats in Lower New York Bay and off Long Island, and a convoy forming several miles south off the port of Norfolk. It was quiet, though, at that hour, between Coney Island and Far Rockaway, with only occasional coastal trawlers and tugs with barges navigating the Coney Island and Amboy channels. Still, lookouts on the U-426’s bridge were vigilant.

Kapitanleutnant Ensmann was amusing himself seeing what, in spite of the lack of light, he could make out in still-familiar territory to anyone like himself, raised in the New York area. To the lee of the U-426 was the Coney Island Ship Channel marker, beyond that the Steeplechase Pier. Somewhere against the night skyline, he knew, were the parachute tower and Ferris wheel, easily identifiable landmarks by day. Also, he remembered, there were not one but several famous roller coasters that were designed to scare the very devil out of a middling-small boy. Why else would he go to Coney Island with his schoolmates, if not to take a roller coaster ride, screaming in terror all the way, pinned against the seat, while the demon mechanism ripped out one’s elemental innards? He and his friends, of course, had loved it; they had kept riding the things until at least two of them had thrown up.

But now Coney Island, like the rest of New York City, was dark.

Kapitanleutnant Ensmann braced himself as a long, rolling swell rocked the U-boat. He had been a schoolboy of thirteen or fourteen, riding roller coasters at Coney Island. No, he corrected himself, since he had been attending the Heinemann Academy on Third Avenue and 97th Street, a private German grammar school, he could not have been more than twelve. The following year was 1913, when the staff of the German consulate had been drastically reduced due to the fear of impending war. By then, in the spring of 1913, Klaus Ensmann, the consulate’s cultural attache, and his family, had been ordered to take ship back to the homeland.

At that time Yorkville, on the upper east side of Manhattan, was a very German district where one could shop, go to restaurants, even consult a doctor, without having to speak English. The kapitanleutnant had taken four years of violin lessons in German, an excellent musical education that had not, due to the rigors of the first great world war, been continued after his family left New York. In fact, there was only one tune from all that time that he could recall, a favorite by a good German composer. The name came to him after a few seconds’ thought. Fritz Kreisler.

Nevertheless, when he and his schoolmates went to Coney island in a group they spoke English. The Neptune Avenue subway stop. He had not forgotten. Also the Brighton Beach Line. One could take the subway in the sprawling city even in those days and go anywhere. There were trains to the theaters in mid-Manhattan and the Metropolitan Opera House—his mother loved opera, her favorites were anything by Verdi—up Broadway and into the Bronx and the wonderful zoo, or across to Brooklyn and the beach.

The kapitanleutnant peered into the binoculars, trying to picture Coney island, the big amusement parks like Luna and Steeplechase, as they were now. The roller coasters would be full of American sailors and soldiers. And of course, girls.

At that moment the low voice of First Officer Straedel spoke from the bridge informing the kapitanleutnant down at the deck gun that the electrical battery had been freed from its position under the U-room deck plates, and would shortly be coming up.

One could not miss Straedel’s distinctive speech. There was a hesitancy there, almost like a hiccup, while Straedel fought back a reflex, ingrained as a longtime member of the Hitlerjugend, to precede every statement with “Heil Hitler.” After three months aboard the U-426, Straedel had last been impressed with the necessity of not invoking Der Fuhrer’s name as a matter of everyday intercourse. But what they had now, his commanding officer couldn’t help observing, was a peculiar verbal check, like Straedel swallowing his damned tonsils.

Kapitanleutnant Ensmann could hear muffled voices coming from the conning tower. Below the engineer for the electric engines was supervising the removal of a battery that had cracked and absorbed water; the warning signal had been a whiff of the telltale odor of chlorine gas. When the battery was pried out from under the deck plates, it would be silently passed from hand to hand by the crew, up through the conning tower, to be jettisoned in the waters of Lower New York Bay. For the time being, U-426 was hove to on the edge of the Coney Island Ship Channel, warily, but not fearfully, watching the night.

The kapitanleutnant was suddenly aware that the galley hatch just aft of the deck gun had opened. The shadow that was the cook emerged with a can of garbage, followed by another shadow that was the cook’s helper. In silence they proceeded slowly over the U-426’s deck gratings to empty the containers into the sea. A sudden gust of wind brought the pungent odor of something other than kitchen refuse.

Kapitanleutnant Ensmann muttered under his breath. Permission had been given for the dumping and was, as with many things aboard a cruelly overcrowded submarine, a matter of necessity. There were two latrines for the crew, but one of them was nearly always pressed into service for storage. The U-426’s stern toilet was packed to the ceiling with containers of flour and other staples, and every nook and cranny stuffed with food tins and the inevitable strings of sausages. Waste, in spite of popular folklore, was only expressed through the torpedo tubes in an emergency; even then most captains would hardly run the risk of fouling them.

On the surface of the water something caught a stray gleam. The kapitanleutnant put down his binoculars and leaned forward against the gun railing. A dim object floated by, down the long, narrow steel cigar tube sides of the U-boat, bumping against the metal hull.

Refuse from the galley he told himself. There were unpleasant pictures in this war that anyone would wish to put out of one’s mind. Black lumps of garbage, paper wrappers, a rotten head of cabbage the cook couldn’t salvage, were bobbing in the watery dark. Watching this float by, a person could wonder again why anyone could be persuaded to ship out on an oil tanker, since even a matchstick could send it sky high. To say nothing of a torpedo.

In July, the U-426 with three companion U-boats, Hartmann’s U-405, Schultze’s U-589, and Gelhaar’s U-457, intercepted a convoy south of Greenland. By the end of the first day a tanker in the convoy had become, because of the difficulty in hitting it, the U-426’s special target. On three successive nights the U-426 sank the ship ahead of the tanker, made a direct hit on a Liberty ship astern of her, and Hartmann’s U-405 torpedo had hit the corresponding ship in the next column. Still they could not seem to touch her. The convoy’s destroyer and corvettes went after the U-boats with depth charges, but the convoy was out of air support range that it really needed in that part of the mid-Atlantic, and vulnerable; the wolf pack lingered for a final day’s work. When the sun was up the U-426 finally pinned the elusive tanker in its periscope and launched a bow torpedo. There was a muffled explosion, then a towering pillar of smoke and flame that billowed up into the blue arctic sky. The merchant ships in the convoy waddled away from the tanker as quickly as they could in the hope of saving themselves. The corvette and the American destroyer raced up, virtually helpless to do anything for the stricken tanker. The oil burst out, bathing it in flames. Her crew collected on deck, small figures running back and forth, waving, yelling. And then in ones and twos and threes they leaped into the clearest patches they could find in the oil-clogged sea.

The good swimmers pulled out in front of the flaming oil. Others, less strong, thrashing in their lifejackets, fell back. The U-boat pack surfaced and the U-589 sent a second torpedo into the inferno of the still-afloat tanker. There was an explosion that made the U-boats’ hulls shiver. The Royal Navy corvette, the destroyer and some small rescue boats hurried away out of the reach of the fountains of fire erupting from the broken hull and the sheets of flaming oil spreading away from it. The tanker’s crewmen, swimming for their lives, were not so lucky. The burning oil spread faster than any of them could swim. One by one they were overtaken, licked by flames, and roasted. Even in the conning tower of the U-426, where most sound was blocked, one could hear, or imagine one heard, the screams.

But that was not the end of it. The wolf pack broke up and dove as the destroyer and the British corvette circled, dropping depth charges. Two hours later the U-426, batteries low, surfaced several miles south of the ravaged convoy in the expanse of ice-strewn sea. The gun crew went up on deck and the kapitanleutnant with three lookouts, a petty officer and two crewmen, came up out of the conning tower and onto the bridge.

They could not believe their eyes.

Miles away on the horizon there was a pillar of smoke from the gravesite of the tanker the U-426 had torpedoed. But, incredibly, a lake of spilled oil had drifted south, following the wind and seas in some errant North Atlantic current. The U-426 had surfaced on the edge of what seemed like a return to the very place of their violent deed. There, in the midst of limitless gray-blue water littered with ice floes, was the dead tanker’s life’s blood, a moving, shifting, viscid black blot of oil inches thick, broken in places by wave action but for the most part forming a foul, stinking blanket of at least a mile. In this, half-embedded, were black objects, the charred, oil-covered heads and upper torsos, some with the arms intact, of the tanker’s crew.

The gun crew of the U-426 were young, some beardless because they were not yet old enough to grow beards. Not fifty feet from where they stood floated a life raft or perhaps a piece of the tanker’s wreckage—it was difficult to tell because of the black mantle that covered everything—containing burned bodies that might have been clinging to it, or half-lying on it. It was possible to make out the color of hair on one corpse. And although all of the faces were charred, there was one black-coated head with no lips, ears, one eye gone, and the other eye a white, staring ball embedded in a raw pink socket, that lolled raffishly back and forth with each wave. In fact, there was movement everywhere in the black muck, the nightmarish dead men rising and falling with the swelling sea.

At that moment the U-426 gun crew was convinced that someone out there could be alive. Which was absurd, nothing could live in that arctic water for more than twenty minutes, much less the thoroughly broiled crewmen of the torpedoed American tanker. The shaken gun crew was dismissed and orders were given to dive. The next time the U-426 surfaced, Kapitanleutnant Ensmann told Straedel, the first officer would see to it that the gun crew was disciplined by drawing the duty of helping clean the tanker’s oil off the hull.

Now, it was the end of September. A slight, offshore breeze had developed, and it was only garbage Kapitanleutnant Ensmann saw in the dark, calm waters off Coney Island. The engineer and a helper were bringing the battery up through the conning tower to the bridge where Straedel and the lookouts squeezed together to make room for them to pass. The defective battery would soon join the refuse dumped from the spot below the still-open galley hatch. Kapitanleutnant Ensmann suddenly remembered the name of the Fritz Kreisler tune he had played on the violin so many years ago. The one that he had liked so much. Actually, the only one that he remembered.

Traumerei.

That was it. He leaned on the iron railing that enclosed the U-boat’s deck cannon and found he could still, under his breath, hum the tune.

 

It was so dark on the iron stairs coming down from the elevated part of the subway at 75th Street that Dina slipped, stumbled down at least two steps in her high heels, and almost fell. Which brought on an attack of giggles from all four of them.

“Drunk again,” her cousin Angie said.

“Yeah, sure.” She had almost broken the heel off her shoe. Dina held on to the stair rail and quickly rotated her foot to make sure she hadn’t sprained it or torn a ligament. Dancers had to look after their feet. “Like I’m drunk from all the Coca-Colas those sailors kept pouring into me. You’d think it was booze and they were trying to get me in the mood.”

“Oh, no.” Frankie Babinofski looked concerned. “No, really, the guys were only trying to be nice. But those women who run the canteen didn’t like it much, that the guys kept going up to the counter and getting free Cokes and then giving them to us.”

“I don’t see why they can’t turn on some lights,” Georgina complained, “look at these stairs, we’re all going to break our necks before this war is over. They don’t have to turn out the lights in Bensonhurst, for God’s sake. Who’s going to bomb anything this far out in Brooklyn?”

“You never can tell, Georgie.” Angie giggled again. “Who knows what’s going on in the neighborhood?”

“Oh, Ange, really.”

“I think they would have said something to us about the Coca-Colas,” Frankie said, “that we ought to turn them down because they were for the GIs to have, not visitors, except the guy you did the Lindy with is some sort of war hero. That’s what the sailors from the navy yard said.”

“Was that it?” Georgina looked surprised. “He didn’t look old enough to be a war hero to me, he looked about seventeen.”

“He’s a sergeant. And he’s twenty-four,” Dina said, “he told me.”

“He was lying.”

“No, really, he wanted to show me his ID,” Dina insisted. “Actually, you gotta admit he’s very good-looking. And he’s not all that short, he’s taller than I am.”

Frankie hooted. “Taller by what? Two inches?”

“He’s a shrimp, and I think he’s kind of wild,” Angie said. “He’s got a funny look in his eyes.”

“Ha ha ha,” Frankie said, “they all have a funny look in their eyes when they look at you, Ange.”

Angie swung her pocketbook at her, pretending to be angry, as they ran down the last flight of stairs with a clattering of high heels, and came out onto the corner of 75th Street. The bars under the elevated were open, even though with so many people in war jobs most neighborhood taverns closed early, around twelve thirty. There were slits of light around the curtained plate glass fronts and they could hear jukeboxes.

“So did he show you his ID?” Georgina wanted to know.

“I have to wait here by the subway,” Frankie told them. “I called my Uncle Sal while we were in Longchamps, he’s an air raid warden on King’s Highway, he’s going to come and walk me home.”

They stood under the corner street light. Angie opened her purse and took out a package of Lucky Strikes and lit one, then offered the pack to Dina, who shook her head. Dina was very conscientious about her body’s health, especially her wind, which meant no smoking. She was also the group’s best dancer.

“No,” Dina said, “why would I want to see anybody’s ID? I could have done without the Lindy, too, I could have really hurt myself when he dropped me.”

“Oh, Dina, don’t be like that,” Georgina said. “He said his hands slipped. Besides, he’s a good dancer, and with a good build, too. Even if he is short.”

“Oh for God’s sake,” Dina said, “stop saying that.”

Angie laughed. “Well he is short. Like Mickey Rooney.”

“He doesn’t look like Mickey Rooney,” Georgina protested, “he’s better looking than that. He looks like Alan Ladd. Did you see Alan Ladd in that movie, This Gun For Hire? He played this really groovy guy, Raven, who was a killer, but you felt sorry for him. I cried my heart out when he died.”

Frankie said, “Is Alan Ladd really short? He doesn’t look it in the movies.”

“Oh come on, Frankie, don’t you read the papers? They make him stand on a box.”

“Hey, lay off, Dina likes the shrimp.” Angie put her arm around Dina’s shoulder and leaned on her. “Geez, are you as tired as I am? My feet hurt.”

“Feet always hurt when you wear heels,” Frankie told them. “When you take advanced ballet with Silberman he won’t let you wear high heels because they destroy the metatarsal. That’s what he says.”

“When you dance you sweat a lot.” Like Dina, Georgina Theodropolis was very serious about training. She had auditioned for the Martha Graham School of Modern Dance. “Look at it this way, drinking a lot of Coca-Cola helps replace all that water.”

They all groaned. Dina said, “God, really, Georgie, I don’t sweat that much, you make us sound like sluts!”

“Are we going to sign up?” Angie wanted to know. “We gotta make up our minds. It’s a long subway ride from Manhattan, and like now it’s two o’clock in the morning—”

“Hey, we stopped for a drink, remember? You’re the one who wanted to go to Longchamps afterward for a drink and something to eat.”

“—and I’ve got five blocks to walk yet. My family really isn’t going to be too crazy about volunteering you know. The canteen supervisor said they like you to come in at least one night a week. They put you on a schedule and tell you when, I don’t think you even get to choose which nights.”

Frankie, too, was having her doubts. “But if we all went together it probably wouldn’t be too bad. Anyway, it’s also for the contacts, isn’t it? Like meeting producers?” A car drove by and honked its horn. She quickly turned, putting her back to the street. “Don’t look at them, it’s my brother Tommy’s friends. Even if they want to give me a ride home I wouldn’t get in the car with them this time of night.”

Angie said, “I didn’t see any producers.”

“We saw Katherine Hepburn, didn’t we?”

“OK,” Dina’s cousin allowed, “so we got to look at Katherine Hepburn. Besides, she left right away. I didn’t see anybody else famous, everybody at the Stage Door Canteen was just like us. Nobodies.”

There was a chorus of protests. “Speak for yourself, Angie Casabono,” Georgina cried. “I’m not a nobody, what do you think I’ve been studying voice and dance for four years for?”

“I know what my father is going to say,” Angie flung back. “That you don’t have to ride an hour each way on the subway to drink Cokes and dance with sailors. That if you want to do something for the boys in the service go over to the church and roll bandages with the Red Cross.”

“Ugh.” Dina shuddered. “Don’t say that.”

“My mother rolls bandages at St. Anne’s,” Georgina declared. “On Thursday nights.”

“Yes, but I mean, what would we really be doing?” Angie insisted. “So we go to the Stage Door Canteen twice a week, we take the subway after work, we stay maybe four or five hours—”

“If you come for the early shift you stay longer than that,” Georgina put in.

“—and we dance with all these guys and talk to them, and don’t drink the free Coca-Colas because they’re only for the people in the service. Do you really think soldiers and sailors want to do that? I mean, what’s the point? They’re sitting around talking and putting their arms around you when you’re out on the dance floor, but isn’t that really kind of a tease? If I was a guy and I was about to be shipped overseas, wouldn’t I want something more?”

“They’re lonesome,” Dina put in quickly, remembering the Stage Door Canteen booklet. “They just want somebody to talk to. And dance with.”

“It’s serious, isn’t it?” Frankie said quietly. “I mean, basically, they might get killed. Listen, I was just thinking, if you met somebody and really, really liked him and you knew he was going to get shipped to the worst part of the war where it was practically guaranteed that he was going to get killed, would you want to give him something that would really make it worthwhile? Like go all the way?”

They stared at her.

“Frankie, are you crazy?” Dina said. “We’re not even supposed to date them!”

“But I’m a virgin.” Georgina looked around, visibly upset. “I’m a good Catholic girl, I couldn’t do that, I really couldn’t! I mean, not just like that.”

“Oh, calm down, Georgie.” Dina put her arm around her. “You’re gonna be a virgin until the day you’re married. We all know that.”

Frankie looked defensive. “I didn’t mean the canteen, doing anything with the guys at the canteen, it just crossed my mind. About what Ange said.”

“Hey, don’t blame it on me.” Angie backed away, waving her hands. “I never said you should start sleeping with soldiers just because you felt sorry for them. Don’t tell anybody in the neighborhood I said that, will you?”

“Oh God,” Frankie said, stepping off the curb, “here comes my Uncle Sal, I’ve got to go. Listen, let me know what you want to do about everything.”

They watched her cross the dark street under the elevated. Angie said “I made up my mind. I think it’s okay to be a hostess if you live in Manhattan and don’t have to take the subway and are an actress or a debutante or something. But right now I work part time and have classes during the day and I don’t even have time for voice practice. So I’m out.”

“Angie you’re so tough. But I guess you’re right,” Georgina sighed. “It’s just too much.”

“I’m going,” Dina announced. They all turned to stare at her. “I’m going to volunteer for a Stage Door Canteen hostess.”

Her cousin Angie reached out and snapped her fingers in front of Dina’s nose. “Hey, come down out of the clouds, Bernardine Mary Flaherty. If you think people like Katherine Hepburn and Mary Martin are going to notice you, they’re not, believe me.”

“It’s not that. Honest.” Her face was a little pink, but she lifted her chin. “I really think what Frankie said is mostly true. That the boys in uniform are really going to have to die for us if they have to. That’s a big thing, to lay down your life for your country. So I guess I don’t mind the hours, the long ride into Manhattan, because when you come right down to it, for me anyway, it’s you know, what everybody says. A patriotic duty.”

When they were silent she added softly, “It’s okay, I can go by myself.”

 

The moon had come up.

Jenny had read until nearly two o’clock and then turned out the lights, but the moonrise was immediately visible. The bedroom was filled with its glow.

She got out of bed and went down the hallway and through the tiny fin de siecle foyer with its improbable full-sized marble mantel and fireplace, to the living room and the windows that overlooked Riverside Park. She was freezing in just her nightgown, but heat conservation was a priority and the ancient steam radiators wouldn’t begin chattering until seven a.m. She opened the blackout drapes for the view that always delighted, the bright, metallic shine of the river and the moonlit cliffs of the Palisades.

One of the apartment’s glories, besides its location in a Stanford White-designed building, its high-ceilinged rooms and two working fireplaces, was that it overlooked, spectacularly, the Hudson River. They had signed the lease for it in October of 1940 when Brad had moved up to executive editor at the magazine, and before the Army had claimed him. Now, she was periodically reminded by something called the New York City War Housing Board, seven spacious rooms and two baths, rent-controlled, heat-rationed and with a leaky tub in the front bathroom was, in overcrowded wartime New York, something so desirable it was virtually priceless. And that it would be grossly unpatriotic not to list it for additional occupancy. That is, the forms to be filled out in triplicate explained, rent out one of the apartment’s unused bedrooms to someone in a war occupation listed as “essential.”

Jenny knew that eventually she would have to comply with the war housing board’s request, but for the time being she reveled in having the apartment to herself.

She pressed her forehead against the cold window glass. The radio was playing in the bedroom, a Rodgers and Hart tune, I Didn’t Know What Time It Was. She suddenly thought of Brad asleep in his hotel room in Washington that he shared with another air force command staffer, after a day spent in what he referred to as the frustrating, serpentine coils of the War Department. The first months they were separated the telephone bills had been enormous, the hunger for each other and the resentment at the war for keeping them apart, still fresh. Now , since they had learned that everyone, eventually, gets accustomed to the unbearable, telephone calls were mostly confined to weekends and letters made do on the other days of the week. But that didn’t mean they didn’t miss each other. They had only been married four and a half years; now that he was in Washington she was lonesome, longing to talk to him, to touch him. Sex was, somewhat to her surprise, as painfully, needfully missed as everything else. She had thought, until this separation, that loving companionship was the glue that held together their marriage. Now on dark nights alone in the apartment there were wild fantasies of Brad’s naked body beside her, there in the bed, that startled her. Lusting after one’s own husband? She was finding the war was capable of anything. Good, solid Brad, fine husband, friend, and the intelligent, witty, talented former managing editor of one of the nation’s most respected finance magazines. Who was now Major Haller, attached to General Arnold’s administrative staff in the building that was beginning to be called the Pentagon because of its unsual shape, undeniably dashing, handsome, even somewhat gorgeous in his United States Army Air Force pinks. The last leave he’d had in New York the women in the Palm Court of the Plaza, when they’d gone there for drinks, had virtually fallen out of their seats looking at him. God knows. Jenny told herself, what women were doing in Washington. He said he never went alone to bars. She wanted to believe him.

Below, on the West Side Highway, the tiny moving lights were cars with shrouded headlights. Beyond that, on the surface of the silver river, was the ship traffic that, on moonless nights, would be almost invisible: freighters now called Liberty ships, long-waisted tankers, tugs with barges. An occasional racing motor boat, the harbor police or the military plowing a white, moon-touched wake.

I didn’t know what time it was, until I met you.

In the dark the radio’s faint melody was nostalgic, seductively dreaming. Richard Rodgers had written some achingly beautiful music.

The composer of the music for Jenny’s new show had a reputation as a difficult man. Many people in the theater regarded Dick Rodgers as a sarcastic, intimidating man that few really knew, or liked. Watching him at the piano while he worked with the big, bear-like Oscar Hammerstein, Jenny really couldn’t say; she had only the nagging suspicion that perhaps the composer didn’t seem to be satisfied with her in the part that he’d chosen her for. At first it, seemed, she’d been perfect. Or so everyone said. Now that the music and the actual words of the book were changing, Jenny wasn’t so sure.

Down on the moon-bright river a ship gave a low, groaning warning and was answered by another. With their dimmed running lights they used their signals often to keep from running into each other.

Standing in the dark listening to Richard Rodger’s music, the night was filled with a sense of the city, unsettled in its near-blackness, the arteries of the rivers and the subways reaching out into the distant boroughs, the railroad trains coming in from the rest of the country, the airports, the military bases, the apartment houses and factories and sweatshops all moving and running and humming in the night, exerting a great effort. Because it had to be done. Because no one, even New York, knew what would be the end of it. This was a war that spread all over the world, more terrible than one could imagine. So terrible that day by day most people tried not to think about it. They just knew there had to be victory in the end.

There had to be.

Jenny put her hands over her eyes. It was silly to stay up late reading when she had an early call in the morning. If they would just make up their minds what they wanted, she told herself, shivering. She was sure she could do it. Whatever it was.

She closed the felt blackout drapes and started back to the bedroom to turn off the radio and then to sleep.

 

The four khaki-clad figures came out of the Waldorf-Astoria’s elevator and onto the fifteenth floor with a great show of trying to be quiet, except for the smallest figure, who flopped down to the floor and then was dragged back up again at virtually every step, while he yelled hoarsely that they fucking well better let him go, or he would kill all you frigging sons of bitches personally.

“Eugene, you little shit,” Sgt. Tom Weathersley, who as the biggest was doing most of the dragging, told him, “just stop your goddamn hollering, will you? The Waldorf told us one more time like this and they were going to throw us OUT.”

The crew’s navigator tried to grab Sgt. Struhbeck’s shoulder to shake him, emphasizing his message, but the smaller man broke his grip, and managed to reel away. On the other side Sgt. Walter Pettit, the crew’s tail gunner, hung onto Eugene Struhbeck’s left arm as he careened into the wall, hitting his forehead with a distinct thump, then bounded back into the navigator’s arms.

“I knew we should have put in a request for rooms closer to the elevator,” Wally Petitt panted. “As long as we’ve got Eugene with us there’s got to be some way of getting in and out without waking up the whole damned floor.”

LeTourneau, the bombardier who was bring up the rear, added, “Yeah, that information services captain is pissed off with us as it is.”

“Buddy, you shut your damned mouth.” The big navigator reached down and pulled Struhbeck back up from his knees. “We wouldn’t be doing this if you’d picked up Eugene in that canteen he goes to instead of letting him get into the bars. I’m going to bust your ass when we get through, you know that, don’t you?”

“Shit, now he’s bleeeding,” the tail gunner said. “He must’ve have banged his nose when he hit the wall.” Sgt. Struhbeck had seized the front of Weathersley’s military jacket in both hands and was hanging on to him. “Jesus, Tom, it’s messing up the hotel’s rug. Look down there!”

“You gotta tell them,” Sgt. Struhbeck was yelling, “you gotta tell them about those Jap ships. The ones they gave us all the medals for.”

“Don’t worry about the blood,” Weathersley said, taking the opportunity, while the other hung onto him, to drag the ball turret gunner a few steps. “You’n Buddy can come back with some towels from the bathroom and wipe it up.”

“Weathersley,” Sgt. Struhbeck was screaming, “you hear me? Tell them about the Jap ships. They weren’t destroyers or battleships, they were frigging supply boats! That’s what they gave us the medals for—frigging TRAWLERS!”

“Christ,” the bombardier complained, “he’s onto that again. Are we going to have to listen to that all night?”

“You shut up, too, LeTourneau,” the tail gunner told him, “you ain’t doing nothing back there. Either give us a hand before people start coming out into the hall to see what the hell’s going on, or shut your goddamned mouth.”

“We’re no frigging heroes,” Sgt. Struhbeck sobbed, sinking to his knees as Weathersley got out the room key and opened the door to their suite. “Y’hear that? I’m no frigging hero—it was all trawlers and a frigging minesweeper, wasn’t it?”

No one answered. The navigator and the tail gunner dragged Eugene Struhbeck up by his arms and slung him between them and carried him to the bed and laid him, as carefully as possible, upon it. Blood streamed from his nose. His eyes closed, Sgt. Struhbeck shouted drunkenly about medals and ships and no frigging war heroes.

Sgt. Weathersley bent over him. “Eugene,” he said, as he had many times before, “can you shut up and just listen? You are a war hero, Eugene, because you saved our lives. A war hero, you got that? The next time you get stinking drunk, the Waldorf-Astoria told us, they don’t care about Lieutenant MacElsmore and the war bond tour or anybody in Washington, they’re going to throw us out.” The tail gunner had fetched a wash cloth from the bathroom. He handed it to the navigator, who used it to wipe some of the blood from Sgt. Struhbeck’s’ nose and mouth.

They stepped back. But he had suddenly gone to sleep.

 


 

“Our soldiers and sailors are members of well disciplined units. But they are still and forever individuals—free individuals. They are farmers, workers, business men, professional men, artists, clerks.

They are the United States of America.

That is why they fight.

We, too, are the United States of America.

That is why we must work and sacrifice.

It is for them. It is for us. It is for victory.”

 

—Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 1942 

 


 

FOUR

 

“They were all New York Jews.” The voice came hollowly from inside the cabinet under the canteen’s kitchen sink. “All the families knew each other. Or if they didn’t exactly know each other, they had heard of each other. And they were such intellectuals, talented, also go-getters—believe me, they were the sort of Jews that Adolf Hitler, if he knew them, he wouldn’t wait to send them off quick to concentration camps.” His body turned slightly so that he could reach out of the space under the sink with one hand. “Sweetheart, in the tool box is a flat tin labeled ‘caulking,’ do you see it?”

“Yes.” Carefully, Jenny poked around in the metal tool box with its wrenches and other plumbing tools, found the can of caulking compound and leaned forward and put it into his outstretched hand. George Kanarakis, the salaried daytime kitchen manager, had been standing over them, watching. Now he leaned down, wiping his hands on a stained apron, to ask, “How’s it going?”

She smiled, brightly. “It’s almost finished. Mr. Levine cleaned out the pipe—the trap, and he said not to pour grease down it anymore.”

The kitchen manager looked relieved. “We’re so lucky to have him do this, it’s really an honor, I can’t thank him enough. Will you please tell him that? The only way we can get a plumber these days is if there’s a pipe broken open and flooding Forty Fourth Street and threatening to drown somebody. ‘Use a plunger,’ is what they tell us, ‘there’s a war on.’ The sink’s been full of dirty water for two days, we’ve had to bail it out with a bucket.”

“Yes I know.” Jenny tried not to think about the sink’s previous condition; her knees were beginning to hurt from kneeling on the kitchen’s linoleum. But George Kanarakis was right: Moishe Levine, star of New York’s Lower East Side Yiddish Art Theater, also known as Martin Levin when he played Broadway, had been a godsend. He was not only an experienced, if unlicensed, handyman/plumber, he was also donating his invaluable time to the canteen.

“William Hammerstein,” he was saying from under the sink, “the son of the great Oscar Hammerstein the First, was a brilliant, conservative man, he way he dressed you couldn’t tell him from a banker. Each day he got on the Broadway streetcar to ride downtown to Longacre Square, which is now Times Square, to manage the Victoria, the largest and best vaudeville theatre in the entire country. But he had a hard time with the old man, his father. Oscar Hammerstein took the profits his sons made, Arthur and William, from the Hammerstein theaters and used it for schemes that usually lost money. Big money, like trying to put the Metropolitan Opera out of business by building a bigger opera house a few blocks away. Such nonsense. However, Mr. Oscar the First did build the Harlem Opera House where the uptown Jewish crowd was living at that time, prior to the First World War, which is now called the Apollo Theater. The old man was very flamboyant, he always wore this elegant top hat even inside, he never took it off, and sometimes he had such a temper he engaged in fist fights with people. The newspapers loved him, they were always doing caricatures of him, especially when he got into some disaster with his theater properties. It was very trying for William and Arthur, but Mr. Oscar was a first class promoter, he brought Nellie Melba to the United States very profitably, and other famous opera and stage stars. He was a giant in the theater of New York City at that time.”

Jenny took the wrench that he handed out to her. “Oscar Hammerstein was Mr. Hammerstein’s grandfather?”

Evidently he couldn’t hear her, for he went on, “What a world it was to be raised in, then! My father, just off the boat from Minsk, was playing a fiddle for nickles and dimes on a street corner in the Bowery, but these uptown Jews who were already second generation in New York City were the bourgeoisie, the Jewish middleclass, and making money. William Rodgers had a job as a customs inspector on the docks to work his way through medical school, living on his wife’s family, the Levys, until he finished. Can you imagine this, working a job on the New York City docks to support a family, living with your in-laws and going to medical school all at the same time? But that is the way they were back then. Believe me, in those days the only people who were working as hard as the Jews were the Italians. Eventually William Rodgers became a very wealthy doctor, and provided for his family not only with money but with a love for the theater, plus a beautiful, refined home with a piano. It was that piano on which Richard Rodgers learned to play as a child, and compose music.”

George, the kitchen manager, left them to open the back door for the afternoon milk delivery. Moishe Levine handed out the caulking can to Jenny, who wiped it off and put it back in the tool box.

“Of course in those days,” he continued in his deep baritone, “if you were prosperous you sent your wife and kids to the seashore or the mountains in the summer. At that time, something called the Weingarts Insitutute, a sort of world’s first summer camp, was opened up in the Catskills, so the wealthy middle-class Jews sent their sons there. It was at Weingarts that Dr. William’s sons, Richard Rodgers and his brother, spent their summers with other kids like Lorenz Hart and his brother Teddy, and the brothers David and Myron Selznick, who would later go to Hollywood and make pictures like Gone With The Wind. So in time these talented, hardworking people made more money and sent their kids to Columbia University, which is conveniently right there on the west side of Manhattan. Ockie and Reggie Hammerstein, old Oscar’s grandsons, were in classes at Columbia with Bennett Cerf and Morrie Ryskind, also Herman Mankiewicz, who, you may remember, was the screenwriter on last year’s turkey from Orson Welles, Citizen Kane, Lincoln Schuster, and again, the boy genius Larry Hart. What an English department Columbia had in those days, with such scholars and writers such as Howard Dietz, John Erskine and Carl van Doren! Van Doren was Ockie Hammerstein’s faculty advisor, it’s no wonder Ockie ended up as a writer.”

He backed out from under the sink and sat down facing her, a burly, black-bearded man. “Along the way there is of course, Jerome Kern, Vincent Youmans, even Ziegfeld, who Richard Rodgers worked for once and dislikes very much. Now it’s the present day, and look, we see all this talent on fire because of another bunch of Jews that did Showboat and Porgy And Bess. Behold, suddenly this third generation is not only rich and middle-class, it is reinventing the new Jewish homeland—America!”

She had to laugh. Moishe Levine’s irreverent assessments were like the comedy “asides” of the Yiddish stage, funny but telling. “Is that what it is? Reinventing America?”

“Why not? Don’t the theater and the movies tell us what we are? Don’t millions think already that America’s Civil War is Gone With The Wind?” He shrugged. “Can Dick Rodgers and Ockie Hammerstein do it? Ah, that is another question. But look at what has already been done. On the stage, to my mind Showboat was more opera than operetta, it was dealing after all with the problem of race, which had never been done before, God forbid, in anything like a Broadway musical. Then of course right after Showboat comes along George Gershwin with a real opera, Porgy And Bess, which is not only an opera all the way through without a stop but is about Negro people. Regard—America turned inside out. Naturally the public is not enthusiastic about a Jew like Gershwin interpreting this great country. Even Negroes are not certain. Everyone stays away, and box office is poor, but believe me, history has been made.” He got to his feet, picking up the tool box, and offered her a hand up. “Now you and I, darling Miss Jenny Rose, are going to be a part of Mr. Richard Rodgers and Mr. Oscar Hammerstein the Second’s turn to interpret America again in the musical theater. Only this time it is not about southern entertainers on a showboat on the Mississippi or Negroes in a ghetto somewhere, but cowboys.”

“You’re not going to play a cowboy, Ali Hakim the peddler is an Arab.” Jenny got to her feet and smoothed down the wrinkled front of her suit. She never knew what she was going to be called on to do those afternoons she pinch-hit for director Anne Bennett.

“Persian,” he corrected her. “Who knows if I’m an Arab? The peddler says he’s Persian.”

“All right, Persian, then. Let me fix you some coffee, Marty, it’s the least the canteen can do to express our thanks for bailing us out.” She laughed. “Literally.”

He smiled back. He was heavyset, handsome like his cousin, another Yiddish Art Theater actor, Muni Weisenfreund. Who had gone to Hollywood to become the film star Paul Muni.

They washed their hands at the sink and then discovered someone had made some fresh coffee; all Jenny had to do was pour it into mugs, which they took out into the main room. They sat down at a table in Siberia, far away from a volunteer from the stagehands’ union running a floor polisher over the dance floor.

“Alfred Lunt,” Jenny said, “says the problem is with the original play, Green Grow The Lilacs.”

He looked up at her, sharply. “Problem?”

“Well yes, haven’t you heard? The problem of getting backers. I don’t think it’s any secret that Dick Rodgers and Ockie are giving previews for anyone interested in the show.” She spooned sugar into her coffee. “They did a presentation of the show for a group at a mansion out on Long Island that Lawrence Langner and Terry Helburn arranged. Dick Rodgers played the piano and Ockie read part of the script, and everyone loved it and drank the champagne and ate the caviar, but the response was zero. They didn’t even open their checkbooks.”

He grunted, sympathetically. “Peddling one’s show to every rich Dick and Harry is not easy, believe me. I have done it myself, but I am not a big shot like the famous Rodgers and Hammerstein, who have a long list of Broadway hits to their credit.”

“I think they were a little—disconcerted by their reception. Dick Rodgers took it hard.”

The composer was a baffling individual to many people. Rodgers was often arrogant, sharp-tongued and sarcastic; there were some who found themselves unaccountably wounded after an encounter with him. But Jenny rather liked him. Dick Rodgers, who was rather good-looking, liked pretty women; with them, he was charming, quick-witted and funny. There was no doubt he was brilliant. Those lightning-fast bouts of composing were, as he was careful to explain anyone who would listen, the result of working on tunes in his head for days, even weeks, before he put them down. The quickness with which he ripped out a new song dazzled people. They thought that was all there was to it.

The composer freely admitted he hadn’t struggled the way, for instance, Irving Berlin. Who had had a poverty-stricken childhood on New York’s Lower East Side, homeless, sleeping on the streets, later as an adult living a hardscrabble life hammering out songs for the music business’s cutthroat Tin Pan Alley. Dick Rodgers’ father was a successful doctor, the family had a comfortable apartment in Manhattan and were able to take leisurely seashore holidays when the two Rodgers boys were growing up. Everything had come fairly easily to Dick, including his chosen profession. His parents, great lovers of the theater, got together in the evening at the piano to play and sing popular tunes. When little Dickie, at age four, could pick out melodies all by himself they encouraged him at every step, even supporting him into his late twenties, when he was still living at home, trying to get his start in the world of New York theater. Rodgers was so precocious musically as a child, being able to play virtually any tune by ear, that he put off learning music for years. Even now he acknowledged that as an adult he was not much more than an adequate pianist.

Jenny had been around him long enough in the past few weeks to know that for some, Dick Rodgers’ wicked sense of humor was his saving grace. She’d heard him tell the story himself—he was a great storyteller, entertaining any group around him during the long waits at rehearsals—about one of his pet peeves, the popular beliefs about “inspiration.” That is, that anyone involved in the arts must be unbalanced, since creative work and, as he put it, logical behavior, are somehow considered mutually exclusive. There was a woman at a dinner party one evening who kept pressing him about his working habits. The more Rodgers explained that he was a family man, had a regular schedule and liked to work in the morning after a good, restful night’s sleep, and that a couple of drinks made it impossible for him to work at all, the more skeptical she became. And the more she annoyed him. The woman didn’t know that Rodgers irritated was a force to be reckoned with. He finally had enough, and burst out, “Look, I’ve been lying to you. I never go to work before two in the morning, I have to be blind drunk before I get any kind of idea, and on top of the piano before I compose I have to place a small, naked little girl.” To Rodgers’ glee, the woman abruptly stopped talking to him.

“Tthere’s nothing wrong with the original play,” the Yiddish theater actor was saying. “Oh sure, it had a short run, I saw it myself in thirty-one and it didn’t bowl me over then, frankly. But it was nice, it was full of American Western talk that was like poetry, if you know what I mean. I understand the author, Lynn Riggs, lived in the Oklahoma Indian Territory at the turn of the century, and this is what he wanted to feature. The play had little folk songs here and there, enough to give it flavor but not hardly make it into a musical. When Dick approached Oscar Hammerstein about it last year, Ockie already knew about Green Grow The Lilacs and liked it. It was, as they say in the newspapers, an instant meeting of minds. I am indebted to Dick for remembering me and offering me the part of the peddler. A part which,” he said, breaking into a grin, “gives me the opportunity to make romantic overtures to a deliciously beautiful woman like yourself, Miss Rose.”

She laughed. “You’re ahead of me, I haven’t seen a word yet of what Ockie Hammerstein is doing except for Ado’s first song, which I think he’s going to call ‘I Cain’t Say No.’ That’s between Ado Annie and Laurey. At that point in the plot Ali Hakim’s not yet on the scene.”

She knew Marty Levin was right; it was impossible not to be aware that Hammerstein and Rodgers felt they were exploring totally new territory in American theater with their new musical. Currently they were working out of an office in Rockefeller Center getting songs and plot together. But even as the show built slowly around pages of newly-written material, everything else was still uncertain. The producers were being reminded by people they approached for financing that out of the past sixteen Guild productions only four had been successful. And a cowboy musical with a ballet in the middle was probably not the way to break the Guild’s string of bad luck. Speculation about Dick Rodgers working with Oscar Hammerstein, who’d also recently had a run of Broadway failures, was mostly negative. Dick Rodgers, it was being said, couldn’t work with a librettist who wrote the words first, and then expected him to compose a tune for them. The opposite of the way he had worked so successfully with Lorenz Hart. News that Rodgers and Hammerstein wanted to sign up Agnes de Mille, who’d had only one real success, her ballet Rodeo, to do the show’s choreography only made the picture gloomier. Rouben Mamoulian, picked to direct, was essentially a Hollywood film director; the last time he’d been on Broadway was as director for the unfortunate Gershwin show, Porgy And Bess.

Marty Levin put on his jacket and straightened his tie. As soon as they were cast for the Rodgers and Hammerstein show they’d had lunch several times, bypassing their agents, to keep up with what was happening with their roles as man-crazy Ado Annie and Ali Hakim, the lecherous peddler. It was going to be a close relationship; they were the second leads, and their parts involved a lot of flirtatious byplay.

Lynn Rigg’s original play was about Curly, the handsome young cowboy ‘stuck on’ beautiful Laurey, who owned a ranch with her Aunt Eller in Oklahoma Indian territory in the late eighteen hundreds. In the story, which Rodgers and Hammerstein were following closely in their musical adaptation, the ranch is run by their sinister foreman, Jud, who has eyes for Laurey, who is afraid of him. Laurey, trying to make Curly jealous, unwisely accepts an invitation by Jud to go to the box social. Laurey also has a friend, Ado Annie, a not very attractive, lightminded country girl who chases boys. Ado Annie sets her sights on Ali Hakim, an itinerant peddler.

Some of the changes that had taken place the past few weeks had to do with the characters of Ado Annie and Ali Hakim, although the composer and playwright had already come to the conclusion when they hired Jenny that Ado Annie needed to be changed from a shy fat girl to someone more appealing. In line with this, the villain also had his name changed from Jeter to a more acceptable Jud. And a new character, Will, as Ado Annie’s frustrated but likable cowboy boyfriend, had been introduced, somewhat altering the peddler Ali Hakim’s role. In addition, the controversy about the opening of the first act was still red hot. And being gossiped about all over Broadway.

Everyone knew that, in the long history of American musicals, one thing was written in stone—the first act opening. At the moment the curtain went up there had to be a lively ensemble number of principals and chorus singing and dancing, the traditional “ice-breaker” that also covered up the noise of late-arriving ticket holders getting to their seats. With a show like the one Rodgers and Hammerstein were working on, certainly the chorus would open with a rousing barn dance. Or even a boisterous hay ride.

By contrast, in 1931 the curtain had risen on Lynn Riggs’ play with only one character onstage, Aunt Eller, sitting and churning butter on the front porch of her ranch house, a slow, atmospheric beginning to get the audience accustomed to the frontier setting of Oklahoma, setting the stage for later action. However, a stage empty except for only one person as the opening of a musical, even a ‘musical play’ as it was now being called, was a revolutionary, even risky, idea. After weeks of discussing it from every angle, Rodgers and Hammerstein decided they wanted to keep that opening in the musical version, even if it broke all the rules. Shortly afterward Oscar Hammerstein wrote the lyrics for a song that began with Aunt Eller on stage and alone and Curly’s voice offstage singing “Oh, what a beautiful morning-”

It had taken methodical, meticulous Ockie Hammerstein a week of stewing and vacillating before he decided to keep the “Oh” in the first line of “Oh, what a beautiful morning.” It had taken Richard Rodgers, when Hammerstein gave the finished lyrics to him, just fifteen minutes to write the music.

“It is going to be good, very successful working with you, Miss Rose,” the Jewish actor was saying, “I feel it in my heart of hearts. And I have a very sensitive heart of hearts—ask anybody. Ask my wife!”

Jenny smiled. But he was right. Actors had a feeling working with each other, that they were either going to click, or they were not. The bantering comedy between Ali Hakim and Ado Annie, with the peddler being calculating and predatory, and Annie being just as aggressive in her desire to get married, had to be just right. There had to be some spark of sexual attraction. As Jenny connected with the roguish look in the Yiddish Theater actor’s eye she saw it was there.

“I, too, have a very sensitive heart of hearts,” she assured him. “Ask my husband.” They broke out laughing. “We’re on stage alone a lot in the first scene,” she reminded him. “It’s a lot to carry by ourselves.”

They hadn’t yet seen Ockie Hammerstein’s dialogue or read their lines together, but she already liked Marty Levin’s delivery. It was solid, as was his timing. She sensed that he was perhaps revising his opinion of her; that he might have thought her distant, or reserved, and was now finding that she could respond with a comic flair. She certainly hoped so. It would help dispel some of the uneasiness she felt about Ado Annie herself.

She saw he was looking over her shoulder, out into the main part of the room. “Who is that?” he said sharply. “What is that girl doing here?”

“Who?” Jenny craned to look.

The stagehand had turned off the floor polisher and was now standing at the edge of the dance floor talking to Elise Ginsberg. It was too early for their sometime interpreter to be in her Stage Door Canteen striped apron. She wore a black cloth coat with brown fur collar that hugged her slender figure, and a black beret over brown hair worn straight, very European gamine. Jenny found herself thinking, for the first time, that she was very attractive.

“That’s one of our volunteer junior hostesses,” she said, “her name is Elise Ginsberg. She speaks several languages, does some translating when we need her. I understand she’s a refugee from somewhere in eastern Europe, but I’m not exactly—”

Martin Levin interrupted her. “I know who she is. I know her father, David Ginsberg. All of the Jewish community knows them. Tell me, she hasn’t tried to show you anything, has she? If so, don’t pay any attention, it is all foolish stuff, believe me.”

She stared at him. He was suddenly suppressing some odd excitement. “Show me what?”

The actor half-turned in his seat, staring at the couple standing at the edge of dance floor. “What? What?” he growled. “What is she doing here? You say she is a volunteer?” He looked distracted. “Forgive me, as to your question, I don’t know what—photos, documents, maybe.”

Abruptly he lunged to his feet, almost knocking over his chair. “Take my advice, don’t look at them, whatever they are. Do me a favor, say you’re not interested. She’s a nice girl but she is deluded. Also her father.” He grabbed his overcoat and shrugged into it. “Forgive me, but I must leave. It’s very late, I just noticed, my apologies. No, no, don’t get up, I know my way out of here.”

As he started away he suddenly stopped, and whirled to say, “Forget what I told you, Miss Rose, but don’t look. Take my advice, don’t look at anything.”

It began to drizzle in late afternoon. The block on Forty Fourth Street between Times Square and Seventh Avenue glimmered with muted light against the wet, dimmed store fronts, headlights of passing taxis. The twilight deepened and turned into chill night. The line of U.S. and Allied servicemen formed on the sidewalk in front of the Stage Door Canteen in spite of the rain and waited patiently until, promptly at five thirty, Charlie Hanrahan threw open the front door. With more than usual eagerness they rushed down the steps.

The canteen staff had defied fuel rationing and turned up the heat but the low-ceilinged room was poorly ventilated; later in the evening when the crowds were thickest water vapor was visible, like halos, around the light bulbs.

In the canteen ladies’ room, Annemarie van Troup, the night’s leader of the Stage Door Canteen volunteer junior hostesses, looked in the mirror over the washbasins and moaned. “Look at my hair, will you? That’s the worst thing about a perm, even an end perm, it gets so frizzy when it rains. You’re so lucky,” she told Dina. “Your hair is naturally curly, isn’t it?”

Dina, whose thick black mane curled tightly in the damp, couldn’t think of anything to say. She stared at the other girl’s reflection in the mirror. Blonde, blue-eyed Annemarie van Troup was a debutante, or at least would be one next year according to the newspapers’ gossip columns. Newspapers featured her as a near-celebrity like the ones the girls from the Brooklyn Academy of the Performing Arts loved to talk about. Other than a certain self-assurance and her expensively understated clothes—she wore a pale blue pullover with a string of pearls and beige wool skirt and penny loafers—she seemed to Dina like any other eighteen year-old. The last name was a giveaway, though. There was even a park in lower Manhattan named after the aristocratic old Dutch van Troup family. Annemarie was Dina’s canteen “buddy,” pledged to show her around and be a helpful resource for the first week or so. Together they had checked the bulletin board, where someone signing themselves “A Vegetarian” wanted to swap meat and butter points for clothes rationing stamps, the Red Cross Blood Bank announced the hours in the Times Square area for blood donors, and there was a clipping posted of the famous news story about the member of a bomber shot down in the western Pacific who inflated his life raft and had an inspection ticket pop out with his mother’s—the defense plant inspector’s—name on it.

Annemarie showed Dina the closet with shelves where the striped aprons for the hostesses were stored, and Carmen Thompson’s station where volunteers signed in. They had already been through her catechism, the canteen orientation booklet.

“It’s the cardinal sin, you know,” she told Dina, “dating any of the fellows who come to the canteen. It’s not actually punishable by death, but that’s the way the committee wants you to think of it. You’re immediately asked to turn in your apron, total disgrace, and you have to leave. But it goes on anyway. One girl even got engaged. That time most of the junior hostesses knew about it, but nobody said anything. After all, how can you rat on one of us? There’s a war on!”

She said, frowning at her hair in the mirror, “Don’t forget to try to pick out the shy ones when you go outside. The canteen likes you to take the initiative with the GIs that hang back and would never ask you to dance on their own. You just go over to them and say, Hi, the Stage Door Canteen welcomes you tonight, would you like to dance? Most of the time they say yes. Then they step all over your feet. Because what they don’t tell you is the shy ones are the worst dancers. Or they can’t dance at all and pretend they do, and just want to sort of push you around to the music.”

Their eyes met in the mirror. Dina was freshening her lipstick. She ran her Revlon’s Cherries In The Snow up and down and around her partly-opened lips.

“But actually dancing,” the other went on, “is better than sitting down and trying to have a conversation with some of them. That’s when you get the Number One Question.”

Dina, making one last round with her lipstick, lifted her eyebrows inquiringly. The junior hostess sighed.

“They say, ‘I guess we all look alike to you.’ It makes you so sad, some of them are so sweet, especially the ones that know they’re going overseas. You want to say something that will make them think they’re something special, that you’ll remember them forever. Because that’s important to them, to have somebody remember them. That they were here.”

Dina said, after a moment’s silence, “What do you say to them?”

“Oh, you say that of course they don’t all look alike to you, that you will remember each and every one of them. And most of the time they just look at you.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I hate it, but I can’t think of anything else to say. Because they all know you’re lying.”

 

They went out into the main room of the canteen. Dina didn’t have time to look for any servicemen who might be shyly hanging back, because a tall Army Air Force sergeant strode up and took her by the elbow to steer her away from the dance floor.

“Hi,” he said, his eyes taking her in with considerable interest. “It’s Dina, isn’t it?

He wasn’t the best-looking man Dina had ever seen but he was up there near the top of anybody’s list, with dark, curly hair and light gray eyes. Very sure of himself, the way he was looking her over.

“Yes, I’m Dina.” She pulled her arm out of his grip. “I don’t know you, do I?”

“Tom Weathersley,” he said, still staring, “I’m Tom Weathersley with Eugene’s bomber crew. He couldn’t come tonight, he’s got a busted nose and his eyes are swelled up. He can’t see. He wanted me to tell you.”

“Eugene?” The cocky little sergeant who’d danced the Lindy Hop with her. “He was in a fight?”

The grin widened. “Nah, actually, Eugene ran into a wall. I’m not kidding. So you’re Eugene’s girl. No wonder he wanted me to tell you he won’t be laid up too long.” His look continued to appraise her, warmly. “He said he’ll be in tomorrow night when the swelling goes down.”

Dina was aware Carmen Thompson, the supervisor of junior hostesses, was watching. “I’m not your friend’s girl,” she told him, “what gave you that idea?”

“Hey, what’s the matter? Eugene is a tough customer. In a fight, I’d rather have him on my side than three other guys. You know what he does, don’t you? He lays on his back in that plastic ball under the belly of the B-17 with his knees up around his ears, firing two fifty caliber machine guns, one with each hand, while the ball turret he’s in spins around so he can return fire from attacking planes. The Air Force picks feisty guys the size of Eugene because they’re the only ones who can fit into those things. There’s a little door in the plastic bubble, and if it falls off while he’s in the air, all that keeps Eugene from flying out into the clouds is one little bitty strap. That happened one time. There he was, hanging his backside out into a cold freezing slipstream and cranking like crazy to get that ball turret turned around so he could scramble back up into the bomber. I tell you, it took him two days to stop cussing.” Smiling, Sergeant Weathersley laid his smashed-down air force garrison cap on a nearby table and held out his hands. “C’mon, Miss Dina, how about a dance?”

She stared at him, confused. She didn’t mind dancing, although she didn’t particularly want to talk about Sgt. Struhbeck. However, she was still in her initial week of junior hostess probation and Carmen Thompson was watching. She floated into his arms, her heart pounding. Sgt. Weathersley was a different matter entirely. He smelled good, she thought somewhat dizzily: pressed wool khakis, soap, even after shave lotion. He also felt good, a big, solid, muscular body under her fingers.

He wasn’t a very good dancer; he stepped on her foot right away. Sergeant Weathersley wasn’t perfect, after all.

It didn’t help.

 


 

FIVE

 

October 10, 1942

 

Washington, D.C.

Sometime after midnight

 

Darling Jen:

God, how I miss you. I could fill up the pages describing how desperately I miss you and need you now that I have been sent to serve in this Oz-like wonderland of career politicians and professional military men called our nation’s capital, Washington, D.C., but I won’t, because I’ve already written you all that. I’m penning this letter to you in the Shoreham Hotel bar. Larry Brownlee’s gone up to our room to go to bed, and since we have an understanding that we will not engage in any activity that will keep the other person awake, like writing letters, here I am nursing a Scotch and water in a dark corner of the cocktail lounge under the eagle eye of of a waiter who wants me to either order another drink or get the hell out and make room for a bunch of military types standing outside in the lobby waiting for a table. Even at this hour, which is almost one o’clock, Washington’s bars are crowded, the lobby is crowded, even the men’s john is crowded. I swear to you there’s a brigadier and a bird colonel in the Shoreham cocktail lounge toilet discussing something very earnestly, probably the coming North African invasion, by the urinals.

This week has been one of great variation (again) in the fortunes of my own unit, Army Air Force Information and Special Planning Division, known informally in General Arnold’s Pentagon air force structure as ISPD, or more often, as we of the actual staff of ISPD once thought clever and funny, INSIPID. A term we have learned, now, to treat with more respect.

Tuesday word came down from the office of General Arnold that the report that our Lt. Malcom Sandover, sometime sports editor for the St. Louis Post Dispatch—and now, thanks to the army air force, turned pragmatic political and military analyst—wrote on the wartime aims of the British Empire. Aims which appear to have deviated little since the Napoleonic War, and consist of playing empire politics no matter what desperate conflict the Brits and their allies may be involved. This report somehow attracted, because God knows we never anticipate anybody’s going to actually read these damned things, the attention of some command staffer who brought it to the attention of General Hap Arnold, who then passed it on to Army Chief of Staff General Marshall, who then recommended it to the CP (our leader, the Consummate Politician) over lunch, who is said to have read it and laughed. But who acknowledged that was a damned well-researched piece. That is, our documentation of the constant maneuvering of the British to protect and enlarge British interests no matter what else is going on, like a war. So when the president asked General Marshall who the unsung geniuses were who had put together this marvelous account of a century of British perfidy, General Marshall was ready with our names—mine, Captain Brownlee’s, Second Lt. Malcolm Sandover, Sergeant Pilaro and WAAC corporals Margie Hawes and Eleanor Schulman, i.e., the entire INSIPID office.

It turns out the President was so tickled to find talent of any sort in the Army Air Forces Information Services, that he ordered the chief of staff to assign us a whole new directive. As of now ISPD has been reorganized, which means we are Air Force personnel lent to the department of strategic planning headed by the new brigadier, General Albert C. Wedemeyer. We are to get new offices located where people can find us, in case they want to come visit and keep track of what we’re doing.

So late Thursday ISPD was uprooted from our snug haven in the basement area of the Pentagon and relocated in a first floor office that, like everything else, is still under construction, in an area designed eventually to be a navy officers’ lounge. I have a cubicle to myself, Sandover and Brownlee share a broom closet, and Sgt. Pilaro and the two WAAC corporals luxuriate in the main area that was going to be the lounge kitchenette. We are happy, if a little uncertain in our new glory. Because now, instead of laboring in the basement of this giant building as we have done for long months, on so-called summaries and condensations of military material that appeared to be leftover from World War One, and which the air force insists are intended for training manuals, we now have a Definitely Assigned Mission. Since we’re so damned smart, the army has decided, we can help them out with a very aggravating problem. There’s a big meeting coming up in he next few weeks between Churchill and the Consummate Politician (the President) and combined US and British chiefs of staff.

In the past, our side has found itself at a distinct disadvantage when the Brits let our top military brass get their views about strategy off their chests, and then counterattack, supported by an avalanche of documents and reports the Brits always bring along. Admiral King has complained that every time the American chiefs bring up a problem, the British have a paper ready to refute it. Since wrangling between the chiefs of staff is a major factor in policy making, where you hope to wear the other side down until they give in, this strategy buried our side under a blizzard of paper. Our aim now is not to get clobbered like this again by our friendly allies, the Brits. Who feel that they’ve fought Hitler for three years and ought to continue running things. And not rich, pushy, better-fed and equipped but appallingly uncouth Yanks.

So at this point, INSIPID is assigned to produce position papers on every conceivable subject our Allies can possibly come up with. I’m not kidding. Unlimited supplies of typewriters, paper and ink ribbons are at our disposal, I have supervised the carrying in of boxes of these supplies myself, with the knowledge that a whole typing pool from General Wedemeyer’s section is in reserve if some emergency should come up. Now all INSIPID has to do is churn out the military’s position on everything under the sun. Our main production for the upcoming meeting will be why an attack on southern France is strategically unsound, ditto an invasion of Italy. Our General Marshall has been quoted as saying the Mediterranean is a dark hole into which the Allied forces venture at their own peril. This anticipates Churchill’s “nibbling around the edges of Europe,” his pet project being victory through multiple campaigns in the Mediterranean and major assaults in Greece and the Balkans.

The rumor around here is that Churchill and his crowd do not want an Allied invasion of Europe across the English channel, at least not for another year or two. England prefers not to expend any more men and materiel, which it can hardly afford, anyway, but wants to stand back and let the Russians and the Germans fight to the death on the eastern front. As you know from the newspapers, Jen, the slaughter there on the Russian front has been tremendous. Nevermind that both Stalin and Roosevelt have agreed they want a massive Allied assault on Normandy with an aim to getting the war over as quickly as possible. Churchill won’t budge. The Brit Prime Minister stalls and stalls, knowing it’s in the best interests of England to have an all-but-demolished post war Germany. And Communist Russia, too, in the same condition if it can be managed.

Meanwhile, darling Jenny, we are well aware there are position papers we will NOT be asked to write. Sandover, who is a smart chap if one cottons to newspaper sports writers, spends his time hobnobbing around the Washington circuit with other converted civilian newspaper types, picking up rumors, most of them accurate. He finds that, true to Roosevelt’s promise to Stalin and Churchill to make the war in Europe top priority, the Pacific war is indeed an orphan. MacArthur is still being promised planes, ships and fuel that the military brass here to all intents and purposes has no intention of delivering. The general staff believes it will take ten more years to defeat Japan. So MacArthur’s forces are getting less than twenty percent of men and materiel allocated for the war. It is no secret—although it may be to General MacArthur, who has headquarters there—that Australia is being written off. Sad, but true. We plan to abandon the Aussies.

So here I sit, darling Jen, more than a little drunk and writing you tonight what probably makes damned little sense, but which is nevertheless a reflection of my current disheartened state. It’s hard to keep one’s spirits up in the middle of these quarrelling command structures that are supposed to be running the war. I ask myself what those hundreds of thousands of fighting men must be asking themselves right now: What the hell am I doing here? Actually, some maniacal Japanese have made this conflict my concern, and God know I don’t want my country to go down to defeat, that would be unthinkable. But I’m still surrounded here by the relentless, excited activity of ambitious professional fighting men engaged in the war they’ve been training all their lives for. The territorial fighting between the US army, and the navy under Admiral King, makes one’s head spin. Mine, anyway. There was such a fight over who would be the supreme commander of the allied forces in the Pacific that they had to split the ocean down the middle, violating all military doctrine. General MacArthur gets command of the Southwest Pacific, including Australia. While Admiral Chester Nimitz (the navy’s choice) runs the eastern side headquartered in Hawaii. I understand it took months to carve this out, and the table-banging and screaming over who was going to have what reached record proportions. This, now, while the Japanese had bombed our fleet into twisted metal at Pearl Harbor and were still advancing across the Pacific! I am not exaggerating.

One is reminded constantly that these people who are running the war have all come up through the same schools—Annapolis, West Point—they were boyhood chums. MacArthur took Eisenhower with him to the Philippines in the 1930’s as one of his staff and now refers to him as “the best clerk I ever had.” Eisenhower is alleged to have told somebody at a DC cocktail party, “I studied dramatics under General MacArthur for four years when he was army chief of staff in Washington, and for four years in the Philippines.” Then there’s Churchill and the CP, (Roosevelt) who together regard Stalin as little better than a raw-flesh-eating descendant of Attila the Hun. And they detest de Gaulle, who by all accounts is an incredible pain in the ass. They refer to mon general as ‘Joan of Arc.’ And so it goes. Civilians like myself and the rest of INSIPID’s dauntless staff who are recruited largely from the civilian world of journalism, can only marvel.

I’ve said enough. As far as I know stateside mail is not opened for censorship—yet. So I will take this to Silver Springs to mail it. I hope you are still sticking my more inflammatory correspondence in the fireplace.

I can’t drink another Scotch and water, I won’t be able to make it to the elevator. Or if I do, I will miss the bed and fall on the floor between Brownlee’s and mine which I did, once. He never fails to remind me of it when we are out having a few drinks. I need you here to take care of me. I need you here to talk to, sweetheart. I love you, I need you terribly. I just want to put my arms around you and hold you. I will call you Saturday.

Your everlovin’ husband, don’t ever doubt it,

Brad

 


 

SIX

 

The October sky rolled back a bright blue day with a west wind that blew across the Hudson River, up the apartment building cliffs of the Bronx, and down Fordham Road to the intersection at the four-lane Grand Concourse, where it raised the dust before the plate glass windows of Alexander’s department store, rattled the grommets and fastenings of the canvas awning of Schrafft’s confectionery, and flapped the blue and silver skirts around the adolescent legs of the baton twirlers of the drum and bugle corps of the Capt. George W. Keenan American Legion Post Number 32. Which had just finished a rousing rendition of a patriotic medley of I’m A Yankee Doodle Dandy, Stars And Stripes Forever, and the tune that singer Kate Smith had made so popular that it was beginning to rival the national anthem, God Bless America.

As the last notes of the Irving Berlin song died away the ranks of the boys and girls in their sparkling uniforms stood at attention, acknowledging scattered applause from shoppers. Overhead a canvas banner with the words BUY U.S. WAR BONDS snapped and ballooned in the wind.

“Nice drum and bugle corps,” Lt. Joshua MacElsmore, the army air force public information officer, observed. “I understand they’re New York state champions.”

“Finalists, they got to the finals.” The reporter-photographer from The Bronx Home News was busy packing back up photographic plates he wasn’t going to use. “A drum and bugle corps from Syracuse actually won it.”

The war bond rally on the sidewalk in front of Alexander’s usually had a star-studded lineup equal to any in downtown Manhattan, like Macy’s on Thirty Fourth Street, or Lord and Taylor’s on Fifth Avenue. At the last moment, though, the Andrews Sisters had cancelled out of the Alexander’s rally, a major blow to the celebrity lineup, as the singers were guaranteed crowd-pleasers known virtually worldwide for their wartime hits, “Don’t Sit Under The Apple Tree” and “Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy.”

Upon being informed that the Andrews Sisters would be a no-show, the reporters from the two big metropolitan newspapers, the Evening Journal and the Daily News told Lt. MacElsmore that their editors had decided not to cover the war bond rally, leaving him with only the photojournalist from the local daily, The Bronx Home News. Fortunately, after some hectic telephoning by the 1st Army’s Special Services Office, dancer Ray Bolger, who had played the lovable scarecrow in the film The Wizard of Oz, volunteered to take time from his current Broadway show to travel to the Bronx to fill in.

Now, Lt. MacElsmore saw with considerable relief, things appeared to be going fairly smoothly. The crowd drawn from sidewalk traffic was small but attentive. Standing on the red, white and blue-draped platform along with Ray Bolger were six young women known as “The Powers Models,” a new breed of celebrity thanks to the covers of magazines like Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar. The Powers Models’ job, as far as Captain MacElsmore could see, was to stand around in very short skirts and tight-fitting cashmere sweaters, and laugh at the master of ceremony’s jokes. Which, he had to admit, they did very well. When Ray Bolger came on the girls flanked him, giggled and exchanged banter about his movie role, and helped him plug his hit Broadway musical, By Jupiter. A few more people joined the crowd.

To one side of the platform tables had been set up to sell U.S. war bonds, or sign up those who wanted to buy them at their place of work through a weekly or monthly payroll deduction plan. After a turn at the microphone urging everyone to support America’s fighting men, Ray Bolger, in a business suit and without any music, gamely launched into an impromptu comedy dance routine. The reporter from the Bronx Home News put his Speed Graflex to his eye and took a few shots as the dancer did a soft shoe routine, then a skillful back fall, landing on one hand, followed by a jump that brought him to his feet. The Powers Models applauded vigorously. The audience, Lt. MacElsmore saw, grew appreciably larger.

“Bolger should have worn his costume,” the Home News reporter said, changing plates. “He’d draw more of a crowd here with the scarecrow suit on.”

MacElsmore watched as the members of the bomber crew of the Cincy Gal emerged from the back of the stage and filed into place behind the drum and bugle corps. Their part of the rally was up next.

He said, “I doubt if Bolger carries it around with him. The scarecrow suit, that is. It’s probably back in Hollywood.” Mentally he was checking out the crew to make sure they were all there, and that the question of putting the thing called the ‘former’ back in the top of the uniform hats had been settled. That is, no non-regulation, crushed down, overseas combat-style headgear not officially intended for public appearances.

So there they were: Pettit the tail gunner, Weathersley the navigator, the bombardier Le Tourneau, and the ball turret gunner Eugene Struhbeck. There was a rumor that the FBI had investigated Struhbeck and found that his father and two uncles out in rural Texas were up to their necks in the black market, selling truck and auto tires smuggled from a nearby army base. Struhbeck, fortunately, seemed not to have anything to do with his relatives’ illegal operations, the FBI has informed them.

“The crew looks good,” Lt. MacElsmore told the reporter, “when they’re standing at attention and saluting the flag during the national anthem.”

He started to add this particular pose had proved to be the favorite of newspaper picture editors, but the Bronx Home News reporter paid little attention. He was busy taking grab shots of the Powers Models raptly watching Ray Bolger ease himself up, inch by inch, from a split. The dancer gained his feet with a little bounce. The crowd and the lineup of beautiful girls clapped loudly.

Bolger’s bow to the crowd was the signal for a gray-haired man in a tan gabardine suit to hurry onstage and grab the standing mike and tilt it in the crook of his arm while he, too, applauded. “Mr. Ray Bolger, beloved star of stage and film.” The MC’s amplified voice boomed over the intersection of Fordham Road and the Grand Concourse. “Let’s hear it, ladies and gentlemen, for Mr. Ray Bolger, who was featured in the unforgettable Judy Garland movie The Wizard of Oz, and is now appearing in his smash Broadway hit, By Jupiter!” Someone in the back whistled. “Ladies and gentlemen, Mr. Ray Bolger,” he said, still embracing the microphone and clapping around it, “the fabulous star of stage and screen who very generously came up here today on very short notice, a very great patriotic gentleman, and a very great entertainer. And now—”

On cue, the commander of the Bronx American Legion Post Number 32, carrying the American flag, mounted the steps to the platform followed in single file by the crew of the Army Air Force Flying Fortress Cincy Gal. In military fashion, they wheeled to face the audience.

Public Information Officer MacElsmore had accompanied the Cincy Gal’s crew on their tour of New York City, and each time they made an appearance he was struck by their dramatic impact in immaculate Class A khaki winter uniforms, visored caps, mirror-bright shoes, combat ribbons, their rigid, slightly tanned, good-looking faces.

“And now, and now—” The MC’s voice was suddenly hoarse with emotion.—”what a great honor, ladies and gentlemen, to welcome the men of the famous Flying Fortress bomber that we have all seen and heard so much about—the heroes of America’s war in the Pacific against the enemies who attacked us there at Pearl harbor—our nation’s finest—the men we owe the greatest debt, our very lives to—the Army Air Force crew of the Cindy Gal!”

The size of the crowd had grown considerably. A burst of applause filled the air. When it died away there was deep silence except for the noise of passing traffic. People strained to hear the next words.

“Ladies and gentlemen, let me read you what happened to this magnificent Flying Fortress and its men out there in the Pacific.” The MC lifted a typewritten prompt card that had been given out with Lt. MacElsmore’s press releases. “A few months ago the Flying Fortress B-17 bomber called Cindy Gal—oops, sorry—CINCY Gal—for the town of Cincinnati where the pilot, First Lt. Joseph Van Dorndt, is a native of. This Flying Fortress B-17 bomber departed from its base at Midway to attack an advancing Japanese naval force. When they had gone about halfway to their destination one of the motors of the bomber went out of commission. The young pilot, Lt. Joe Van Dorndt, lost contact with the other Flying Fortresses. The crew, however, got the engine working again and the plane proceeded on its mission alone.”

They were lost. Lt. MacElsmore had heard this too many times. And the Cincy Gal’s crew were not the only ones that day, apparently, to be over the ocean at Midway wondering where the hell they were.

“By the time the Cincy Gal sighted the Japanese fleet,” the loudspeakers were saying, “the other Flying Fortresses of their group had already passed over, had dropped their bombs, and had stirred up the Japanese ‘Zero’ planes. But despite this the Cincy Gal went in and dropped its bombs, severely damaging a Japanese cruiser and an aircraft carrier, which later sank. As it turned back on its homeward journey, a running fight between the disabled bomber and eighteen Japanese pursuit planes continued for many miles. Four pursuit ships attacked simultaneously at each side, and were shot down with side guns. During this fight, the bomber’s radio operator and co-pilot were killed, the engineer’s right hand was shot off, and both waist gunners were mortally wounded, leaving only one man, the ball turret gunner, to operate both side guns. Although wounded in one hand, this gunner alternately manned both waist guns, bringing down three more Japanese ‘Zero’ planes. While this was going on, one engine on the bomber was shot out, one gas tank was hit, the radio was shot off, and the oxygen system was entirely destroyed. Out of the eleven control cables all but four were shot away. The rear landing wheel was blown off and the two front wheels were shot flat.”

A hush enveloped the crowd. A bus went by, shooting a cloud of blue-black diesel smoke. The MC paused until it had passed. While they were waiting Lt. McElsmore studied the faces of the survivors of the Cincy Gal’s crew. Navy secrecy had locked up most information on Midway, so to a large extent the air force could only testify to what it knew about its own part in the battle. But U.S. dive bombers had made the hits on the Jap aircraft carrier Hiryu that day, not the Flying Fortresses from Midway Island. MacElsmore felt he’d done his best with the material the PIO in Washington had passed on to him, rewriting it so that an audience like this one, standing on a sidewalk, could make the most sense of it. According to the official army air force report the Cincy Gal had engine trouble almost from the moment it left Midway, forcing it to come in comparatively low to drop its bombs. Which, as with the rest of the B-17s, hit nothing. Air force command, though, hadn’t thought it good policy to emphasize the bomber’s engine failures as this sort of detail supposedly hurt home front morale; the public didn’t need to hear about equipment problems.

The MC was saying, “The fight continued until the remaining Japanese planes exhausted their ammunition and turned back. With two engines gone and the plane practically out of control, our American bomber returned to its base after dark and made an emergency landing. Their mission had been accomplished. The Cincy Gal had played its part that day. Like the rest of our gallant fighting forces, it stopped cold the Japanese advance across the Pacific. We honor all of them, these men, especially the pilot, Captain Joseph Van Dorndt of Baltimore, Maryland. Capt. Van Dorndt is still in the hospital recovering from his injuries, but he and the crew of the Cincy Gal have been awarded the Distinguished Service Cross by a grateful nation. Folks, these wonderful, brave men are here before you today!”

He stopped for a moment, waiting for the applause to die down. The leader of the drum and bugle corps gave the signal for a long drum roll.

“Navigator Sgt. Thomas Weathersley of Chicago, Illinois,” the MC intoned. “Tail Gunner Sgt. Walter Pettit of San Leandro, California!” The B-17 crew stepped forward one by one to stand at the edge of the stage. “Bombardier Sgt. William LeTourneau of Haversham, Massachusetts! Ball Turret Gunner Sgt. Eugene Struhbeck of Midland, Texas!”

They hate this, Lt. MacElsmore couldn’t help thinking, watching their faces. Although he had to admit that in the weeks he had traveled with them he had never heard the Cincy Gal’s crew refer to, much less complain about, having to put themselves on display or having to listen over and over to the description of their part in the Midway air battle. Or even, for that matter, hearing them mention the crew members who had been killed. He personally thought it was odd, but then he hadn’t been around any other decorated war heroes. He found the bomber crew a singularly tight knit group. If you hadn’t been a part of it, their attitude said, if you hadn’t been a part of that particular hell that day at Midway, then you were for them an everlasting outsider.

The post commander stepped forward to center stage with the American flag, gold-tasseled, crowned with an eagle. The four uniformed air force men flanked him, standing at attention, the lively wind buffeting the War Bonds banner above their heads.

The drum and bugle corps began a measured, drum-filled rendition of the Star Spangled Banner. “Oh, say can you see....”

At once the crew of the Cincy Gal snapped to a salute.

It happened every time, MacElsmore thought. With the opening bars of The Star Spangled banner there was, to him, a rather alarming vacuum-like pause in time, like some airless dome descending, capturing the red, white and blue stage, the wind-whipped American flag, the sunshine, the bright, stalwart images of young fighting men. A universal moment played over and over again, a heart-tugging vision. People passing in and out of Alexander’s department store saw the men in uniform on the platform and heard the music of the national anthem and slowed, then stopped. Once stopped they stood there, watching silently.

“By the dawn’s early light....”

The blaring drum and bugle corps made it hard to detect them, but a few voices were already singing. MacElsmore felt the hair on the back of his head begin to prickle. Out of the corner of his eye he could see women brushing away tears. He realized he was uncomfortable with his own reluctant response to this patriotic display that, week in and week out, he couldn’t escape.

“What so proudly we see....”

The woman next to him wore an enameled bar pin on her coat collar with two blue stars indicating two members of her family, probably her sons, were in the service. Beyond her, two teenage girls clasped hands, tears rolling down their cheeks. The Cincy Gal’s crew on the platform saluted the flag, as rock-steady as statues.

“The rockets’ red glare, the bombs bursting in air....”

Most of the crowd was singing now. A gust of autumn wind pulled the beautiful banner out in the air and it billowed and flapped, challenging the efforts of the American Legion flag bearer to keep it braced in his belt socket. The Home News reporter was midway in the crowd, photographing everything.

“Oh, say does that star-spangled banner yet wave....”

MacElsmore gave in to an irrepressible surge of emotion. After all, he was as patriotic as the next one. He saw the flag, the moment of the salute, the tears, every week. But at the bottom of it all, he had to admit, was that the country was at war. It had been attacked by despicable enemies. It was fighting for its life. Forget the day-to-day grind of public relations that eventually made one jaundiced and a bit cynical. When you came right down to it, this was one’s country!

He licked his lips, looking around. All eyes were on the men on the platform, the whipping, sunlit flag. The song built to the famous unsingable high note. “O’er the land of the free, and the home of the brave....”

Then voices faded away. It was over.

The crowd stood still. The crew of the Cincy Gal dropped their hands to their sides. A second later, led by the American Legion flag bearer, the bomb crew turned as one, marched across the stage, and descended the four wooden steps. They disappeared at ground level behind the drum and bugle corps.

A small, reluctant sigh seemed to ripple through the crowd. Yes, it was over. The master of ceremonies climbed onstage and disconnected the standing microphone and carried it off. People began to move away, a sizable number going over to the card tables to sign up to buy war bonds. Lt. MacElsmore looked for the B-17 crew and found them behind the stage signing autographs for the kids from the drum and bugle corps. The Bronx Home News reporter finished taking pictures, and Lt. MacElsmore thanked him for covering the War Bond rally, checking to make sure he had the official biographies of Weathersley, Pettit, LeTourneau and Struhbeck. Then he started the crew on their way to the First Army staff car waiting at curbside. A sizable number of teen-age girls followed the crewmen right to the car door, looking disappointed when they piled in without a backward look.

Lt. MacElsmore settled into the front seat beside the driver. The two gunners took the jump seats. Pettit reached into his jacket and pulled out a pack of Camels and offered them to Gene Struhbeck, who took one. Weathersley didn’t smoke. Le Tourneau got out a small brown cigar. Pettit passed around a light.

The corporal from First Army HQ started the engine. Lt. MacElsmore turned in his seat to look in the back. They had time to stop and get something to eat, since it was past lunchtime, but as MacElsmore regarded the Cincy Gal’s crew he decided against it. Pettit the tail gunner and Struhbeck smoked their cigarettes held between thumb and forefinger, staring into space. The navigator, Weathersley, looked out the window. LeTourneau dragged on his little Cuban cigarillo, eyes half-closed.

Lt. MacElsmore turned around in his seat. “Take us home,” he said to the driver.

 

Elise Ginsberg glimpsed the war bond rally in front of Alexander’s department from the window of the Fordham Road bus. The next stop on the far corner of the intersection was hers, and she got off and crossed at the light and started to walk north on the Grand Concourse past the awninged apartment buildings and a line of small dress shops. Although it was across four lanes of traffic, the band in front of the department store could clearly be heard playing the soaring notes of the The Star Spangled Banner. It was a beautiful October day, if a little gusty, and the sidewalks were crowded. Some few people stopped when they heard the national anthem. An older man paused and took off his hat and held it across his chest, over his heart.

Elise kept on walking. She told herself she should shop for some things for dinner but she was not really in the mood. It was early; she could come back to the grocery stores later. People passing by looked at her. She had taken off her red beret and the wind blew her straight, dark hair. She wore her best clothes: the coat with the marten fur collar, a green wool dress, black stockings in the French style, low heeled black shoes. She held the large manila envelope against her chest as she walked.

She was trying to tell herself there was nothing to be done, it was just another failure, and failures were usual now. Although she dreaded telling her father. She dreaded telling Max. Especially Max. In Elise’s mind one had to be worse than the other, but she was unable to decide. Her father, probably. Max believed that eventually everything was inconsequential: life, love, death, love. Except that Elise remembered these very things had still been important to Max when he went to fight in Spain. He’d sent a string of artificial pearls made in Majorca back to her. At age twelve, she had nearly died of love.

She turned east down Kingsbridge Road where the concrete and brick apartment buildings were less ornate than those on the Grand Concourse. A few brownstones survived. Their elderly tenants sat on the stoops in the sunshine, bundled against the wind. Half-grown boys played stickball in the street. A small park surrounded by an iron fence was full of baby carriages.

There were more baby carriages in the lobby of her apartment building. The mostly Jewish neighborhood was still safe enough to leave them there for the janitor to oversee. The elevator had cracked mirrors, peeling leatherette panels and a sign: Out of Order. The elevator was out of order most of the time, a casualty of wartime maintenance. Elise opened the door of the fire stairs and walked up three flights, and let herself in the back door. She could hear the radio going in Max’s room.

She put the manila envelope down on the stove and went to the sink and drew a glass of water. The wind had made her throat dry. She looked up when Max came to the doorway.

His curly black hair stood on end from running his hands through it. The apartment was chilly, but he wore only canvas hiking shorts and an underwear shirt. He said in German, “Don’t put that on the stove, it will catch fire.”

Elise drank the glass of water, looking at him, not saying anything. He went over and picked up the manila envelope and took it over to the kitchen table and put it down among the breakfast dishes.

“You ought to get dressed up more, Liesl. You look very pretty.”

“Please don’t open that.” She hurried to put the glass in the sink, but he had already taken out the documents. “Leave them alone. What are you trying to do, anyway? You’ve seen them all.”

He spread the black and white prints out across the table, moving the dirty dishes to one side. “Where did you go this morning? Did Foster send you to another political journal at some college again?”

“Academic journals don’t publish photographs. At least most of them don’t.” She stood beside him, watching him study each photograph, then put it down carefully. “I went to a small magazine. It is only published twice a year, it’s supported by a liberal millionaire, they don’t tell his name. Fabian Socialists. Do you know what that is?”

“Yes.” He held a photograph up to the light. “Pansy Brits. I think Chamberlain belonged to them.”

Elise sat down at the table, not taking off her coat. She was tired, the morning had been another failure, and she was not in a good mood. “Why are you looking at them? Why do you keep doing that? You know they are unbearable to look at.”

He didn’t look up. “Nothing is unbearable. I am memorizing the face of anti-Semitism.”

“There are other people there, not just Jews. When we were still in Brussels the Brachsmanns told us the Gestapo carried hundreds of Gypsies away in boxcars. Also a Catholic priest.”

“I know dead Jews when I see them.” He put the last photo down on top of the others. “You are cold. I will fix you some coffee.”

Elise shook her head. “I don’t know why they won’t do anything. Foster says the Americans and the British already know about all this. Allied intelligence has already told them what is going on, but they won’t release the reports. And these editors I got to always say the same thing, ‘Where did you get these?’ Then I say that they came out of Poland through the Underground. Then they say, ‘Oh, is there an Underground in Poland? That’s very interesting.’ I don’t tell them that their own government flies planes in and bring in spies and pick up spies, because they don’t believe it. When I say that they smile and tell me I have a good imagination. My God, Max, these people are not interested in the rest of the world! Until the Japanese attacked them at Pearl Harbor they were saying that even if Hitler swallowed all of Europe it had nothing to do with them!”

He sat down opposite her and began putting the photos back into the big envelope. “What else did the editors say?”

“I don’t know.” She pushed her hair back from her face. “I’m so tired of it. You or Papa would do a better job. You were both wrong, United States magazines don’t listen to me. The editor today wanted to know why we hadn’t taken the pictures to the big New York newspapers.”

He grimaced. “Liesl, don’t look like that, I’m sorry you’re having all this trouble. But I can’t do anything, you must understand that. I’m a political refugee, an alien, a member of the Communist Party.”

She shrugged. “So is Papa.”

“Your father is no longer a Communist. If you keep saying that you are going to get us in a lot of trouble. Are you trying to be funny?”

“Hah, since when am I allowed to be funny? Nothing funny ever happens to me.” She stood up and picked up the envelope. “I’m going to put these in Papa’s office.”

He followed her out of the kitchen. “Did they say you should contact some other publication? Did they give you a referral, maybe? Did you ask them about contacting another college magazine?”

“I said to the editor that yes, there had been some problem with proving they were not fake pictures that someone had made in a laboratory somewhere. And that we were familiar with this. He said they were glad we realized the difficulty, because the photos involved such inflammatory material, not just concentration camps but death camps where the Nazis were killing women and children and babies. That we claim they are starving them to death and shooting them. And if anybody published them there would be such a terrible outcry all across the county, especially in the Jewish community. That it would probably bring pressure on the United States government to do something about the Jews. He said he didn’t know what these atrocities, even if they were true, had to do with the current war effort. It might stir up anti-Semitic feeling all over again if people thought this was more Jewish propaganda. He said, ‘There was a lot of anti-Jewish feeling in this country ten years ago, and it hasn’t gone away. Like isolationism. There’s still a lot of it around.’”

He turned and paced down the kitchen, frowning. “What do you want me to do? OK, I admit the photos might look fake. I warned Foster about it when we started. This is not easy.”

She watched him. “You never told me that.”

“What am I supposed to tell you?” He ran his hand through his hair with the familiar gesture. “A Nazi guard took the photographs, and a Jew who was in charge of the other Jews smuggled them out. They could have been killed, all of them, just for a bunch of pictures of corpses. Just to prove to the world that this was happening. And then it turns out you can’t tell who is what in the photos, although they are obviously people in the death camps. But as I told Foster, what death camp? What was it the Herald Tribune, told your father? That they had seen them before, that they were photographs of people in a prison in Ninteeen Thirty Six? In the war in Spain?”

“They’re not fakes. They’re not! Why does everybody say that? What are they afraid of?”

“Liesl...”

He tried to take her arm but she pulled away from him and went into the den and slammed the door.

She put the manila envelope on the desk. The end wasn’t closed. She fiddled with it for a moment, then pulled out the top photograph. The pictures always had the same effect, one couldn’t leave them alone. Even the magazine editors shuffled through them again and again, repeating the awfulness, the horror, the impact on the senses. The first glimpse was visceral. She remembered the air around her had literally turned black. While she gasped for air her father had taken her by the back of the neck and steered her to the bathroom where he made her kneel to throw up in the toilet. She knew now that after a time one grew used to them.

The topmost photo was of a mountain of corpses so emaciated it was hard to recognize them as naked men. They looked like fossils of some sort piled in the interior of some dim, barn-like structure somewhere. Tightly-stretched pale skin, faces shrunken, dominated by gaping mouths, as if the wasted figures still continued to scream.

Elise sat down at the chair at the desk and slid the photograph back inside the envelope, and fastened the metal wings of the clasp. She put her elbows on the desk and regarded the bookcase full of leather bound books that stood against the opposite wall. In 1939, when she and her father had finally reached the United States by way of a freighter from Lisbon, the Jewish academic community had reached out to them. Professors from colleges around New York City had found them lodgings, and even more importantly found David Ginsberg, that internationally-known scholar, small jobs suited to his experience. They were still doing so. They had lived in the Bronx apartment of Dr. Samuel Moskowitz of Fordham University since June, and would continue to do so until the Moskowitzes returned from his year as visiting guest lecturer at Stanford. Before that Elise and her father had occupied the home of a member of the Yale Divinity School on teaching assignment at an Indian mission in Brazil. House-sitting, the Americans called it. For three years, since she was fifteen, they had lived in houses with other peoples’ clothes in the closets, other peoples’ pots and pans in the kitchen, their bottles of aspirin and tubes of toothpaste in the bathrooms, always ready to move as soon as the owners let them know when they were due to return, and when they could begin to search for another place.

Then, six months ago, Arnold Foster of the Anti-Defamation League had been contacted by someone who had carried the photographs from Toronto to New York to see what could be done to make the free world aware of them. By then the death camp pictures had quite a history. The Canadian newspapers and magazines that had taken the time to look them over had pointed out that, even assuming they were what the mysterious European sources claimed they were; the camera had still failed to pick up any verifiable figure, such as a concentration camp guard. Nor was there a truck, a tree, or any other glimpse of surroundings that could give a clue as to the location, or the time frame. One picture editor observed atrocity photographs surfaced in quantity in wars. Another remembered pictures of an entire town in Manchuria that had starved to death. A Quebec magazine editor recalled photographs of the Russian Revolution. So for all the terrible risk of life it had taken to get this particular set, they were not, apparently, all that convincing.

Elise opened the drawer in the desk and put the envelope in it, then pushed it closed. The door opened, and Max stood there. “Don’t come in here to hide and cry. Why are you crying?

She made a gesture with her hand for him to go away. “I’m not crying. You and my father give these photographs to me and say, we haven’t been able to do anything with them, go out and see what you can do.” She mimicked Max’s accent. “‘You’re young and pretty, maybe these American editors will listen to you.’”

“Is that what you’re crying about?” He came around the desk and pulled her up from the chair and took her into his arms. He kissed her. “I always want you, liebchen,” he muttered against her lips. “Why don’t you come down the hallway at night anymore, and into my bed?”

When she shivered, he ran his hands under her coat, lifting up her dress in back, sliding under the elastic of the garter belt to pull her panties aside. His fingers connected with the warm, bare skin of her hips.

“No.” She put her hands on his shoulders and tried to push him away. “Not in here.”

“Yes,” he breathed. “Yes. In here.” He held her more tightly, one hand going between her legs, his thumb thrusting against her to open the warm cleft of her sex. He said, “Your father won’t be back, he went to the library. You want me, Liesl, say you want me.”

She had always wanted him, that was the trouble, he was her hero. Max Kubelsky, soldier, writer, lecturer, revolutionary, refugee from Nazi oppression, David Ginsberg’s good friend and disciple who’d fought political wars in Berlin and Paris and as a volunteer in a real war in Spain. When he was not fighting wars he was writing about them. The first year they had been in America, living in an apartment on the Lower East Side, Max had moved in with an ancient suitcase and his typewriter. He had been with them ever since. That same year, Elise had found her way through the darkened apartment and into Max’s bed. She’d been surprised and delighted when he’d only laughed. Since then they had been lovers.

“Get up on the desk.” His hands gripped her thighs and lifted her. As soon as her weight settled among the papers he ripped open the front of his hiking shorts, then pulled down his underwear. His sex sprang out, dark and rigid. “Oh God, Liesl, my love, my darling.” He leaned over her, holding her knees apart.

She was aroused too, wanting him; he could still do this to her. But she managed to wriggle away. Something fell off the desk.

“No, stop! Max, I don’t want to do this.” She held him off with one hand. “Listen,” she said urgently, “pay attention. Are we trying to get these photographs published for the Russians?”

He stared down at her, wild-eyed. “What Russians?”

“The Communists.” She pushed him away and slid off the desk, pulling at her skirt. “The editor this morning said this was good propaganda for the Russians. What does that mean?”

They heard the front door lock click, then the sound of the door opening. They sprang apart.

“How the hell do I know what that means?” He bent his head to zip up his shorts. “I don’t know what these stupid people will say, that’s why we gave it to you.” He gave her a push with one hand. “No, it’s not to help the Russians, it’s to try to save Jews, dammit, in Nazi death camps. Go say hello to David.”

Elise stared at him. “Max, my father knows.” She knew her father was standing in the kitchen, listening.

He lifted his head. “He’s not going to give me any trouble, Liesl,” he said flatly. “Just tell him the magazine turned them down.”

She left him standing there.

 


 

SEVEN

 

On his Sunday night radio show, listened to by over twenty million people from coast-to-coast, Broadway columnist Walter Winchell paid tribute to a “very beautiful, often tarnished but always fascinating lady whose face may be dimmed in the interests of national safety, but who still holds a fantabulous place in the Free World!”

The show, The Jergen’s Journal, opened with Winchell’s hand on a radio key in the broadcast studio where he sent out—not real Morse code because “America’s one-man newspaper” had never learned it—but a random dit dit dit that accompanied, for the first thirty seconds or so, his 237 word-a-minute machine gun delivery beginning with: “Good evening Mr. and Mrs. North America and all the ships at sea....LETZGOTOPRESS!”

The lady he referred to was wartime New York City.

“Yes, ladies and gentlemen—” his staccato words shot out over the airwaves, “—the Statue of Liberty still lifts her lamp beside New York’s golden door, even though the light in her torch is out, turned off for the duration! But take heart, dear listeners, New York City is still there, more swelegant than ever in a world where the lights have been squelched—gone kaput—in the great cities of Paris, London, and Rome! For in case you didn’t know it, New York alone is supplying the dream stuff for thousands of our fighting men and women on leave!

“Let’s take a fr’instance. Are you a British sailor, a Free French flyer, an American GI with a few days in New York? Chances are you’re on your way to the stage shows at Radio City Music Hall in Rockefeller Center, and the famous prancing terpsichorines—the one and only Rockettes!

“And you Norwegian and Dutch freedom fighters—you’ll find the Broadway theater scene waiting to entertain you with hits like STAR AND GARTER (burleyque on the half shell served up by the delishus Miss Gypsy Rose Lee), and tunesmith Irving Berlin starring in his own show THIS IS THE ARMY! There’s even a new musical waiting in the wings by Richard Rodgers (formerly of Rodgers and Hart) and wordsmith Oscar Hammerstein (formerly of Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein) who have teamed up this season as—what else?—Rodgers and Hammerstein—to bring us a Broadway show with—are you ready for this?—a cowboy ballet! Yes, Auntie Ethel, you heard me—I said ballet. Cowboys, you know, in those funny toe shoes!

“La de DA...

“So—now—you Canadian paratroopers in NewYork on a three day pass—your cup of tea may be Benny Goodman’s band a few blocks away on Times Square at the Paramount, while on the silver screen you can catch SPRINGTIME IN THE ROCKIES with that lovely, leggy Hollywood confexion, Miss Betty Grable!

“Wait a minute—here’s something for members of all Allied forces to note. War plays we haven’t got! Our fighting men and women who fill Broadway show palaces to overflowing turn thumbs down on war dramas. They say, instead, give them Olsen and Johnsen’s HELLZAPOPPIN—or Ray Bolger’s BY JUPITER—or some night spot like the Stork Club—the New Yorkiest place in town—where you’re liable to see Madame Chiang Kai-shek, Earnest Hemingway and Hedy Lamarr sitting at the next table! Or go ogle the beautiful girls at the Latin Quarter and Billy Rose’s Diamond Horseshoe or Tony Pastor’s, before you stop at one of the many USO clubs located in the Times Square area! Then there’s Reuben’s Broadway delicatessen, where the famous are immortalized by having sandwiches named after them. Or try the New York Philharmonic and the Metropolitan Opera for the world’s best music. There’s even the country’s biggest bargain—the five cent ferry boat ride to Staten Island with its million dollar view of New York’s skyline! Or any nickel ride underground in the subway!

“Servicemen and women, your Uncle Walter reminds you not to forget to look into the always amazing Automat, especially the one patronized by show folks in Times Square, where you can see your food behind little glass windows! Then go off to Grand Central Station—not forgetting to stop at the Oyster Bar for clam chowder—and take a horse drawn carriage ride through Central Park, a visit to the top of the Empire State Building, down to the Fulton Fish Market, followed by Wall Street and the Stock Exchange, with stops at Gimbel’s, Macy’s or Woolworth’s for that little something to send back home to mom or that special girl.

“And YES, we have baseball! The Yankees in the Bronx, the Brooklyn Dodgers—guess where?—and the Giants in Manhattan at the Polo Grounds! And folks, don’t forget a visit to the Museum of Modern Art. We know you’re on leave and there some things you don’t want to be reminded of, but this one you can’t miss. Three years ago Pablo Picasso sent it to the Museum of Modern Art to keep it safe—his great painting that says it all about WAR. Don’t forget the name—it’s called Guernica!

“Finally, ladies and gentlemen of America and men and women of all the fighting Allied forces, New York City has been called Baghdad on the Subway, where there’s a broken heart for every SIN—tillating light bulb on Times Square. But New York still opens her arms to the fighting men and women of the free world and says—’Bless you, enjoy yourselves—this is our way of saying—THANKS!’

“And that, ladies and gentlemen, until next week at the same time, is your New York correspondent, Mrs. Winchell’s little boy Walter, who thinks this gallant wartime metropolis is like none other on this earth—and reminding you that in this year, in this day, this hour, New York is the nearest thing to a world capital that we have. Her lights may be doused for the brown-out, the electrifying sparkle may be gone from Broadway, but for those who come here to take a well-deserved breather from the present conflict, remember—New York’s hospitality, like her heart, is never dimmed!”

 

“I hear,” George Kanarakis said, “the Theater Guild is getting a lot of calls from cowboys with toe shoes who want to audition for your new musical.”

Jenny said, “That’s not even remotely funny, George.”

They were standing at the counter in the crowded kitchen, filling up paper cups of coffee to carry to the line of GIs waiting outside on Forty-Fourth Street. George had stayed past his usual quitting time to take down the Halloween decorations. Ordinarily Monday was a slow night, but the canteen was so mobbed there were two volunteers on the door keeping count. As soon as a number of servicemen left, approximately the same number were let in. “Really, we can’t figure out why he did that,” Jenny said. “Everyone thought Winchell liked Terry Helburn and Larry Langner and the Theater Guild.”

The kitchen manager filled up two sugar shakers and put them on the tray. “Winchell is a poisonous snake, but actually I think he was just trying to be funny. You know a lot of people hate him.”

“Yes, he’s very powerful.” She looked down at the tray. It was going to take some luck to get a load of hot coffee safely through the main room. A Hollywood contract player named Ava Gardner was guest hostess for the evening and the crowd was six deep around the dance floor, waiting for a chance to dance with her. “I mean, anything Winchell says, either on his radio broadcast or in all those newspaper columns, his listeners do, you know. If he tells them to write Congress for more ships and guns, millions of people do it. Right now the cast can’t help feeling Walter Winchell and his big mouth just ran off any possible backers.”

He shrugged. “Darling, maybe it’s just what Away We Go needs, something to pique a backer’s interest. Who knows? Maybe Winchell’s crack about cowboys in ballet shoes will do it. Stranger things have happened.”

“Ugh, please, it’s no joke. Dick Rodgers was furious. He called Winchell right away. And Agnes de Mille had hysterics. Real hysterics. After all, it’s her ballet. She wanted to go over to Winchell’s office and punch him in the nose.”

He laughed. “Oh God, that woman! Is it true they call her ‘Agony de Mille’?”

She made a face. “Why does everyone think Agnes de Mille is Cecil B. de Mille’s daughter? He’s her uncle, her father is C.B.’s brother. Neither one of them encourage her career from what she says. I hear she’s always broke. But I think she’s wonderfully talented.”

“I saw her dance the lead in her ballet, Rodeo. She has a funny little body, but it was a nice piece of work.” He lifted the tray. “Look, why don’t I take this as far as the front door?”

“Would you?’ Jenny looked grateful. “They really need something hot out there. Some of the GIs have been waiting in line for hours and they’re frozen. When you ask them why they don’t try some of the other USOs in Times Square, they say there’s no room in them, either.”

The canteen had been overflowing all weekend. Troop movements, was the rumor. Loose Lips Sink Ships. Everyone was on edge. The soldiers themselves said, Yeah, we’re probably shipping out.

 

Ann Bennett and Carmen Thompson were standing, along with a small group of junior hostesses, close to the pillar that marked the dance floor boundary. The band was playing a slow, sultry tune, “Deep Purple.”

“I hate this.” Carmen bent her head toward the canteen director. “I suppose it’s great to have guest Hollywood starlets, but what do we do when our own volunteers just stand around being ignored? They might as well have not bothered to even come in tonight!”

“It’s not as bad as all that.” Ann Bennett was watching Ava Gardner dance with a British marine. “There will be more dancing later, I’m sure. You know, I’d never heard of her, Ava Gardner, before this evening. Have you seen any of her movies? Kid Glove Killer? Or Calling Dr. Kildare?”

The dance floor was almost empty. All eyes were on the beautiful Hollywood actress. Beyond the GIs waiting their turn to dance with her, a clump of canteen hostesses in striped aprons stood watching, just as fascinated.

“Lord,” Ann Bennett murmured, “she’s really gorgeous, isn’t she?” “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone that naturally—lovely. It’s hard to drag your eyes away.” The music stopped, and another soldier stepped out of the waiting line. “Well, whatever she’s doing, it certainly works. I asked a sailor what he thought of her, and he said she was very nice. She only wanted him to talk about himself. And his family, and where he was from. ‘I’ll remember this all my life,’ quoth he. It was like he’d paid a visit to the Holy Grail.”

The small band struck up another slow tune. Miss Gardner’s new partner was a tall youth in khaki who bent over her while she smiled up at him, talking animatedly. There were still only a handful of other couples on the dance floor. Everyone preferred to watch.

“Well, if they feel that way about it,” Carmen Thompson said, “God knows they’re entitled. After all, who knows where these kids will be next week?”

At that moment a compact body in the uniform of a U.S. Army Air Force sergeant stepped in front of them. “I need to leave a message with somebody.” Belligerent, cornflower blue eyes studied Ann Bennett. “They told me Dina Flaherty’s not here tonight, but I need to leave a message. It’s urgent.”

Carmen Thompson said quickly, “I’m sorry, soldier, we don’t accept messages for the hostesses, it’s against the rules. Why don’t you come back some other night?”

The blue stare turned on her bleakly. “I can’t come back some other night, I’m leaving. Look—I need to write her a note, or something.”

She shook her head. “Stage Door Canteen rules are posted there at the entrance where you come in. If you haven’t read them, I suggest you go over and do so now.”

“I’ve got to leave a message for her,” he insisted. “Dina Flaherty. Can somebody just tell her something for me? That’s not going to break any rules, is it?”

“Sergeant,” Ann Bennett interrupted, “haven’t I seen you around here a lot? Not that we try to discourage anybody, you understand, any Allied service person is welcome at any time.”

“Ann,” the hostess supervisor said, “the sergeant is with that bomber crew doing War Bond rallies in New York. They went to Washington to get medals before they came here. The picture was on the front page of the New York Times.”

“What has that got to do with anything?” Sergeant Struhbeck demanded. “It says on the sign up front that this place renders a service to the enlisted men and women of the Allied armed forces. I want somebody to render me a service and take a message.”

The band was playing a bouncy rendition of I’ve Got Spurs That Jingle Jangle Jingle. Ava Gardner and her partner were doing a decorous Lindy Hop. The canteen director raised her voice. “Sergeant, all I can tell you is, go back and read the rules again. We don’t accept mail sent care of the canteen, telephone calls, or any other messages. We’re not a clearing house for that sort of thing, and we wouldn’t have the manpower to handle it even if we were. Furthermore dating, as you know, is strictly prohibited.” She turned to the other woman and said, “Carmen, I have some things for you to do in the office. Right now, if you can manage it.”

She turned and walked away. The hostess supervisor hesitated a moment, then followed her. Annemarie van Troup, who was standing with the other hostesses, reached out and grabbed Gene Struhbeck’s arm. “Don’t pay any attention to what they say. I know Dina Flaherty. What is it you want to tell her?”

“Thanks a lot.” He gave her a burning look. “I could kiss you for that.”

She giggled. “No, don’t do that, you really will get me in trouble. You’re ‘way too cute!”

“This is important to me. If I write it in a note, can you give it to her?” He hesitated. “You promise, no fooling around?”

One of the other girls said, “You really got to her, you know. About that part on the board that says that the canteen ‘renders services.’ She really couldn’t think of a thing to say to that, could she?”

“I promise,” Annemarie van Troup said. “No fooling. Really.”

“They don’t bend the rules,” someone said vehemently, “they never bend the rules. And they need to, sometimes.”

“Do you have a piece of paper?” Eugene Struhbeck said, reaching into his jacket. “I’ve got a pen.”

 

Dina Flaherty and her cousin, Angela Casabono, sat in the next to last row of the Church of the Blessed Incarnation. It was a cold November night and drizzling rain, but the church had a sizable crowd for the Monday night novena to Our Lady of Perpetual Help with the young wives of men in the service, and their middle-aged mothers and aunts and grandmothers. Incarnation was an Italian church; some of the masses were in Italian as well as Latin, and many older women wore black lace veils, a somber sight when one looked toward the altar from the back of the church. The crows , the New Utrech High girls used to call them.

The location, in the back near the holy water font, was a popular spot with parish high school girls. There they could whisper and pass notes, and escape the notice of Father Paul Victor and his assistant Brother Anselm, as well as the Blessed Incarnation’s ever-vigilant nuns.

For some years the back pews of Blessed Incarnation had been claimed by a group from the all-girl Bayshore High School, who wore pastel pullover sweaters and pleated skirts and saddle shoes, and were studiedly glamorous. Dina and Angie Casabono and their friends who went to New Utrech High spent most of their junior year secretly envying them.

Now the Bayshore clique no longer occupied the back of Blessed Incarnation. They were war wives, and sat up front at Sunday mass with their babies and their mothers and fathers. Only a handful came to the Monday night novenas to Our Lady of Perpetual Help for the safety of the parish boys who were in the war.

Dina rested her chin on her hands on the back of the pew in front, and watched the parish priest, Father Paul Victor, face the congregation to offer up a prayer. She wouldn’t have come to the novena if it hadn’t been for her cousin, Angie. Who had practically begged her to sit with her because she said she didn’t think she could survive another novena with her mother, Dina’s Aunt Marie. Who went faithfully every Monday night and had never missed even one novena that whole year. Angie’s brothers, Vincent, aged nineteen, and William, twenty, were on ships somewhere in the South Pacific. Marie Casabono worried herself sick. It was hard on everybody.

“My mother,” Angie confided, “is a basket case. God forbid anything should happen to Vincent or Billy, I don’t want even to think about it. It would kill my father, too. Mama is also scared out of her mind because she heard what happened to Mrs. Livoti. She went to answer the door and there was a Western Union messenger standing there with a telegram. So Mrs. Livoti took it and opened it and the telegram said, ‘We regret to inform you that your son has been killed in action.’ Just like that. That’s the way the government lets you know—you just open a telegram not really knowing what to expect and it’s there. It just says your son is dead. Or your husband is dead The shock was too great for Mrs. Livoti, and she fainted dead away. She was all alone in the house, too. When she woke up she was having a heart attack. She had to get up off the floor while she was having the heart attack and go over to a neighbor’s and get the neighbor to call an ambulance. They called her husband at work and told him about the telegram and that it had put his wife in the hospital. Now my mother won’t even answer the front door. Not even to get the milk in the morning, she makes my father do it. Not even to pay the paper boy. My mother is not only terrified she will get a telegram saying something’s happened to my brothers, but that it will kill her at the same time. She says the war is this evil thing that reaches out to people and kills them. She says she dreams about it.”

They heard Father Paul Victor announce a prayer for special intention. Dina and Angie slid forward to kneel. The sanctuary of Blessed Incarnation was cold and many of the lights were turned off to conserve energy. It was hard from the back of the church to make out the faces of the larger-than-life-sized statues of St. Anthony with the Infant Jesus in his arms, St. Francis, St. Theresa, and the Blessed Virgin, that flanked the nave. By contrast, the votive candles on both sides of the church were banks of fire in their ruby-colored glasses. The odor of melted candle wax was strong. Several rows ahead Dina’s Aunt Marie bent her head and prayed for the safety of Vincent and Billy.

Dina closed her eyes. She was glad she had only married sisters and no brothers to go off to serve. When they were growing up together her cousins were little tow-headed boys who played stickball on the sidewalk outside her aunt’s apartment house and meanly defended their territory from any little girls who wanted to hang around. The Casabonos were from the north of Italy. All their offspring were very blonde until, in their teens, their hair turned dark brown. Like real wops, Dina’s Irish father, who was not popular with the Italian side of the family, said. Brown eyes, olive skin—they only have that blonde hair when they’re little.

Angie looked at Dina and held her rosary up to her lips. “What’s the matter?” she whispered.

Father Paul Victor called for a moment of silent prayer. Dina shook her head.

Every Monday night all the wives and mothers and aunts and grandmothers sent their prayers up to heaven to the Blessed Virgin to intervene with God to save the boys who had gone away to fight. That meant all the parish boys Dina and Angie had grown up with. All those faces in the rows of photographs of young men in the U.S. armed forces displayed on the bulletin board in the church vestibule. Fifty four in all.

I pray you, Blessed Mother, to preserve and keep from harm our beloved children. There were sighs all over the church.

Dina had realized years ago that there were things that an ordinary person like herself would never understand. One was that the boys from the Blessed Incarnation were going to get killed no matter how hard they all prayed. What had happened to Mrs. Livoti’s son proved that. But one had to keep praying because Father Paul Victor said the one you prayed to, Jesus’ own mother, was after all, the Lady of Perpetual Help. Everybody knew the war was to stop the Nazis and now the Japs from taking over America and the world. It had to be done, and the boys from the parish had to go to war whether they wanted to or not.

She suddenly wished she hadn’t come to the novena. It was simple enough to think about the war when it didn’t seem very real outside of Brooklyn. Which was the way it was most of the time. Father Paul Victor had preached soon after Pearl Harbor that God didn’t start wars, wars were the work of the devil and the forces of evil. Now the duty has been thrust upon America to make great sacrifices—perhaps even die—to defeat what the Devil has set loose upon the earth.

Adolf Hitler was in league with the Devil and so were the Japs, that was easy enough to understand. Things got confused, though, in the canteen dancing with the GIs and sailors and marines. Who were warm and solid and real when they put their arms around you and wanted to dance cheek-to-cheek. They hardly ever said anything about fighting Hitler and the Japs and the forces of evil. They said things like “I hope we never have another damned war like this again, I hope this ends it.”

Dina looked down at her rosary, pink crystal beads and gold, given to her by her mother on her confirmation. Everything was more dangerous these days. The Mother of Christ really had to save Vincent and Billy, and all the boys of the parish, and all the war’s soldiers and sailors. It couldn’t be that her Aunt Marie was right, that the war reached out to you even if you were not a part of it except that it was going on around you, and tried to kill you. Although she could see why her aunt could believe that.

She closed her eyes. Her poor Aunt Marie was driving herself into a nervous breakdown over Vincent and Billy, that was all. Her aunt should probably see a doctor. A lot of people cracked up in wartime because terrible things were happening. It wasn’t their fault, they really couldn’t help it.

Dina squeezed her rosary tightly between her fingers. Oh Blessed Virgin, she prayed fervently, intercede with your Holy Son Jesus, fruit of your womb, and His Father, Almighty God, to save us and protect us and my cousins Vincent Alfred and William Angelo diMeo, and all the boys in Blessed Incarnation church. She suddenly felt her prayers were choking her, right in the muscles in her throat, as though she was speaking aloud. And all the GIs and sailors and marines who come into the Stage Door Canteen—and other canteens everywhere, and fighting men all over the world. Blessed Mother Mary, intercede for them with Almighty God the Father, and his beloved Son, Jesus Christ, to stop the war. With victory, she added hastily to her prayer. Bring an end to the war with victory over the Forces of Evil.

Angie prodded her. Dina jumped, startled. Then she held her hand with the rosary to cover her mouth and whispered, “What?”

Her cousin was staring. “What are you thinking about? Are you all right?”

She couldn’t tell her cousin Angie that she had been praying to the Blessed Virgin to stop the war because she, Dina, was scared. Instead she said, “I’m all right. Why?”

The congregation was saying the last Hail Mary. The novena was almost over. “Are you still seeing him?” Angie whispered. “Is that what you were thinking about? Is he still coming to the canteen?”

It was her turn to stare. “Seeing who?”

“The one you liked. You know, the Air Force guy you danced with.”

“Oh, him.” She really didn’t want to talk about Sgt. Gene Struhbeck. “He—he—keeps wanting to date me.”

They pulled up from their knees and slid back in their seats. Father Paul Victor’s assistant, Brother Anselm, read the church announcements. Confessions would he heard on Thursday nights from seven to nine p.m., a new day and time in addition to Saturday morning, to accommodate those working in war industries. Parishoners were also urged to make note of the date of the next blood donation session by the Red Cross in the church hall.

“I like his friend the navigator better,” Dina told her cousin. She tried to smile. “Tom Weathersley. I even gave him my telephone number.”

 


 

EIGHT

 

Richard Rodgers came into the theater after lunch. He sat midway in the rows of seats to watch Jenny, Marty Levin and Lee Dixon, the dancer who was playing the cowboy Will Parker, run through their lines.

The cast of Away We Go had grown accustomed to Rodgers’ presence in the theater. He looked, in his homburg and fur-collared Chesterfield, more like a high-powered business tycoon than the composer of some of Broadway’s most romantically beautiful music. He usually took a seat several rows behind the director, Reuben Mamoulian. Occasionally he was joined by Oscar Hammerstein. The two men they sat and whispered to each other, and the cast knew they were making changes in the show. They seemed to be getting along well together, in spite of rumors. Both had worked for years with other partners, Richard Rodgers with lyricist Teddy Hart, Oscar Hammerstein for almost as long with Jerome Kern and others. Although Ockie, as nearly everybody called him, hadn’t had a Broadway hit in ten years.

During rehearsals new material was added to the show, but some dialogue and even music was also eliminated. The cuts were particularly painful. An actor or actress could find his or her part suddenly pared down if Rodgers, particularly, decided it wasn’t working. Over the weeks the two men had developed a way of handling crises. Dick Rodgers was the self-appointed hatchet man, big, easygoing Ockie Hammerstein was the sympathetic partner. Rodgers wielded the ax, Hammerstein dispensed comfort to the wounded.

Marty Levin looked up past the footlights in time to see Rodgers take a seat in the middle rows. He said under his breath to Jenny, “Hah, I wonder who called Dick Rodgers in this time. What’s up?”

At that moment Lee Dixon came up bringing cups of coffee from the electric percolator the stagehands kept in the wings. “Three guesses, Marty. I heard all the screaming this morning when I came in. Agony Agnes shot past me like a cannonball with a bunch of her dancers, still yelling, and bolted down the stairs. I missed it, thank God, but I gather all hell had broken loose.”

They sipped the hot coffee, waiting for Reuben Mamoulian, who had been called away on an errand. The stage was warmed somewhat by a pair of electric heaters, but the empty theater radiated impenetrable cold. They were rehearsing in hats, gloves and their overcoats.

“Yesterday she had a nosebleed,” Marty Levin observed. “The screaming brings it on. Then her face breaks out in splotches. It’s very impressive.”

Jenny said, “Oh Marty, don’t make fun of her, Agnes feels she has to fight for her dances. Who can blame her after that damned Winchell broadcast? What a cheap shot, just to be funny!”

“Darling Jenny, you are such a noble soul. And God forbid I should make fun of Agnes. However, you should know right now this show is a duck in a shooting gallery, everybody is taking shots at it. After all, who wants to see chorus girls in long skirts?”

“Is that what they’re saying?” She was making notes with a pencil on the margin of her script. The director, Reuben Mamoulian, wanted a piece of business when Will grabbed her to demonstrate his cowboy version of an “Oklahoma Hello.” They still hadn’t come up with anything satisfactory.

“It’s so bad comedians are featuring this show in their acts,” Marty was saying. “Winchell’s ‘cowboys in toe shoes’ is almost a rave review. Louis Sobol had in his column this morning that Billy Rose came to a rehearsal, saw what was going on, then predicted, ‘No showgirls, no jokes—no way!’”

Lee Dixon laughed. But Jenny was horrified. “How can he say that? Billy Rose hasn’t even been to a rehearsal, has he?”

He shrugged. “Does it make any difference? It’s a good line. People will laugh. Look, Jenny dear, I love Agnes de Mille, she’s a very talented lady, but nobody is going to say that temperamentally she’s the sweet little Tooth Fairy.”

“Marty, good God, who is? This is the theater, my God, any Broadway show is full of prima donnas.”

“You are not, my darling. A prima donna, that is.” He added with a roll of his eyes, “But sweet Jenny, that may be your greatest fault. You’re too nice.”

“I missed out on what this was all about,” Lee Dixon put in. “What happened, anyway?”

Jenny said, “Reuben got Terry Helburn and Larry Langner to back him against Agnes. It was really quite awful. Agnes is banned from using the stage to rehearse her ballet. She has to take her dancers downstairs to the men’s and women’s lounges to practice. Or go up to a storeroom on the third floor.”

He stared at her. Then pursed his mouth in a silent whistle. “You’re not kidding me.”

“No, Lee, I swear I’m not kidding.” Jenny pulled up a folding chair and sat down under the work light. They had been reading new lines in the “Persian goodbye” scene since eleven, and she was tired. Ado Annie was supposed to be more attractive than in Lyn Rigg’s original play. Instructions were to play her as a somewhat gawky, homespun farm girl, but sexy. The new material was supposed to bring that out. Homespun but sexy.

“You mean Mamoulian banned Agnes from using the stage, so the dancers have to practice downstairs in the restrooms?” He still looked disbelieving. “Christ, no wonder she was running around screaming.”

Marty said, “Reuben got tired of her tantrums. Frankly, I think I can say we all are getting tired of her tantrums.”

“Marty, he goads her,” Jenny said quickly, “he really does. Reuben monopolized the stage to start with, then he keeps taking her dancers out of her rehearsals while he stages the songs, but he doesn’t use them. He keeps them standing around for hours. That’s not fair.”

Every Broadway show had its temperamental, even violent outbursts, it was considered part of the world of the theater. Away We Go had its share. The week before, Mamoulian had fallen into a rage when he discovered Rodgers and Hammerstein had been shown the costume and set designs when they should have been shown first to him, as the director. To add to the strain, also, the world outside never let them forget their problems. Every critic in New York had an opinion about whether Hammerstein and Rodgers could work together, and the wisdom of their deciding to convert Lynn Riggs’ unsuccessful 1931 play to a musical featuring ballets. Plus Helburn and Langner’s Theater Guild was rumored to be on the brink of bankruptcy and, probably because of this, the show had failed so far to attract much-needed financial backers. There seemed no end to their problems. Or the publicity about it.

To Jenny, the amazing thing was that the cast still managed to be loyal, aware that Dick Rodgers and Ockie Hammerstein were experimenting with something new and exciting. The show’s dialogue was written to lead into the songs, and the songs into the dances, forming a dramatic and musical whole. If it worked, it was revolutionary. But the excitement and strain affected everyone. There were quarrels between de Mille and Mamoulian. Even quarrels between de Mille and the stage hands. Whom she equated with some past bad experience, as vandals and saboteurs.

All three—Richard Rodgers, Mamoulian, and Agnes were strong individuals used to having their way. The morning’s screaming match had been typical, although this particular bone of contention, over Agnes de Mille’s dancers, had been there from the first day of rehearsal.

Mamoulian had hit the ceiling when he first saw Agnes choice of ballerinas, mostly recruited from her school, that she brought in. They could dance wonderfully, she’d seen to that, but they were no musical comedy chorus girls. Mamoulian screamed that Agnes’ dancers were hideous, in particular one principle dancer, Bambi Linn, whom he described “with the body of a twelve year old and enormous thighs,” that he, Mamoulian, absolutely would not work with.

Ironically, the same sort of criticism had been leveled at Agnes herself many years ago. In spite of being a lead dancer with several dance troupes, including her own, critics carped that she did not have a good dancer’s body, being shortlegged, with a big bust, and an ample rear end. But when she danced, it was grudgingly conceded that she managed to make an audience forget her physical shortcomings with her fanatical drive, her passion and total immersion in her character. To some dance theater critics Agnes’ triumph over her less-than-ideal body was nothing short of magical.

Reuben Mamoulian wanted to throw de Mille’s ballet girls out of the show and get some attractive Broadway chorines. Richard Rodgers, who knew what Agnes was trying to do, took the choreographer’s side. Her dancers stayed. So did the bad blood between director and de Mille.

That morning, as the cast assembled for rehearsals, Agnes brought up yet another complain, that director Mamoulian was stealing her ideas. That Mamoulian had his actors move, walk or even crawl in choreographed steps during a song, instead of just posing them in the usual static attitudes of Broadway musicals. She considered this strictly a de Mille innovation. Agnes claimed Rueben Mamoulian had pirated it.

In addition, there was Mamoulian’s insistence on taking Agnes’ dancers out of rehearsals, having them stand around while he staged a scene, then sending them back to her drooping and tired. It was no small matter, so highhanded it was bound to make any choreographer rage. And Agnes did.

Things had reached a head a few weeks earlier, when Agnes’ agent, Richard Mohr, tried to negotiate a settlement between the two. While the cast stood around trying not to listen to the shouting, Agnes grudgingly agreed to stop tilting at windmills. Mamoulian was, at last, persuaded to be less autocratic and more considerate to a fellow artist. A few minutes later though, the director hadn’t been able to resist saying, “So you see, all this time you have been mistaken, I am not a very difficult man. You must admit, dear Miss de Mille, what other director do you know who can stage crowd scenes the way I do?”

Whereupon Agnes shot back, “My uncle!”

Unfortunately, bringing up Agnes’ relative, the great Hollywood director C.B. de Mille, was not the way to win Reuben Mamoulian’s cooperation. An hour later he peevishly interrupted the ballet rehearsal and carried away three of the girls to work on staging the Many A New Day song. The war continued.

That is, until that morning, when Agnes had been informed the Theater Guild directors, Helburn and Langner, threw their weight behind Mamoulian. Her tantrums. he’d complained to them, were too much to take. He quoted people who’d worked with her and confirmed that she was spoiled, insecure, a maddening, time-wasting perfectionist. Mamoulian had had enough. Hellman and Langer agreed. Agnes and her dancers were permanently banished to the men’s and women’s lounges in the Guild theater building. Or the splintery storeroom upstairs.

Lee Dixon said, “I knew something was wrong. Agnes can’t work that way, can she? Doesn’t anybody give a damn about her rehearsal space? Look, I guess I shouldn’t say this, but in my opinion if anything is going to carry this show, it’s the ballets. Have you seen them? I mean, really watched what Agnes is doing, especially with Laurey’s dream ballet? It’s sensational!”

“Hah,” Marty grunted, “take my advice, kid, and don’t let this fighting get to you. For my money Agnes de Mille is tough, she can work in the middle of the Gobi Desert. Give her the chance, I tell you she can direct a pas de deux in hell while at the same time having a screaming fight with the Devil.”

Jenny tried to reassure him. “Marty’s right. It’s wrong to treat Agnes that way, but I think Agnes could rehearse dancers anywhere. She’s that determined.”

She knew why Lee was edgy. He’d just gotten the break of a dancer’s lifetime and he was worried about it. During rehearsals of the number, Everything’s Up To Date In Kansas City in which his character, Will Parker, describes his trip to the big city, Lee was given the center of the stage to sing about the modern attractions he encountered there: telephones, automobiles, a burlesque house, and a brand new dance, the Two Step. Which, in the show, Will proceeds to demonstrate for Aunt Eller’s and a group of his friends’ benefit.

Following this, Will grabs Aunt Eller and, caught up in Rodgers’ lively ragtime tune, they do the new Kansas City Two Step together. Lee and veteran actress Betty Garde had worked out such a wild, engagingly funny routine that Agnes de Mille had a brainstorm. The piece was so good she wanted more. She ordered a stop in the rehearsal, making the cast wait while she worked out something new.

At the end of the Two-Step, Aunt Eller is forced to quit dancing because she’s “all tuckered out,” and falls into a chair. It seemed to Agnes was too abrupt, and she tinkered with the idea of Lee Dixon improvising a solo, accompanied by four of the other male dancers. His best dancing. Anything he chose to do.

“Here’s your chance for a virtuoso turn, Lee,” she’d told him. “Do your stuff.”

Do his stuff? Lee, who was somewhat overwhelmed, jumped at the idea. A solo in the show was his big break. Taking his cue from Dick Rodger’s rollicking ragtime music, he threw himself into a dance that had elements of ballet in the dazzling leaps and jumps, but was basically tap dancing that sizzled with youthful exuberance. Yet still managed to say cowboy loud and clear.

Agnes de Mille was ecstatic. The solo was sophisticated enough for Broadway but had American folk dance roots, her favorite mix. She was so inspired she could hardly write Lee’s improvisation down fast enough in her choreographer’s notes.

Now Lee said, “Jeez, I guess I have to rehearse in the men’s room, too. That’s a hell of a note.”

“Wait, see how it works out,” Jenny soothed him. “It might be all right for rehearsals. Besides, it’s all you can do.”

She’d finished making notes on the script about the “Oklahoma goodbye” bit between Will and Ado Annie, and put the pencil back in her purse. She knew Richard Rodgers had been watching them in the dark beyond the footlights. She wondered if he had overheard anything. If so, it didn’t matter, but the composer still had a way of making her uneasy.

Reuben Mamoulian came back, wanting to know if they’d run through the “Oklahoma Hello” stage business.

“I’m still practicing the ‘Persian goodbye,’ Reuben,” Marty told him. “It takes time, believe me, all this kissing is not easy.”

Mamoulian wasn’t in the mood for Marty’s humor. “Kiss—kiss? Is that what it will take, this scene? Hah! It will take a lot of something!” He crossed center stage and started down the stairs. “Hammerstein and I were discussing it yesterday. Right now, funny it is not.”

The Yiddish theater actor came down to the footlights. “Reuben, just how funny do you want us to make it?”

“First make it funny, Moishe,” the director’s voice came out of the darkened expanse of the theater. “Then I’ll tell you when to stop.”

Marty moved back to the work light. They exchanged glances. “Let’s start,” he told Jenny, “where Ali Hakim says he is leaving forever. Page one hundred twenty seven. I am calling myself a poor wandering gypsy, and I am saying goodbye reluctantly to Ado Annie. But the reluctance is a fake since the girl is not putting out anyway, and I am glad to get away from her shotgun-carrying father.”

Jenny had memorized the new dialogue; she didn’t have to look at the script. Lee Dixon thumbed rapidly through the pages.

“I tell you, darling Jenny,” Marty rumbled, “that I like Will Parker because he will make my Ado Annie happy, so go with him and have a good life. And then I tell you I will show you how we say goodbye in Persia.”

He began singing his Persian love song.

“This is my entrance,” Lee said, “I’m standing here looking stunned.” He paused as Marty swooped Jenny into his arms and slammed his mouth down on hers. “My God, I am stunned,” he said after a moment. “Marty, what the hell are you doing?”

The burly actor held Jenny tilted backward so that she was more or less immobile in his arms, her weight resting on one foot, the other extended fairly gracefully. She managed to gasp, “Yes, Marty, good grief, what are you doing?”

He didn’t answer. Marty recited his next line, that he was glad that Jenny, as Ado Annie, was going to marry such a wonderful man as Will Parker. That she deserved a fine man, and she’d got one.

Jenny pretended to see Lee Dixon, playing her intended groom, Will, for the first time. She blurted out to Will the explanation for the kiss, that the amorous peddler Ali Hakin was just saying “goodbye” in his own way.

Marty said to her under his breath, “Jenny. the kid’s half in love with you, haven’t you got eyes?”

She could only stare as he delivered his next line. Which was, that he wanted to say goodbye to Will, the cowboy, too. Lee, reading from the script, told him, “No you don’t. I just saw the last confounded ‘goodbye.’”

It was the cue for Marty to pat Will on the cheek, then pull the cowboy to his left side, Ado Annie to the other, so that he could put his arms around them and hold them. It took some juggling of scripts and coffee cups but finally Marty boomed, “I want you to promise to be good to her.” And to Ado, “And you be good to Will, my darling.”

His character craftily added that he was a friend of the family, now, wasn’t he? And he was entitled to wish Ado Annie another “Persian goodbye.” Jenny, fighting an attack of giggles, braced herself for the onslaught. Lee frowned at her.

Marty’s lines were “Here’s my ‘Persian goodbye,’ you lucky fellow. I wish she was marrying me instead of you.”

Will was supposed to watch Ali Hakim kiss Ado Annie with a mixture of confusion and suspicion. His line was a surly, “Don’t seem to make no difference.” But as Marty Levin swept Jenny into his arms for a second steamy kiss Lee whispered, “Hey, hold it down you two, willya?”

The embrace finally came to an end. Marty straightened up and let go of Jenny, who staggered slightly. His lines were: Back to the open road, still the lonely gypsy. He made his exit singing a snatch of the “Persian goodbye” song.

Lee, tightlipped, demanded of Jenny, “You ain’t going to think of that peddler anymore, are you?”

She was still choking back the urge to laugh. Lee didn’t have a crush on her, she was sure. Although he seemed put out with Marty’s attempt at stepping up the sex in the “Goodbye” scene.

“Of course not,” Ado Annie told Will, “I’d never think of no one less’n he’s with me!”

Lee was still in character. “Well then dadgummit, I’m never going to leave your side!”

Jenny half-turned, looking at him over her shoulder. Her next lines were that even if he never went away on a trip or anything, could he please, now and then, give her one of the ‘Persian goodbyes’?

They were at the close of the scene in the middle of Act Two. Ado Annie and her cowboy lover wind up their love story with a comedy blackout. Will regains his composure and confidence and bellows, “Persian goodbye? It ain’t nothin’ compared to a ‘Oklahoma hello’!

Jenny gasped as Lee pounced on her. God knows what had got into him, she thought dimly, but whatever it was, Marty had started it. The young dancer bent her so far over backwards that her hat fell off and her hair tumbled down, touching the floor. He flung one leg over her legs and bent over her. The next moment his mouth took hers, trembling a little. She felt his tongue caressing hers. A real kiss. She was too startled to struggle.

In the theater, one did not struggle at anything unexpected if one could help it. Still, it was hard not to react to Lee’s burning ardor. Perhaps, Jenny thought, Marty Levin was right.

When he pulled back, Lee’s blue eyes were right in hers, waiting for her final line.

 

ADO ANNIE

 

“Hello, Will!”

 

BLACKOUT

 

He pulled Jenny back up. When she was on her feet he bent over and retrieved her black velour pillbox. Jenny brushed off the crown of the hat and straightened out the nose veil, but did not put the hat back on.

“All right,” Reuben Mamoulian’s voice came to them from the outer darkness, “that was better, Jenny and Lee, I like some parts of it. Jenny darling, try not to look as though you’re being raped, will you? Where’s Marty? Lee is right on the mark, can Ali Hakim and Ado Annie be brought up to that level?”

“Marty Levin’s gone to the men’s lounge,” someone said from the wings.

There was a silence. Jenny looked a little apprehensively at Lee, who was biting his lip. The silence was deepest out in the darkened theater where the director and Dick Rodgers sat.

“To pee,” the same voice said with deliberate innocence. “Not to rehearse, Mr. Mamoulian. Marty’s gone to the men’s lounge to pee.”

 

At four o’clock rehearsals ended. Alfred Drake and Joan Roberts, the play’s Curley and Laurey, had taken up most of the afternoon working with Reuben Mamoulian staging their song People Will Say We’re In Love. Marty Levin, not sure that Mamoulian wouldn’t call them back for more work on the “Oklahoma Hello” scene, sat on the stairs to the dressing rooms reading War And Peace in the original Russian. Lee Dixon joined the cast’s marathon poker game at a card table in the wings with Howard da Silva, who was playing villain Judd Fry, and Ralph Biggs, who played Ado Annie’s father, and another actor, Owen Martin.

After the cast had been dismissed, the poker players, along with Marty Levin, left the Guild Theater building with Jenny. They tried to persuade her to go over to Toot’s Shor’s Restaurant for drinks but she begged off, as it was one of her nights at the Canteen.

She left the actors on Fifty Second Street and decided to walk down Broadway to west Forty Fourth. It was a good night for walking. The balmy weather was more like the Indian summer of September than the second week in November. Without the theater district’s electric lights, the early twilight was a purple-gray haze, smelling of streetside roasted chestnut stands and diesel exhaust. Broadway was full of people hurrying for the subways. The sidewalks were packed with servicemen and the occasional woman in uniform. In front of a hotel at Fiftieth Street the pavement was jammed with young navy officers, pilots from their gold winged insignia, unloading from taxicabs that were double parked in the rush hour traffic. Piles of luggage covered the sidewalk in front of the hotel. Several young officers turned to stare appreciatively as Jenny made her way through them. On the corner of 44th and Broadway, Jake’s newsstand was busy. She couldn’t see him as he was hidden behind a crowd of customers, but newspaper headlines trumpeted the landing of U.S. troops in North Africa, where Jake had feared for weeks that his son, Anthony, was headed. As Jenny turned into Forty Fourth Street it was apparent there was no line waiting in front of the canteen.

She soon found out why.

“Ah, thank God you’re here, Miss Rose,” Charlie Hanrahan told her as he let her in. “Mrs. Bennett was hoping you’d come in early. Things are in a bit of an uproar.”

Noise from the basement room blared up at them. “What’s going on, Charlie? We’re not open, are we?”

“Well, we are and we aren’t.” The veteran stage doorman was almost wringing his hands. “We’ve only got an hour before we open and look at this. The movie people are here, and the committee didn’t expect them until next week. They said they wanted to film a scene from the Canteen movie today. Some of the board members had to rush over to take charge. Mr. Lunt is here and so is Miss Helen Hayes.” He kept talking as he followed her down the steps. “Then the movie people saw the servicemen what was lined up waiting outside, and they said they were going to bring them in to use as extras. They also brought some English sailors from the Royal Navy Club. That’s what they’re filming, a scene here in the canteen with English sailors. And an English singer, Miss Gracie Fields. British music hall star. Do you know her?”

“I’ve heard of her,” Jenny said, and stepped into the basement room.

“They’re not really supposed to be here. It’s going to be a mess, shooting a movie tonight nobody expected. You can’t count on a thing around here, Miss Rose,” he complained.

“No you can’t,” Jenny agreed.

 


 

NINE

 

When Jenny got home she showered, put on a nightgown, picked up a tablet of writing paper and a pen, and crawled into bed.

She wrote:

Thursday morning at 1:45 a.m.

 

Dearest Brad, my darling, incomparable husband,

I know the hour is ungodly and I have an early call at the theater in the morning to go over the Persian Goodbye/Oklahoma Hello scene which is driving us all mad (more about that later), but I had to write. What a wonderful, lovely surprise to find a letter from you in the mailbox when I picked up my mail down in the lobby. That is, wonderful and terrible! Wonderful to hear from you after that stupendously long call of Monday night which must have sent your telephone bill skyrocketing. And horrible because of what you tell me. Oh God, please don’t tell me you are going overseas! I hope the rumors are WRONG and that ISPD is not going to follow General Wedemeyer’s staff to London. Brad darling, I don’t want you in London! I know it’s bad form to have hysterics, the government tells everyone that we have to support our loved ones with a stiff upper lip and all that stuff, but I’m not blind. The newspapers describe the bombing in England as horrendous. I could sit down on the floor and scream and weep. I can just hear you saying, “Now Jen, you know that’s not going to do any good.” Nevertheless, I count my blessings every day that you are not in a combat company. I don’t think I could live or work with the thought of you in a bomber, or fighting with a bazooka, or in a tank division like Jake’s son. You remember Jake, who runs theatre district newsstand at the corner of Broadway and Forty-Fourth. Poor man, he doesn’t know where his son Anthony is, but thinks it’s North Africa, so I know he must be suffering.

Meanwhile I am hoping and praying that, as you say, there’s the possibility ISPD will be at a base somewhere in the English countryside. Or even as far away as Scotland or Wales. That I will pray for immediately. And keep praying. I want you away from the bombs, that’s not unreasonable, is it? I can’t help it, I am clutching at straws. I am as desperate about your not going overseas as all the poor women I meet every once in a while who rail against the Army or the Navy or whatever military arm, because there is no escaping the inevitable cruelty of “orders.” Now it’s happened to me, that the war will scoop up my husband and carry him away to some foreign battlefield. Oh Brad, what will I do without you? Why haven’t I taken the train to Washington to be with you every weekend!! You can’t know how much I blame myself for not pulling up stakes, leaving theater work entirely, and going to live with you somehow. I know, don’t say it again, please. That there’s no space to be had in Washington for love or money, and you do have a roommate, etc. I am drowning in frustration—somehow I know we could have done better. Now it’s too late. We could have slept in Union Station. We could have spent the night on a park bench in front of the Lincoln Memorial. I miss you so much—just to touch you, to kiss you, to hold you. Did you ever think I would want you, need you, this much?

I’ll stop. Darling, I’ll stop. I realize this is not doing you any good. I should help you more and this is not being helpful, is it? I will change the subject. I will think of something funny.

Here’s something anyway: I found out today from our set designer Lem Ayers that Richard Rodgers and Ockie originally considered Groucho Marx for the role of Ali Hakim, the peddler. When I told Marty Levin he was vastly amused, as they say in Dickens. At least Marty said he was vastly amused. We agreed neither of us could picture Groucho as Ali, the Persian peddler, slouching about the stage wagging his eyebrows at me. Although as Marty said (with his own version of the eyebrow wagging schtick), it was something to think about.

Lem Ayers also confided that our teen-age, former-child-star-now-Hollywood-starlet Shirley Temple had been considered for Laurey. (The female lead, in case you’ve forgotten the details of your wife’s current employment.) I think we are all relieved that Richard Rodgers and the Theater Guild didn’t hire Groucho and Shirley. I didn’t ask Lem who had been considered as a possible Ado Annie. Besides me, that is. My actor’s ego makes me like to think I was their first and only choice. I really don’t want to know.

Dearest Brad, oh how I need to lean my head on your shoulder! My ‘life upon the wicked stage’ is in something of a mess. Things are not going smoothly (she said with a sigh). Not only has there been a dreadful Greek chorus offstage (drama critics, gossip columnists, Winchell, et al) prophesying the downfall of Away We Go, but there is more than the usual share of nerves and unhappiness among the cast. Everyone knows musicals are always tough to put together; dance directors and music directors and composers and playwrights will erupt and scream and rant, bless their hearts, and the director has to be a genius with a steely will to pull it off. You know, because I’ve told you, that Reuben and Agnes de Mille do battle at every rehearsal. I’m not exaggerating. I think it’s wearing us all down. And it doesn’t help with other problems waiting to be fixed. Like this afternoon, when we had an exasperating but sort of hilarious run through of the damned Persian Goodbye scene. I need—Marty and Lee do, too—to get Reuben to decide what he and Richard Rodgers (because Dick is the one really running things) want from the Ali Hakim-Ado Annie-Will subplot. You know my part of Ado Annie was changed from the rather pathetic fat girl in the original play, but no one seems to be able to say what she is now. Reuben seems to think we are letting it “evolve.” Which is another way of saying the burden’s on me. In the script Ado herself says that the year before she was a beanpole and nobody even looked at her. But now that she’s suddenly “filled out” all the boys are chasing after her. And because she says she can’t seem to help herself, she chases back. It’s this part that has me up a wall.

I’m sure when Ockie wrote that line he thought it was very touching and explained everything, but actually that only happens to girls when they are thirteen or fourteen (the “filling out” part that is). At the latest fifteen or sixteen. I am almost afraid to ask Ockie Hammerstein how old Ado Annie really is. We seem to be feeling our way through some changes that don’t make much sense and Marty and Will agree, although lately they seem to be backing away a little from my disgruntlement. But Lee Dixon, poor boy, is not much better off. His part of Will, the shy cowboy who loves Ado, is brand new. Will wasn’t in the original play at all. Lee does have a wonderful break, though: Agnes gave him a solo to improvise—well, partly improvise because everybody knows Agnes is going to put her imprint on everything—in the Everything’s Up To Date In Kansas City number, and everyone says what he does with the dance—a tap routine to a ragtime tune—is marvelous. Today was a little bit awful, though, because the three of us worked on a run-through of the Persian Goodbye in which Ali the peddler wants just one more smooch, right there in front of Will, before he leaves.

It was the same old problem for me: Ado Annie is sexy enough to attract Will and Ali Hakim, but she acts like an idiot. And I don’t mean wacky blonde. I could play that. As Ockie has her currently written, she is so contradictory I’m still trying to find the right nuance. Reuben isn’t happy, either; he sits out there in the darkened theater and frowns. Today he said, when I got kissed by Marty and Lee, that I acted like I was being raped. He apparently thinks I’m too standoffish. So Marty decided to help out. (I don’t really need Marty’s help, he’s like Til Eulenspiegel the prankster, leaving havoc in his merry wake.) Marty’s idea of being helpful was to grab me and proceed to give me a Persian Goodbye kiss that would have been banned in Boston if we’d been playing there. It also made Lee oddly sullen. He would barely speak to me.

I understand Lee told Rodgers and Hammerstein when he auditioned for the show that he had a problem with alcohol, but that he had it under control. Of course they hired him for Will, he’s so boyishly good-looking and a marvelous dancer. But when you get up close to somebody in a kissing scene you find out right away. Lee may have his problem under control but he’s still drinking. It was pretty strong. That’s so worrisome, because he’s such a young, winning guy, and Agnes has just given him his big break with his solo.

The outcome of the rehearsal of the Persian goodbye scene was that no one was particularly happy except Marty, but Reuben let it stand. He didn’t dismiss us, either, but went on to rehearse Alfred Drake and Joanie Roberts for the rest of the afternoon. We sat around, Marty read one of his books and Lee joined the poker game, and at four o’clock we all went home. I decided to walk down Broadway from the Theater Guild building to the canteen on Forty-Fourth. It was a fine evening to take a walk. I can’t say “stroll” because the sidewalks are too crowded in midtown these days, balmy and soft and with that particular lavender twilight that the city sometimes has now because the lights are out. Thanksgiving is coming, and store decorations are out, even a lot of Christmas displays. I can’t get over how early Christmas things are put out. Next year I fully expect they will come out right after Halloween!

I thought of you, of course, as all the men in uniform passed by, and I couldn’t help but see how much we have all changed, how the city has changed. New York has such a feeling of electricity in the air, in the throngs of people in the streets, the wartime brownout. Last week about a dozen or so of the cast went out for drinks and one of the dancers began an argument about the beneficial effects of a major war. How it stimulated discovery, or at least rapid development, of all sorts of things. Like airplanes, for instance, and radio, and I suppose the crossbow if one wants to go that far back. I really couldn’t accept in the hot discussion that followed, the idea that a devastating war has a good side. But I must admit last night walking down Broadway one could sense the energy, it’s all through us like an invisible high voltage. You can feel it, see it, it seems to penetrate the very air. It’s as though we are mobilized, energized in our cause like a giant beast. I think of an American dragon, flexing its muscles for the great effort to come. Dearest, does this sound silly? I am certainly not a poet in spite of these flights of words and ideas you have to put up with, and not much of a letter writer, I’m sorry to say, even when I am writing to my husband and can say pretty much what I want. Or at least I feel that way. But if there are positive forces like those things that fly around in the atmosphere that you have explained to me—eons? Ions? (Well, I am an actress, not a scientist. You can fall off your chair laughing.) They were there last night in Manhattan. You can’t help but feel that our souls and spirits are in this conflict, we are just breathing out power and mighty will. It means we are going to win this terrible war.

Eventually, of course, I got to the canteen. I was on the schedule. They let you know they are so put out when you cancel. But believe me, the Canteen was not exactly what I needed after an afternoon wrestling with Ado Annie. It was chaos. The film crew had come in to film a segment of the Canteen movie, and they hadn’t given anyone proper notice. Members of the board of governors who could be rounded up in a hurry rushed right over. It turned out it was Gracie Field’s schedule the film people were trying to accommodate. The British music hall star was supposed to fly out to Toronto for a war relief benefit show or something that very evening, and it had to be done right then. You’ve heard me talk about The Movie, haven’t you? The Canteen has decided to give permission, after great controversy and debate, because it was argued that after all it has the radio show, Stage Door Canteen, so making a movie might seem like overdoing it. But in the end the board of governors decided making a movie about the Canteen was just more testimony to the theater world’s absolute, unswerving patriotism. And that viewpoint carried the day.

I suppose so, but I can tell you this evening was an odd footnote to all the above, I really have mixed feelings. So, surprisingly, do some of the staff. First of all, it disrupted everything, the film crew had trouble getting the cameras and big lights and miles of cables into what is, after all, a rather cramped basement. They came in through the alley, then the kitchen, and everything had to be dragged out of the way to let them through. We have been told most of the film will be shot elsewhere, probably at a film studio on Long Island, which is a relief, but that some scenes will take place in the canteen with real life members of the Allied forces. They had asked for a group of British sailors from the Royal Navy Club, which is sort of the Brits’ own canteen, but then they brought all the others waiting outside in to the canteen to act as extras. Everyone sat down at tables, the hostesses on hand put on their striped aprons and tried to look happy, and there was a small band to accompany Miss Fields, although I believe someone said the actual music for the scene is to be dubbed at some later date. And then—oh then, darling Brad, Gracie Fields, this British music hall star, sang a song especially tailored for “our” part of the war. Something about the Yanks (that’s us) are now shooting down the Japs and chasing them from island to island somewhere. Gracie came to the edge of the canteen stage, with British sailors arranged sitting at her feet, and sang this bouncy, wonderful ditty, and I confess I didn’t know what to make of it. Certainly the other hostesses standing with me had the same reaction. The refrain rendered by Miss Fields was unforgettable. Something like—Rat-a-tat-tat, Johnny Yank is getting his Japs! Accompanied by gestures of holding a machine gun and spraying bullets from side to side. All of us standing in the back were positively mesmerized, it was all so jolly. I got the strange idea that Gracie Fields’ number was very ‘First World War.’ You know, patriotic, campfire-style songs that everybody sang then and still sing, like “K-k-k-katy” and “Over There.” Wasn’t “Over There” the song with the line ‘the Yanks are coming, the drums are drumming,’ and so on? Well, there was Gracie bouncing around (I think she was on the stage in World War One, I swear I do) in that English musical hall style that always sounds as though they haven’t got the voice to sing but somehow manage to, with her ditty about the Yanks shooting Japs, rat-a-tat-tat, holding her arms out like she’s holding a submachine gun. And there are the Brit sailors sitting at her feet smiling very politely. Some of them are from ships that have been terribly shot up and have barely managed to put into American ports for repairs. Bless them, they watched Gracie Fields jumping around so jolly, singing about mowing down little yellow Japs with her machine gun and they never batted an eyelash. Ann Bennett said something to the effect that it would undoubtedly all look better in the final film. So when the film crew had taken their final shot and started dismantling the gear, we moved away to go about our various duties. Which, last night, included staying out of the way of our wonderful Madame X on one of her visits to the kitchen.

I’ve told you about Madame X, haven’t I? You may remember her as the unforgettable star of stage and silent screen who raised such a big fuss in the press when she defied the terms of her film contract to have her wonder baby. Remember all those photographs of Wonder Baby in the hospital just a few days old, and Wonder Baby on his tricycle, growing up? Well, he’s grown now, and somewhere in England as a pilot with the Eighth Air Force. Madame X, who is as beautiful as ever, comes into the canteen to wash dishes and scrub the floors and clean out the garbage cans. This is nothing she’s assigned to. Ordinarily George Kanarakis would have a fit if any volunteer mucked around with his kitchen or his garbage cans. But poor Madame X seems to be doing some sort of weird penance. I suppose that’s right, there’s no other way to explain it—for the safety of her son in this terrible war. The canteen staff watches as those delicate white hands with their fabulous diamond rings wield the scrub brush in the dirtiest places. (I secretly think George saves the worst garbage cans for her.) Poor lady, she is breaking our hearts. On the other hand, someone said it was probably better that she does come in to do all this. Little Elise, the junior hostess who always seems to be around, pays her special attention and talks sympathetically to her in German. Yes, Madame X has been a staunch anti-Nazi since Hitler first came to power. Now you know who.

Oh yes, in the mail tonight along with your letter there is a communication addressed to me from the New York City war housing board. All the papers about the extra room in the apartment have been processed and forwarded to the Seamen’s Church Institute, an ancient charitable institution for sailors run by the Episcopal Church, now handling war housing for same. And they have an applicant. Not a military person in the sense one would think of them, I gather, but someone who operates oil tankers and freighters and so forth, what the newspapers describe as the ‘vital lifeline of this war.’ In this case a member of the British Merchant Navy. Housing is desperately needed, would I care to interview him, they want to know. He is Captain David Griffiths and he requires a place for somewhat less than two months. His ship is in New York for repairs, the lady on the telephone said, and it turns out the ship carrying spare boilers or something to New York was sunk, so he’s stuck until another ship can bring replacements for the replacements. Unforeseen delays. So I guess I now have a roomer. Darling Brad, rejoice in the thought that we have now officially done our patriotic duty, or at least part of it, in taking in sea-going Captain Griffiths. I hope the war housing board gives us a certificate of some sort. I want to frame it and hang it for after the war.

I love you and miss you. I won’t whine. I just want you to know that I think of you every moment, especially now. Don’t go overseas.

 

All my love, always,

Jen.

 

bokmark:Epigraph

 

From my mother’s sleep I fell into the State,

And I hunched in its belly till my wet fur froze.

Six miles from earth, loosed from its dream of life,

I woke to black flack and the nightmare fighters.

When I died they washed me out of the turret with a hose.

 

—Randall Jarrell,

“Death Of A Ball Turret Gunner”

 


 

TEN

 

“Watch your step,” the WAAC corporal said, guiding Lt. Malcolm Sandover around a section of the floor portioned off with wooden boards resting on bricks. “The construction people spilled some acid here yesterday and it damaged the stone, I think it’s marble. They say they have to come back and replace all of it.” She gestured toward the hallway ahead of them lined, for the most part, with identical doors. “I just know it’s going to be beautiful when they get through, but it’s kind of spooky right now. This section is supposed to be the front of the finished building, although it’s hard to tell, really, from the overall shape, isn’t it? People are already complaining about getting lost. Have you heard the newspapers are calling this the Pentagon?”

“You’re right, it’s hard to find your way around,,” Sandover responded politely, “but it’s better than where we were before. Our unit, ISPD, is on the ground floor now, but when the Air Force first moved us in here they assigned us to a place in the second basement.”

“My goodness, I didn’t know there was such a thing as a second basement.” The little WAAC corporal turned into another corridor where the welcome sounds of human life, the clicking of typewriters, came to them. “I suppose that’s another level down?”

“I guess you would call it a sub-basement,” Malcolm Sandover said, looking around. He’d never been on the third floor of “A” building, the first to be built in the military’s giant complex. It was a truly a labyrinth in various stages of construction: some of the offices at the end of the hall were without doors, and there were sections of marble flooring waiting to be put down that were marked off, like the other area, with boards resting on bricks. “It’s impressive, though. This will be a damned big place when it’s finished.”

“Yes, well, it does take some getting used to,” the WAAC said. ‘It’s still better, though, than where General Arnold’s aides were before, in the old Munitions Building. There has to be a big improvement when the army and navy are in one place and not scattered in government buildings all over Washington. How did you make out down there in the basement? Were any of the elevators working?”

“Fire stairs,” he told her. “The elevators are not in yet. We used four flights of fire stairs, down two levels. One member of our office staff is claustrophobic, it was pretty hard on her. We understand now the sub basements are going to be used for bomb shelters.”

Privately, Lieutenant Sandover was still wondering why he’d been assigned a guide to the third floor of “A” section and the offices of an aide attached to Air Force General Hap Arnold’s staff. Although he was glad to get the assistance of a WAAC escort. All his prior experience had shown him that when the army sent you someplace it did so with only the vaguest instructions on how to get there, if that much, and let you stumble around on your own until you found out, sometimes by accident, sometimes by sheer luck, where you were supposed to be. If you were late, or couldn’t find the place at all, it was your fault and punishment was doled out accordingly.

“Even if it is enormous,” the WAAC corporal said, opening a door with a small file card, skewered to it by a thumbtack, that said LT. COLONEL MARCUS SINGLETARY, USAAF GEN. STAFF, “it’s going to be a lot better than having the war department scattered in buildings all over Washington. I don’t see how anybody managed ‘til now.”

The floor of the room inside was filled with unopened cardboard file boxes stacked one on top of each other, in places waist-high, and two oak desks. One desk was covered with miscellaneous office equipment that looked as though it had just recently been dumped there. A chunky man in the uniform of an Army Air Force Master Sergeant sat at the other. As Sandover came in and the WAAC corporal excused herself, the sergeant said brusquely and perhaps somewhat unnecessarily, “Watch the boxes, sir. We’re just moving in.”

“I’ll watch them,” Sandover said. “I’m Lieutenant Sandover from Major Haller’s ISPD office, and—”

“I know who you are, sir,” the chief interrupted him.

As Sandover moved between the cardboard files, the other got up. “If you’ll just wait here a moment, sir. We don’t have our intercom hooked up yet. I’ll go in and tell Colonel Singletary you’re here.”

It only took a moment. There was the sound of voices from the inner office and then the chief reappeared, holding the door open.

Sandover told himself he hadn’t known what to expect. Some senior career officer most probably, West Point command-staff bureaucratic type with rimless eyeglasses and a starchy manner; they were all over Washington. But what he saw behind the desk was the tense, sharp young face of a light colonel who appeared to be not a day over twenty-six.

Make that twenty-four, Sandover told himself. And there was something wrong with the face. The expressionless overlay of some recent injury and subsequent surgical repair had pared the nostrils thin and too wide open, and the skin over the cheekbones a strange glossy white. The left eye had a tight, minimal lower eyelid. His gaze dropped down to the hand that rested on the desk blotter, fingers tapping impatiently, and saw that the back was covered with a graft of glazed skin. The fingernails were small, deformed fragments that appeared to be in the process of growing back. Above the array of truly impressive decoration ribbons on the left breast of Lieutenant Colonel Marcus Singletary’s uniform that included the DFC, the Air Medal, and Asiatic-Pacific ribbon with a few stars, were gold Senior Pilot’s Wings. The eyes, he noted with something of a start, were glaring at him fiercely.

Belatedly, Lieutenant Malcolm Sandover remembered to come to attention and salute. The other continued to glare. “At ease,” the child colonel barked. “Well, lieutenant, what did you do before they let you into the army?” His voice was truculent. “It says here that you worked for the Saint Louis Post-Dispatch. Does that mean you were a reporter or something?”

“I was a sports editor, sir.” Malcolm looked around for a chair, and decided against it. With a certain amount of caution he said, “I guess you could call that a sort of reporter.”

“Sports editor?” the other repeated, scowling. The scarred hand shuffled through a pile of papers in what appeared to be an unsatisfactory search for something. “What kind of sports? You mean baseball, golf, boxing, that sort of stuff? Did you ever meet Babe Ruth?”

“Once,” Malcolm admitted. “He was pretty drunk.”

The other shot him a look. “Drunk?”

“It was at a Yankees baseball team press party.” He felt obliged to add, “The Babe wasn’t the only one.”

“Hmmm. Sit down, I told you ‘at ease,’ didn’t I? You meet anybody else? You meet Joe di Maggio?”

“Once or twice.” Malcolm Sandover pulled up a chair and sat down in it, arranging his long, lanky frame carefully, knees between another file carton and the side of the desk. “Nice guy. Very reserved. Although it is said he does well with the ladies.”

“Hmm,” the lieutenant colonel said again, fixing Sandover with his sharp black stare. He abruptly dropped his head, turning his attention again to the pile of papers before him. “I never was much interested in sports,” he observed. “Too busy fooling with airplanes.”

There was a silence while the lieutenant colonel’s left hand rummaged again through the papers, now pretty well scattered across his desk. “Well, anyway, lieutenant,” he said, “you have the information forwarded to you about the Cincy Gal crew, so all you have to do is report on any loose strings you might think need to be tied up. Sergeant Stoll outside is working on the TDY and all the rest of the stuff, and it should be ready by the time you report to Andrews today to fly out.” He leaned back and glowered at him. “Any questions?”

Malcolm Sandover realized from the other’s words that the Army Air Force was assigning him to temporary duty—TDY—to as he understood it, to fly out of Bolling Air Force Base there in the Washington area, probably that very day. Unfortunately, a lot that the lieutenant colonel seemed to assume had happened had, apparently, not happened. He could see that it was his duty as non-career Army, a non-pilot, and worst of all, newspaper sports writer from the suspect world of lurid journalism, to somehow clear up everything.

He struggled to phrase the problem in the most diplomatic terms he could think of. If such a thing was possible. It was not easy to tell a light colonel that it looked as though some of his unit’s paperwork had gone astray for some reason, and at that nobody in ISPD, much less Lieutenant Malcolm Sandover, who had now been summoned to his office, had any idea what he was talking about. Of course, that was providing the air combat veteran-child was in any mood to listen.

Malcolm was about to begin when Singletary placed his other arm, at the end of which was a formidable-looking prosthesis resembling a movable metal claw, on top of one pile of papers to hold them down, and began to sort them out.

“Sir,” Malcolm said, trying not to sound as momentarily distracted as he felt, “I regret to say have not seen any paperwork on the matter you’re referring to. Nor, I would think it safe to say, has Major Haller. That is, when Major Haller told me to report to your office the only message was that someone here on General Arnold’s staff wished me to report at once. The subject was unspecified.” He watched with some fascination as the appliance that functioned as Lieutanant Colonel Singletary’s right hand sorted through the papers on the desk, deftly seized a folder, and opened it. “In fact,” Malcolm went on, “I have to say the order from General Arnold’s office was unexpected because Major Haller’s unit, which is designated Air Force Information and Special Planning, had just recently been transferred under temporary orders to Colonel Wedemeyer’s Projects Planning Division. So for one of us to be called to report back to Air Force staff was—uh, I guess you could say, out of the ordinary.”

The officer across the desk could hardly wait for him to finish. “Yeah, yeah,” he said irritably, “don’t go on and on about it, will you? It’s mainly Brigadier Campbell’s request, he had the Cincy Gal crew when he ran gunnery school in Orlando. According to the brigadier they’re the hottest little sons of a bitches that ever climbed into a B-17. Besides, they’ve raised a lot of money for war bonds. Newspapers all over the country are crazy about them.”

“Yes,” Malcolm ventured, “I saw the photos of the medals ceremony at the White House. Too bad the pilot is still in the hospital.”

The lieutenant colonel bristled. “Yeah well, the pilot catches hell, that’s his job. But we’ve still got the navigator and the bombardier, and the two gunners. The Navy had Colin Kelly at the beginning of the war, they built him up big, all that ‘suicide run’ stuff. They got a lot of mileage out of one of their pilots at a time when we were getting our asses whipped in the Philippines and people needed to hear we had a bona fide hero on our side. But the Navy hasn’t got anything like the Cincy Gal team. They’re outstanding.”

The arm with the mechanical device had found what he wanted. It laid a labeled folder before him. “That’s part of the problem,” he said, scowling down at it. “The public likes the Cincy Gal crew a lot, but to look at it from one standpoint, there’s not much to brag about. High altitude bombers like the Cincy Gal didn’t hit a thing at Midway, it was dive bombers. And the dive bombers caught on that they had to come in low and lay it right on the deck like they did on the Hiryu. Of course the losses were heavy that way, but hell, the torpedo bombers were worse. They not only got zero hits, but when they let their fish go, too many of them ran around in circles. This is not a good way to spend the taxpayers’ money. The public doesn’t want to hear about defective torpedoes, there are a lot of people out there working in defense plants whose sons and husbands are fighting this war, and they damned well want to hear that things work.”

The lieutenant colonel gave Sandover another dark look, but he only nodded. He couldn’t say he disagreed.

“The glitch,” the other continued, “is that even before things got started the Cincy Gal had engine failure. They lost number two engine and had to fall behind. In the meantime their group had been over the designated area and dropped their bombs and were headed back again. Glitch number two, when the Cincy Gal finally got to where they thought they were supposed to be, they encountered heavy undercast—there was fog all over that part of the Pacific June Fourth, even the Japs didn’t know where they were. So they estimated they were on target over the Jap fleet and saw a clear spot in the undercast and dropped their bombs. Right then it started clearing out good under them and there they were, at about four thousand feet, and within range of a bunch of Zero fighters off the Jap carriers. They started taking casualties, the Zeros were armed with twenty millimeter cannon with exploding shells. One came into the cockpit and killed the copilot and tore up the pilot pretty bad. He did a helluva job getting that plane back, but now he’s still laid up. Both waist gunners were killed taking another exploding shell in the middle of the plane, and then this ball turret gunner comes up out of his hole and takes over both waist guns, running back and forth from one side to the other shooting down four Jap Zeros all by himself.

“You know what they say about the B-17’s, don’t you?” Before Malcolm could answer, he went on, “They say that crate will stay in the air like nothing else. Flying Fortress bombers can be shot all to hell and still make it home, they’ve got that kind of reputation. When the Zeros ran out of fuel and turned back to their carriers, the Cincy Gal crawled back to Midway with one engine dead, major damage in the waist, a gas tank with a direct hit, no radio, and the oxygen system blasted all to hell. And with one dead co-pilot and radio operator, two dead waist gunners and an engineer with his hand blown off.”

“Jesus,” Malcolm Sandover murmured.

“Glitch number three,” the lieutenant colonel went on, “is what we have is this whole scenario is basically a case of a broken down airplane taking defensive action against enemy attackers while trying to get back to base. And not a story of a victory in any military sense. Unless you credit that a very expensive piece of bomber equipment was saved so it could fly again. Which, considering the current shortage of aircraft of all types, is not a matter to be overlooked. However,” he said, consulting the folder again, “policy says right now there is an urgent need to tell the American public about simple but profound acts of heroism that best exemplify the indomitable spirit of the American fighting man. Specifically, the crew of the Cincy Gal. General Arnold thinks they are a fine bunch, he likes everything they’ve done so far, including the presentation ceremony at the White House and the newspaper interviews and the newsreels. So does General Marshall. And the commander-in-chief, they tell me, is a big fan. So it doesn’t matter what the Cincy Gal crew think they did, or what they think they didn’t do, and what they shoot off their mouths about. There will be a continuing effort to keep things right and regulation, Air Force-style.”

There was a pause. The lieutenant colonel directed his fierce gaze at Malcom. Who had been reflecting the burned face and hands were probably acquired in the Western Pacific at a time when a handful of P-40 fighters out of the Philippines were kept in the air with spit, baling wire and the determination of a bunch of flying lunatics. And who, there being no use to throw themselves into suicidal combat against the Japanese and waste what precious equipment there was still airborne, flew reconnaissance again and again out of Bataan and then Corregidor to confirm what everybody already knew: that they were overwhelmed.

When the collapse came they evacuated in their outmoded crates in one last act of defiance. Not that the Japs wanted the worn-out, obsolete U.S. aircraft that these heroes had flown to glory; it was the spirit of the thing! That any of them had managed to survive at all. And that they weren’t going to let the Japs have a barely-flying scrap of anything.

The silence, Sandover realized belatedly, was his cue to say something. “That’s understood, sir.” He was beginning to get a glimmer of what this was all about. “Ah—good public relations are invaluable.”

The lieutenant colonel’s chin jerked up. “The air force doesn’t have public relations. Information services are what the air force has, plain information, no bullshit, just information! What we’re dealing with here are national heroes, veterans of air combat against Jap Zeros during one of the most critical battles of this man’s war. Everybody’s proud of them. Even the president of the United States. Especially the president! If the crew get a little loosey goosey after a few beers and sound off about classified information, it’s what many of them do at one time or another, believe me.”

“Yes, sir,” Malcolm said, “I understand that.” Like most newspapermen he regarded the field of public relations with distaste and was somewhat irritated to think he might be giving the impression of recommending or even defending it.

“Perhaps ‘public relations’ was not the right phrase,” he offered. “It was just a way of saying...”

“Officer from First Army Headquarters in New York,” the lieutenant colonel interrupted, shuffling among the papers again. “Here it is, MacElsmore, Second Lieutenant MacElsmore, First Army HQ information officer. He says the ball turret gunner, Struhbeck, is the hardhead. Likes to fight. Not a problem drinker yet but when he has a few, needs handling.”

While the lieutenant colonel took a moment to read the paper and refresh his memory, Lieutenant Sandover could put two and two together and could guess what was coming.

“The crew’s on two weeks’ home leave,” the other said from behind the paper, “then they report back to New York for reassignment. They’ll be broken up as a unit and shipped out. Air combat veterans are high priority in England right now. Struhbeck went home to some place outside Midland, Texas. He had a chief from First Army HQ assigned to him to keep things straight, make appointments, keep him in line, but the chief had a recurrence of the belly trots he picked up in the Western Pacific, and had to go into the hospital at Davis Air Force Base. Struhbeck’s hometown threw a big parade, which I gather he didn’t particularly object to, and gave him newspaper interviews and appearances on local radio stations for a couple of hundred miles around. Then Washington started getting queries from Texas media about B-17 performance, dive bombers at Midway and so forth, that appeared to be in conflict with earlier Air Force releases about those items.” He put the paper down on the desk and said abruptly, “Nevermind all that, lieutenant, it’s in the folder Sergeant Stoll will have ready for you before you hop your transportation.”

“Sir,” Malcolm began.

“USAAF likes your work very much, Sandover,” the lieutenant colonel went on. “Tell me, is a position paper what I think it is? It’s about time we had a comeback for those Brits. They can double-talk the arms off a brass monkey. I understand you’re a very popular type at HQ these days.”

“I don’t know,” Malcom said, uncomfortably, “if anybody anywhere has read any position papers or whether there’s even been a top level meeting. Besides, if you don’t mind my saying so, isn’t the solution to your problem to cancel Struhbeck’s leave and get him back to New York?”

From the look on the lieutenant colonel’s face Sandover knew that although his forthright approach would have seen him in good stead in a newspaper editorial meeting, such tactics were not often welcomed in the military.

“Lieutenant, the Army Air Force doesn’t want to make an incident where none exists, you understand that?” The lieutenant colonel’s scarred face looked notably irritated. “Nobody’s going to get their leave cancelled. Nobody’s going to get yanked back to New York. The general of the air force has an idea you could assist the Cincy Gal crew by accompanying Sgt. Struhbeck during the rest of his home leave, while gathering material for some sort of newspaper story or magazine article on him. Sgt. Struhbeck is a decorated war hero, USAAF staff believes you would have plenty of good, positive material. You could write all of it up and submit it through proper Air Force channels to Texas newspapers and radio stations. To sort of round out the picture and correct any misapprehensions on the part of the American public about what our air force personnel might have said.”

It was Malcolm Sandover’s turn to stare. He couldn’t believe it, but the Air Force intended to send him to Texas to baby sit some errant B-17 crew member who had, he gathered, been shooting his mouth off about what the Air Force considered to be sensitive issues , like B-17s with broken down motors. It was difficult to regard all this as earth-shaking, but apparently USAAF did. General Arnold, or somebody close to him, he gathered, was sufficiently fond of his work on the position papers to issue an order assigning him this little dilly. That writing position papers had very little to do with chaperoning a fractious decorated war hero, was apparently not very important.

Feeling somewhat desperate, he tried another tack. “Sir, my group, ISPD, has been alerted to a coming transfer to the European theater. It could happen at any minute. I’m sure Major Haller—”

“If they leave,” Lieutenant Colonel Singletary said tersely, “you’ll catch up with them. Your group hasn’t been formally designated anyway. Your classification is going to be changed when you go over to Tactical Planning. I’ll have a copy of your briefing down to your office within the hour. Don’t leave without it.”

“Yes, sir,” Malcolm told him. He stood up and after a moment’s pause remembered to salute.

The lieutenant colonel was reading his papers again and did not look up. “Yes, dismissed.” However, as he reached the door the other called to him. “Lieutenant,” Lieutenant Colonel Singletary wanted to know, “you ever interview Joe Louis?”

Without turning, Sandover said, “Yes, nice big colored guy, very quiet. Very nice manners.”

There was a silence. He left, carefully shutting the door.

The telephone rang at eleven thirty, when Dina was in the kitchen fixing cocoa. Her parents were upstairs listening to the radio and getting ready to go to bed, but her mother called down as though she knew right away who it was for. “Bernadine, who’s calling at this time of night? Don’t answer it!”

“It’s only Angie, Ma,” she called back.

She was pretty sure it was her cousin. Angela always had some urgent thing, at least in Angie’s mind it was urgent, that she had to talk about, usually at night. As Dina’s relation on the Italian side of the family—that is, her mother’s sister’s daughter—she was family and allowed late evening calls. Although eleven thirty was pretty late, even for Ange.

At the same time the phone rang in the downstairs hallway Dina’s Uncle George, who lived with them to be near his defense job on Long Island, came out of the living room where he was reading his detective novels. Dina waved him away, mouthing, It’s only Angela.

She carried the phone on its long cord into the kitchen, knowing that Angie’s calls could last for an hour or more depending on the problem, usually men Angie was dating, and sat down at the kitchen table.

“Yeah, Ange,” she said, lifting the receiver.

First, there was a burst of loud music. It sounded like a jukebox, and the song was Rose of San Antone. Bar music. It continued in the background, almost drowning out the furious voice that, skipping Hello or identifying itself or any other form of civil greeting, blared in her ear, “Why did you give that son of a bitch Weathersley your telephone number?”
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Dina couldn’t speak for a moment.

“I asked you for your telephone number,” the voice rushed on, “and you wouldn’t give it to me, remember? But when my back is turned you give it to Weathersley! What in the hell did you do that for? You know how that made me feel? He hasn’t got guts enough to be ashamed of himself, trying to steal somebody else’s girl, even when that somebody is in his own goddamned crew, for God’s sake!”

She had finally got her breath back. “Listen, whoever you are, you can’t call me up on the telephone to curse at me!” She was pretty sure, now, who it was. She lifted her foot and pushed the kitchen door shut so that her mother wouldn’t hear and come downstairs to see what was the matter. “Who is this, anyway? Is it who I think it is? Why are you calling me? How—how—did you get my telephone number?”

“He gave it to me,” the other voice bellowed. “Weathersley gave your telephone number to me. It cracked him up, you know that? That’s the kind of person he is. The bastard thought it was damned funny that you gave it to him and not to me, when he already knew I’d asked you for it. You know he’s married, don’t you? That Weathersley’s married? He fools around on his wife. That’s the kind of jerk you’re dealing with!”

Dina was jolted. She couldn’t think; her mind dealt with the terrible words for the first few seconds by refusing to consider them. She put her elbows on the kitchen table and stared down at the oilcloth decorated with large green and blue flowers. In the center of the kitchen table were the sugar bowl, salt and pepper shakers, and paper napkin holder that her mother had put there, ready for breakfast. A printed card listing last Sunday’s masses at the Church of the Blessed Incarnation was stuck upright between the sugar bowl and the napkin holder. She looked at it without really seeing it.

He couldn’t be married, she told herself. She had a sudden pain her chest from the awfulness of it. Tom Weathersley had seemed so sincere. So genuine, so wonderfully nice. She couldn’t have been that wrong.

“You’re lying,” she managed. “You’re just trying to start trouble, Gene, I know how you are. Why are you calling me up at this time of night and—and—probably waking up my family and telling me things like this?” He was too much, even if he was a war hero. “You’re making this all up! And I don’t have to listen to it!”

“‘Wait!” The word nearly exploded from the telephone. “Don’t go away, Dina, don’t hang up on me! Can you hear me? Listen, if I’m making all this up, how come I’ve got your telephone number? How come I’m calling you right now?

She was hardly listening. She hadn’t known Sgt. Tom Weathersley from the Air Force war bond tour was married. She couldn’t bring herself to believe that Gene Struhbeck, who always had a chip on his shoulder anyway, was telling the truth. It was a trick, it had to be. She told herself she knew Tom Weathersley wouldn’t do a thing like this, for God’s sake. What had she done to him?

She suddenly felt tired. She couldn’t think, all she wanted to do was go upstairs and go to bed. Dina put her elbows on the kitchen table, holding the receiver to her ear. Gene Struhbeck was yelling on the other end, with western music from somewhere still blaring. She wondered where he was calling from. Long distance calls cost a fortune.

“His wife’s name is Louise, she lives in California,” she heard him say. “I saw a picture of her. She’s real pretty. That doesn’t keep him from chasing other women, though.”

“You’re drunk,” she said. “You wouldn’t call me to tell me all this unless you were drunk! I can tell by the sound of your voice.”

“Wait, don’t hang up,” he yelled. “Dina?”

“I don’t know why you want to talk to me because I certainly don’t want to talk to you. I’m wasting my time even saying this much!”

“Wait—wait—Dina? Don’t hang up, can’t you see Weathersley only did this to get back at me, the mean son—the stupid—nevermind! Please, just—”

“Get back at you? What would he want to get back at you for?”

“Because he knows I’m crazy about you. It ticks him off, it really does. He’d like to have you for himself, but he can’t because he’s married. Dina, don’t you know I’m in love with you? Everybody sees it except you. Everybody knows I’ve been in love with you since that first night I danced with you at the canteen. I know you’ve got to feel something for me, you let me kiss you, remember? A kiss goes both ways, doesn’t it?”

“Hah, you stole that kiss! You’re not supposed to do things like that in the canteen, right there on the dance floor. It caught me by surprise.”

“The hell it did! That was a real kiss, I didn’t hear you saying that you hated it or anything. Oh lord, I wish I had my arms around you right now, Dina.” His words were slurred. “The air force sent me home on leave but I can’t wait to get out of here. I never did like this place anyway. I was born and raised in Texas but it’s one big damned hellhole except for Dallas and maybe Houston. Give me New York City any day, I’m glad I got a chance to stay there. I could spend the rest of my life in New York and never get tired of it.”

“Is that where you are now? Texas?”

“Yeah, Paintbrush Wells. It’s outside of Midland. It’s a sorry damned place. Did I ever tell you that you’re the most beautiful girl I ever saw? I don’t even have a picture of you that I can look at, but I guess I don’t need one, I see you every time I shut my eyes. I haven’t forgotten a thing. You know, I was mad as hell when Weathersley showed me your telephone number, but now I’m happy, because I can call you. This is the phone at your house, isn’t it?”

“I don’t really think that’s a good idea.” She wasn’t crazy about getting telephone calls from Eugene Struhbeck. He was cute, and he could be very nice when he wanted to, but he certainly put too much meaning into a quick kiss he’d stolen one night in the canteen when the band was playing the last dance, Good Night Sweetheart, and the lights were turned down low. Although from what the others said he was always doing things like that. Pushing the boundaries.

Besides, it was probably against canteen rules. It was not exactly dating, she didn’t know what it was. When one of the servicemen thought he was in love with you and wanted to call you at home.

At that moment the long distance operator came on the line to say his three minutes were up, and if he wished to continue he should deposit an additional one dollar and sixty-five cents.

“I’d better go,” Dina said. “I know this is costing you a lot of money.”

“No, wait!” His voice rose over a rapid series of bongs! and clangs! indicating coins were being fed into the machine on his end. “I’ve got plenty of quarters and dimes, plenty of change, believe me, just hold on a minute. God, give me a damned minute.” More bongs and clangs. It was almost funny. “Dina, don’t hang up yet, will you? I didn’t just call you—well, you know, to tell you that Weathersley gave me your telephone number. I’m sorry about the language, I was just royally pissed off. That’s my damned bad temper. You know I wouldn’t ever say anything to upset you, you know that, don’t you? You’re the most beautiful, interesting girl I’ve ever met. In fact, I guess you don’t know it, but you’re the most important thing that’s ever happened to me in my whole damned life.”

“I really don’t want you to say that,” Dina told him. “I don’t want to be that important to anybody. Not now, anyway. Look, it’s getting late, I have to go to bed.” She added, “I’m glad you went home on leave, you must be having a good time. I know you’re happy to be home with your folks.”

“Are you kidding? I hate Texas. I guess you could say my family hates me, too. I told you, New York is the place I want to be, and you know why. Look, Dina,” he said thickly, “don’t hang up just yet, I want to tell you something. Can you spare me just a few more minutes? Are you listening? S’important.”

She hesitated before she said, “Okay, but I really don’t have much time. I’m not kidding about having to go to bed, I have dance class first thing in the morning. What time is it where you are, in Texas?”

“Time’s not important in this godforsaken place.” He sighed. “You’ve never seen Paintbrush Wells, have you?”

“Really, I’ve got to go. Are you in a bar or someplace?” The loud music had started up again. “Because if you are, I hope you have somebody to take you home, Gene. I don’t think you ought to drive.”

“Dina, dammit, you’re not listening! My leave’s up in a couple of days and I report back to New York. Or maybe Norfolk, they haven’t told me yet.” The music was deafening; he raised his voice over it. “We’re going to ship out to Europe. The crew will be busted up and assigned to the Eighth Air Force. Eventually we’ll be bombing Germany, that’s what’s coming up next. To tell you the God’s honest truth, I don’t think I can stand another piece of this war, I thought the Cincy Gal’s crew had done enough by now. We lived through the Pacific and came out okay. That is, those of us that are left. But they’re going to make us start all over again in the European theater. Oh lord, Dina, I may never see you again.” His voice cracked. “I love you so much, and dammit, right now I don’t even know if I can get enough leave to go to New York and dance with you and hold you in my arms one more time. Just one last time.”

“Oh, no!” She was trying to tell herself that Sgt. Eugene Struhbeck was drunk in a bar somewhere in Texas, and that he really was nothing more than one of the GIs from the canteen, someone she didn’t know well at all. But no matter what she told herself it didn’t change what he’d said. That he and the other crew members were being sent back to fight again. “That’s awful, they can’t do that, can they? Not when you’ve got a medal, and sold war bonds and traveled all over the country and all that?”

“They sure can, sweetheart, they sure can. Oh God, Dina, I love you so, you’re what I hang onto.” He sounded despairing. “I wish you cared for me just a little.”

“Oh, don’t say that. I care for you. Gene, you make it sound like you haven’t got anybody in the world that—that—thinks about you!”

“Well, dammit, I haven’t. Not anybody that counts. I need you, Dina, I haven’t got much time left, maybe a few days before they ship me out. Will you let me call you? Will you at least let me do that? Can I use this number to call you?”

“Yes, I suppose so.” If her family answered the telephone she would just have to explain. That he was going overseas.

“I might come through New York,” he reminded her. “I might get to see you at the canteen before I get reassigned. Is that all right?”

She hesitated before she said, “Yes, that will be okay. You know you can always come to the canteen.” He had her telephone number and he was going to call. If he came to New York and had a few days’ leave before he shipped overseas, he was undoubtedly going to come by the canteen.

“What time can I call you tomorrow night?” he was saying. “Is this time, around eleven thirty, all right?”

It wasn’t all right. She remembered that kiss. It all seemed a little dangerous, somehow. She wasn’t sure about anything; ever since the war started it seemed as though things never went right.

“Yes,” she said.

He breathed a sigh of relief. “I’ll say good night,” he said, huskily. “I hate to, sweetheart, but I know you’ve got to go to bed.”

“Yes,” Dina told him. “Well, goodnight.”

When Gene hung up, his brother Reece, who had been standing close by the pay telephone in order to listen in, took him by the arm and steered him into the crowd. “C’mon, Runt, you talked to your girlfriend, you ought to feel better now. And it’s time to get you outta here before you fall on your damned drunk face.”

Gene shook him off. “Hell, Reece, don’t start that—you’re just as drunk as I am.” He could see his other two brothers and their wives waiting by the crowded entranceway. “Look—Howard and Donna Marie are drunker’n both of us. I just hope to hell somebody can drive.”

That’s what Dina’d said. That she hoped there was somebody to drive the car. Earlene, Howard’s wife, could drive, he told himself, she was not a big drinker. In fact, Earlene was not a big party girl; she hardly ever drank more than one or two rum and Coca Colas. You could count on Earlene to want go home at midnight every time. The reason Earlene, who was a schoolteacher, was with them at all was that she’d really wanted to go to the radio station in Odessa with them to watch Gene do his interview.

Since he’d been home on leave it seemed like his brothers and their wives and all of the area around Midland regarded him as their property. He’d been on the radio twice so far, and had another interview to do in the morning. The attention from the radio stations had come about because of the newspaper story on the speech he’d made at the war bond rally in Paintbrush Wells. Both the Odessa American and the Midland Reporter-Telegram, had reported what he’d said with headlines like LOCAL WAR HERO RECOUNTS TRUTH ABOUT BATTLE OF MIDWAY, and WE TOOK BEATING FROM JAP ZEROS SAYS STRUHBECK.

Actually, when he spoke, which he had only done at the urging of Paintbrush Wells veterans’ groups like the VFW and the DAV, he had admitted to being scared to death during the attack on the Cincy Gal. After all, who wouldn’t be? And impressed with the Japanese fighter aircraft, called the Zero, he’d explained, because of the wing markings. What most people, and the newspaper reporters especially, didn’t take into account was this was the way those who had been in combat spoke of it. That hell, yes, they’d had the stuffing scared out of them in a fight. And the Japs had some damned good planes.

However, it was probably inevitable that what he said caused a lot of comment in that part of Texas. Radio stations called, wanting him to do guest interviews. There had even been a request from a station in Lubbock asking if Sgt. Struhbeck would consent to an appearance on NBC network news.

“Runt got to talk to his girl,” Reece announced loudly as they joined the others, “and he feels better, don’t you, Runt?”

“Well, thank God,” Howard’s wife Rebah said. “He’s been acting like a banty rooster with the pip ever since he got home. I never saw anybody so fired up when he finally got that girl’s telephone number. I hope Eugene got it all off his chest with her, whatever it was.”

They pushed their way through the crowd, through the doors and out into the parking lot. A bright night sky spread stars and a quarter moon over their heads, although the air coming across the flatlands was bitter cold.

“Aw, Runt’s in love,” Loy said, buttoning up his mackinaw, “he don’t get that way often. He’s in love with a little Yankee girl in New York.”

Gene’s brothers and their wives had already discussed his so-called girlfriend at some length inside. Giving him a hard time about it, Howard joked.

Earlene said, “Aw, c’mon, y’all, stop teasing Gene. Why wouldn’t girls chase after him? He’s a good-looking little feller, better looking than the whole bunch of you. That’s why you pick on him all the time.”

“I don’t pick on him,” Howard said.

“Yes you do, all of you do. You’re just jealous because Eugene is the only one who’s got the stuffing to go fight those damned little Japs after we got bombed at Pearl Harbor. He couldn’t wait to get into the war, and he said so! My God Almighty, he was fired up, there was no holding him back!”

“Earlene, I got four kids to look after. They wouldn’t even draft me, and you know it.”

“Cut it out, you two,” Loy said. “It’s Eugene’s day, let him enjoy it.”

“It’s been Eugene’s day all week,” Donna Marie said. “I’m getting wore out with it.”

She had a quart bottle of Seagram’s bourbon in a brown paper bag. They carried their own booze as the Rancho Bar-None was a bottle and set-ups roadhouse; one paid admission for dancing and the band. Donna Marie offered Gene a drink while Loy went to look for his pickup and Reece for his car. But after a swallow Gene decided he didn’t want to drink anymore that night. He’d reached the point where it felt like what was going down was going to come right back up. Never a good sign. Loy’s wife was pretty well out of it, too: as soon as the cold air outside in the parking lot hit her, Rebah started laughing wildly at something Earlene said, and fell across the hood of somebody’s 1936 Buick, whooping and slapping it with her hands like she was beating a drum. Cursing, Loy went to get his wife to quit pounding on the Buick before somebody came out to see what was going on.

The parking lot was crowded with cars and pickup trucks. Dina’s words about getting somebody sober enough to drive still rang in Gene’s ears. He found himself wishing for the hundredth time he was back in New York. After the interview at the Odessa radio station they had all gone over to have a drink at a hotel bar next door. Then, on their way to Paintbrush Wells they passed the Rancho Bar None, which all of them had known since high school days.

When Reece came back with his Studebaker sedan, Loy and Rebah wanted all of them to go on over to Midland to do some more drinking, instead of going straight home.

“Oh, for Chrissakes,” Earlene said under her breath, “How can they even think something like that? Donna Marie doesn’t need any more booze. For that matter, neither does Gene. And if you don’t watch Gene he’s going to throw up all over the inside of your car.”

“You watch him, Earlene,” Reece said. “You put him in the back seat between you’n Howard. And don’t you let him puke in my automobile, y’hear? I got to take care of what I got, there’s no more damned automobiles to be had for love nor money until the war’s over.”

“You don’t have to yell at me, Reece Struhbeck.” When they said goodbye to Loy and Rebah, Earlene remarked sourly, “I bet they’re going over to Midland anyway, and stay up all night. Loy throws away money hand over fist, more than one person’s told me that, even though he’s got a good job at Humble. He’s making more than he ever made in his life, and roughnecking keeps him from getting drafted. Although from the looks of it money just slips through his fingers—and hers, too—as fast as he can bring it home.”

After some debate they put Gene on the left hand side in the back seat, next to the window in case he should have to throw up in a hurry. Donna Marie had another drink out of the bottle in the paper sack and tried to pass it around, but nobody wanted another go at the lukewarm bourbon. She turned on the radio and rolled the dial around looking for some music so that, she said, they could sing. Earlene groaned.

They were getting to the part of these evenings that Gene hated, with everybody more than a little drunk and acting really stupid. He sank down in the back seat by the window and put his head against the metal frame. Once Reece pulled the car onto the paved road to Midland, headed south, he concentrated on watching the images of the night flash by. The vibration of the tires on the asphalt came through the car’s window frame and the bones of his head and made his teeth buzz. He heard Donna Marie up in front remark that, all in all, she was glad they’d gone over to Odessa to watch Gene being interviewed on the radio, she’d always wanted to see what a broadcast studio looked like. And it was a big thing, that the whole country knew what a hero Eugene was. It was about time they stopped teasing him, especially about his temper. When you came right down to it, Loy had a worse temper, he was always flying off the handle.

Howard said from the back seat that it wasn’t his temper that made Runt shoot down all them Jap Zeros, it was guts. Runt had a bad temper, God knows, but he’d tackle anything three times his size. Ever since he was a little kid. His brothers could swear to that.

Gene tried not to listen. His relatives said the same things over and over again, it was one reason he hated going home. All he could think about was that he was drunk and he needed to go home and go to bed. Home in Paintbrush Wells this time was the aluminum trailer Morley Struhbeck had put on a piece of land he’d bought back in the Thirties when parts of the drought-ravaged plains were selling for a dollar an acre.

What he was seeing out the window of his brother’s car were things he had known all his life, briefly outlined in the brilliant white and pitch dark shadows made by the headlights: a gas station with general store, the overhang jutting out to cover the old-fashioned pumps with their glass cylinders on top filled with amber gasoline; metal Coca-Cola signs tacked on telephone poles, billboards with smiling girls offering Camel cigarettes. For one whole stretch between a hamlet of unpainted board shacks with open dog trots separating one side from the other and a country church with a weed-filled graveyard, there was a long line of Burma Shave signs. You had to read every damned Burma Shave, they nearly hypnotized you, all flashing black and white, black and white. He knew every sign, every gas station, every side road, as the car whipped by between Midland and Paintbrush Wells. He found himself thinking with some wonder that the truth of it was that he had been taken away, suddenly uprooted from this place where he had lived all of his life and where, if it hadn’t been for the war, he would probably still be. The U.S. military had reached out and taken him, and it was just the same with the rest of the crew, the men of the Cincy Gal: the pilot, Joe Van Dorndt, from Cincinatti, Weathersley the navigator from Chicago, Tail Gunner Wally Petit from San Leandro in California, Buddy LeTourneau of Massachusetts, the bombardier. And the dead ones, mustn’t forget them: Leon Bridges the co-pilot from Missouri; both waist gunners, Dano and Morales, from places near Detroit and Cleveland. All of them, like himself, snatched up from their hometowns by the war and flown all over the world. Perhaps never to settle back, afterwards, in the spot they’d come from. God knows he didn’t want to come back. He’d been to Florida and New York and Washington, D.C. and California and Hawaii and Midway and he knew now he wanted to get out of Paintbrush Wells and stay out.

“Hell, you can’t say that damned temper of his didn’t count for something.” The car lurched and Reece’s wife, Donna Marie, cried out, and turned to look at him. “Me’n Loy, after Momma died,” Reece went on, “had to look after him. Lord, what a job that was! I remember Runt would get mad and have a fit and hold his breath and roll his eyes back in his head—Gawd, like to scared the squat outta us! We weren’t more then ten or twelve ourselves. We’d give him anything he wanted, by God, ‘til that little booger was so spoiled rotten you couldn’t do a damned thing with him. One time he throwed a knife at Loy, and when it missed he swore he’d kill Loy some other way. I believed him. I swear you’d believe him, too, if you ever saw him red in the face as a beet, yelling fit to bust. I mean, he was something! If’n it was today they’d send a county nurse out to the house, trying to do something about him, I guess. But there wasn’t anything like that back in the Depression.”

Earlene said, “But that was no reason for you kids to put him down in the well.”

“Lord God,” Donna Marie said. “Don’t tell me they did that!”

Earlene said, “Why sure they did, mean little devils! They’d do anything they wanted to with nobody around to look out for them, and Morley off somewhere or drunk half the time.”

Gene didn’t want to hear it again, but Donna Marie was right about one thing. Loy had the bad temper, it was worse than any of the brothers.’ It was Loy’s idea to cure Eugene’s tantrums by dunking him in the well. He said it was sort of a joke, although to give them credit Reece and Loy said they didn’t really believe the joke part. They did agree something had to be done to teach Gene a lesson, especially about throwing butcher knives and trying to set a fire under Morley’s bed and having tantrums where he’d turn blue in the face from holding his breath, and pass out.

According to the way Reece told it, the three of them got a piece of clothesline and tied Gene’s feet together, but not his hands, and then they carried him out, took the well cover off, and tied him to the bucket chain. They couldn’t get the bucket off the chain so they just pushed it out of the way and swung him over.

Howard said they were only going to scare him and make him behave himself and not act like a little fiend that nobody could let out of their sight. Gene couldn’t remember any of that; years later when they counted it all up no one could remember the month, but it was probably in the summer, or it would have been too cold. It seemed Eugene was three years, going on four. Too young to recollect much except being hauled over the concrete lip and lowered into the well head down, not screaming, not any more, but mute with terror. In the next instant the bucket chain, which the boys had forgotten to tie up, started unwinding with a hellacious racket, sending him head down into the well a lot farther than anybody had intended, almost touching the water at the bottom.

Hanging in the darkness was all Gene remembered. Hanging head down in the darkness, a little three year-old going on four year-old boy, so close to the water in the bottom of the well he could smell it. He couldn’t see them, but up in the circle of light at the top his three brothers were yelling and crying, scared to death and trying to get the galvanized chain untangled and free to roll back on the windlass so they could haul him up.

“After we got him out of the well,” Howard said, “little Eugene didn’t have no more seizures. We damned near drowned him, but it worked.”

It must have taken only a matter of minutes for his brothers to haul him to the well in the first place, tie him up, put him over the edge and then watch him, all unexpected, drop head down into the darkness. For all Loy and Reece and Howard knew, he was going to hit the water, then the bottom of the well, and break his neck, or even drown. None of them knew they had managed to tangle the well chain so that a knot in it hauled him up short just inches from the surface. When they pulled him up and untied his feet they found he’d fainted dead away. Talk about luck. Talk about children and angels. Somebody was looking after all of them, that time.

Now he just wished they’d stop talking about it. Putting him down the well wasn’t the worst thing his brothers did when they were kids, and he was just as bad as the rest of them. When he was grown up there was no reason to explain why he wasn’t crazy about being around water. Or flying over it, like in the Pacific. Or why he had never wanted to learn to swim.

Forget about it, he told himself. God knows after you’d been in the war awhile you learned to forget about a lot of things.

They dropped off Howard and Earlene in the driveway of their house, Earlene hushing Donna Marie and telling her to turn down the radio because they didn’t want to wake any of the neighbors. Howard especially wanted Gene to stay the night and let Earlene drive him out to the trailer in the morning, but he said no. He didn’t particularly look forward to waking up on the couch in the living room with all four of Earlene and Howard’s kids standing around waiting for him to open his eyes. Not the way he was feeling, anyway. Sick as he was, he was sure he was going to have a hangover.

When Reece let him out on the dirt road that ran up alongside Morley’s trailer he got the same invitation to sleep over, even though Reece had already delivered him to the door, and it was too late then to try to change anybody’s mind.

Reece wanted Gene to come over and spend the night at his house. Morley was off somewhere, God knows where, his brother reminded him; it was likely that any trip was more of the same thing that had gotten his father in trouble a few months ago over at the army base. Or he might be down in Mexico. There was plenty of U.S. war contraband exchanging hands down there. Staying with him, Reece insisted, was better than being out here all alone by hisself. Donna Marie hung out the window of the car and told them that it sure as hell was, and it probably wasn’t a good idea to sleep out here when some of those people Morley went around with might come along looking for him. And find Gene instead.

“You never can tell what they would do,” she yelled. Somebody had shot at Morley over in Ploverville a few months ago.

Donna Marie said that if Gene decided to spend the night they would give him their bed and sleep in the kids’ room, and put the kids on a pallet on the floor.

God, that was worse; he didn’t want to spend the night with Donna Marie and Reece, either. He finally convinced them, standing in the moonlight, arguing through the open window of the car, until they gave up and drove off. He went into the trailer and turned on the light in the kitchen.

There were two beds, one in the back, and one up front overlooking the pickup when it was hitched up. They hadn’t been made up or the sheets changed since Gene had been there, although Morley had promised that he would get a girl to come in to clean. He started toward the back and the flooring suddenly started to come up at him, going up and down in waves just like he was on a rollercoaster. He swallowed hard and grabbed hold of the edge of the dinette table to steady himself. His stomach was on a rampage. He wondered if he should go outside and try to bring it all up, puke and get rid of it, but he couldn’t make up his mind. He had to get into bed, he told himself.

He sat down on the bed, which ran from side to side in the trailer’s picture window. The sheets on the bed in the front smelled sour. He took off his shoes. Then, knowing it was wrong, that he shouldn’t do it, that he would fall asleep in his uniform and mess it up, he lay back against the tangled, smelly bed in his father’s trailer and closed his eyes.

It was going to be bad this time

Christ, it was his own damned fault, he thought dizzily, because this didn’t happen unless he was drunker than hell. He had to watch it; he always passed-out, whatever you wanted to call it, and had nightmares. Always the same thing. Big heart-pounding bursts of terror.

What’s going on—speak up somebody! Please, for God’s sake—tell us what’s going on?

It was going to be damned, stinking, bad.

In gunnery school there was a joke: The first act of the waist gunners is to help the gunner out of the ball turret.

Well, he got out on his own.

He never had any problem, anyway, joke or no joke; he could exit the ball turret in ten or fifteen seconds, grab his parachute and head for the emergency door. He’d practiced it hundreds of times.

Now, with the screaming in his headphones, he set the machine guns to down position. It was usually a wrong thing to do, because the enemy could see you’d vacated the bomber’s belly turret, but in this case it didn’t matter: they were so close to the ocean no Zeros were going to try to attack from below.

Then, he did what he always did in his nightmares: he rotated the turret to ninety degrees and got ready to stand up and climb out. They were already in big trouble. About a dozen fighters from the Jap fleet swarmed over them. The Cincy Gal was limping along at less than a couple of hundred feet minus one engine and, it sounded like, about to lose another. The Zeros were giving the Cincy Gal hell.

He hadn’t seen the one coming on frontal approach, but he’d felt the explosions rock the airframe from the Zeros twenty millimeter cannon. Instantly, he’d yelled on the intercom for the waist gunners, who were right above him, Morales and Pete Dano. But all he could hear were screams. Then the voice of Joe van Dorndt, the pilot, in the headset: “We’ve been hit!”

The voices ran over each other. Markowitch, up in the top turret, “I’ve been hit, Jesus, my hand’s gone! It’s gone!”

In the tail, Wally Petit, “One o’clock, one o’clock! Look sharp, you gunners! Zeros coming in over the waist!”

The terrible screaming went on. He couldn’t tell who it was. Markowitch’s voice, in the top turret, faint, in trouble: “My hand’s blown off. I have to come down. I’m hurt bad, I need a tourniquet.”

It sounded like they’d taken cannon fire up front, too. At least they were still underway. God knows what was going on. That was the worst part, not knowing; his heart was already pounding like a trip hammer.

He positioned his turret so that the door faced up into the fuselage, and unplugged his headphones. As soon as the door matched the opening into the waist he scrambled out into the plane. Or tried to. His hands landed on hot cartridge casings from the machine guns that were all over the floor, and they slipped out from under him. Grabbing furiously, he went down, cracking his jaw on the turret edge, half in and half out. Dano and Morales had been busy: it looked like the whole inside of the Cincy Gal was filled with empty casings spewed out by the two waist guns.

Breathless, he rolled out onto the floor on his stomach and got to his knees. He slipped in the rolling casings and fell again. The B-17 was yawing wildly. He wondered what the hell had happened up in the cockpit, if van Dorndt was wounded. If anybody had control of the plane. He saw the waist guns standing empty. Then someone in a leather flight suit lying on the floor by a waist gun. It looked like Morales.

“Carlos?” He had to scream to be heard. “Dano? Where the hell are you?”

Nobody answered. They’re dead, he thought. He tried to make himnself believe it.

The noise in the waist was deafening with the roar of the piston engines and now the wind howling through the big hole in the fuselage. Everything shook, rattled. The plane skidded, then sideslipped. He could only stay on his feet by grabbing the handles of the port machine gun. He found himself suddenly staring out the gap in the Cincy Gal’s side at half a dozen black specks against white clouds and blue sky. Jap Zeros, twisting and looping like flies around something already dead. The wind that blew in through the hole in the side of the fuselage was warm and moist. They were roaring along just above the sea. And he was wearing sheepskin-lined high altitude flight clothes made for freezing temperatures.

He tried again, shouting their names. Pete! Carlos! The body he thought was Carlos Morales didn’t stir. He couldn’t see Pete Dano at all. The waist had taken exploding shells from the attacking Zeros. It had to be that, to do so much damage. He had a wild idea Dano might have fallen into one of the holes and out of the plane.

His hands were shaking, adrenalin pumping. He fumbled to locate the jack at the waist gun, then plugged in his headset. There was sticky stuff all over everything, even the gun. The gun mount, the handles, the ammo belt, the sights, even the twin barrels had small pieces of something that had blown apart, leaving dangling bits like so many moving little caterpillars on everything. Even, he saw, fleshy scraps stuck on the wall. Up the sides.

A voice, high and shrill, Wally, the tail gunner: “Zeros at nine o’clock! Waist gunners, Pete and Carlos! What’s going on?’

The pilot, Joe Van Dorndt: “Hang on, we’re on our way back to Midway.”

Joe sounded like hell, he could barely speak. The noise in the waist was mind-numbing; Gene was used to being shut up, down under in the turret. He yelled, “Lieutenant, this is Struhbeck, I’m up in the waist. We took a shell back here, a lot of damage, big holes in the sides. I can see Morales, I don’t know where Dano is.”

On the intercom Weathersley said he’d taken over the top turret gun from Markowitch. A burst of fire from two Zeros off the tail kept Wally the tail gunner cursing: “Lieutenant, they’re on our ass! You gonna be able to keep this thing in the air?”

Three Zeros were coming in on the port side. There were yells of “One o’clock , one o’clock!” He dove for the waist gun. In the belly turret the twin fifty caliber guns were sighted with a computing sight, plus there was the advantage of nearly all attacks breaking away under the bomber. But the guns in the waist were sighted like a shotgun: if you took time to sight the target the attacker would in all probability be past you before you drew a bead.

To hell with it, he told himself. There wasn’t much choice.

He leaned into the Browning, bracing himself against the plane’s erratic bouncing. The Cincy Gal slid into a steep dive. Then, engines roaring, it managed to pull out. He pressed the firing button. A burst from the machine gun and two Zeros climbed away. There were two more right behind them.

“Zero down, zero down!” Wally Pettit again. “You got him!”

He was streaming sweat in the fleece-lined flight suit. Water ran down into his eyes. He stopped every few rounds to wipe away the mess on the gun with his bare hands, then wipe them on his front, not even realizing what he was doing. He heard himself yelling. It didn’t matter. Still the Zeros came on. He’d swear there were more than when they’d first started near the Jap fleet.

“Eugene, watch it!” Wally, in the tail. “Other side!”

He let go of the port gun and stumbled across the slippery floor, over the casings. His hands were sticking to everything. He tried to rub them on the wall and they stuck to that, too. There were little bits of stuff everywhere. He had pulled off his sheepskin-lined gloves; his bare palms and fingers were bright red, like paint.

There was blood everywhere, he realized. Blood all over the machine gun and the floor, dark red blood that glued the insides of his fingers together. There were clumps of blood all over the front of his flight jacket and leather pants. He didn’t know where all the blood had come from; he was pretty sure he wasn’t wounded. He fired short bursts at a lone Jap fighter coming over the top of the Cincy Gal, close enough to see shooting plumes of blue light from the gun outlets. And he suddenly knew why the waist was filled with blood and scraps of flesh. He suddenly knew why he couldn’t find Dano.

It took a moment for it to make sense. When it did, it drove him crazy. He clamped his jaw and mouth shut against the scream. Dano and Morales were dead. In fact, there wasn’t much hope for any of them; the Cincy Gal was probably going to have to ditch. They were all going to die. And all he wanted to do before he died was shoot down Japs. Kill them dead, like they’d killed Dano and Morales.

In his earphones, voices: Nine o’clock! Struhbeck, here they come!

He dove for the port gun, fired a series of bursts next to the big hole in the fuselage, then slid back to the other. He put another ammo belt into the fifty millimeter. When he fired, a Zero coming straight at them seemed to break into small black pieces and fall, circling down, into the ocean.

He didn’t bother to see how it ended; he threw himself across the waist. He kept scrambling back and forth, covering both guns, yelling like a lunatic, gasping for breath, trying not to think. It went on and on. It was probably minutes, but it seemed like hours.

Then, abruptly, the enemy broke off the attack and just faded away. The Zero fighters, at fuel limits, pulled out to go back to their carriers.

Then there was nothing. Only the racket that never let up, the big bomber laboring along close to the water. He was dripping sweat. He leaned against the starboard gun, and couldn’t bring himself to make the effort to get out of the sheepskin-lined flight suit. Or even get his parachute in the corner by the radio room and put it on. He was so suddenly tired he could hardly lift his arms.

The intercom was chattering. The crew checking in. He couldn’t answer. He unplugged his headset and hobbled over stiffly, like an old man, and knelt down beside Carlos Morales. He didn’t turn Morales over; he didn’t want to see his face because a large part of the back of Morales’ head was missing. He wondered if Morales was the one who’d done all the screaming.

He must have been, because what was left of the other waist gunner, Pete Dano, was scattered all over the inside of the plane. Dano must have just blown apart. Except for his leg, which was by the ammunition boxes at the starboard gun. What had hit Pete had sucked off his flight boot, leaving a white foot bare. There didn’t seem to be any more big pieces of Dano like that. Not another arm or leg, anyway.

He took Morales’ hand in his, and it was still warm. It made him feel sick to think that Morales’ body was still warm. He was such a nice young guy, only nineteen and just married. His wife had come to San Fancisco to be with him for a couple of days before they’d shipped out. Between his blood-sticky fingers Morales’ hand felt soft and spiritless.

Somebody back on Midway, if they even got back to Midway, was going to have to go around with a bag the Air Force kept for those purposes, and collect all of Pete Dano and put him in it, including all those little bits that were on the inside of the plane. The quivering fragments that he had scraped off the handles of the guns. And the unidentifiable stuff on the floor that was mixed in with the spent cartridge casings. There were some bigger lumps there. And the blood stuck to you like syrup and was about as thick. Nothing would make the damned blood go away.

Suddenly, holding Morales’ warm, dead, hand, he began to cry. Deep, racking sobs that all came at once. He was shocked at how bad his crying sounded. It seemed like he couldn’t stop, even when Weathersley and Wally Pettit came to get him. They didn’t look too good themselves. They said Bridges, the co-pilot was dead. That Van Dorndt had brought the Cincy Gal back even though he was hurt, and Markowitch had his hand blown off; they were both being loaded into the ambulance.

They lifted him up and carried him out of the plane to make sure he got out, and told him, Gene take it easy. They said he’d got four Jap Zeros, confirmed, the Air Force would give him a medal for sure. What he needed was to clean up first, and then they’d all go over to the club and get a drink. Lots of drinks.

More drinks weren’t any good, though; Gene had learned that since Midway.

When he got drunk, he had the nightmare and had to live it all over again. Every damned thing: the foggy day of June Fourth when the Japanese fleet was truly lost and nobody could find them, the trouble locating the right enemy targets and what happened when they did. Then the trip back, attacked by Jap fighters, with the Cincy Gal’s nearly fatal engine trouble. The deaths of Leon Bridges, and Peter Dano, and Carlos Morales.

Drinking wasn’t the answer.

He was awake because the dogs were barking. The light was bright beyond the picture window, so the sun was up. Someone was pounding on the side of the trailer.

He got out of bed, aware that sometime during the night he had kicked off his shoes. The hangover was there, too.

Slowly, blinking, feeling his headache hammering behind his eyes, he groped his way down the trailer in his sock feet to let Morley in. Bright Texas sunshine streamed in the kitchen window revealing the dishes, a couple of days old, that were still in the sink. But when he opened the door and peered out it wasn’t his father but an Army Air Force officer standing there in the yard, the sun bouncing off the polished visor of his garrison cap, his military buttons, his spit-and-polish shoes. A Midland taxicab was drawn up behind the officer, the motor running.

“Sergeant Struhbeck?” The officer seemed to be taking in the sorry state of his attire with some bemusement. “Relax, you don’t have to salute. I’m Lieutenant Malcolm Sandover, ISPD, Washington. Your leave has been cancelled.”

 


 

TWELVE

 

The Stage Door Canteen wished to remind everyone it was engaged in preparations for the first Thanksgiving holiday of the war. It was difficult to believe, but all you had to do was count back and remember that Thanksgiving was just a couple of weeks before the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. Almost one year ago.

Goodness, how time flies, the Canteen staff told each other. So much had happened, not all of it that good. In fact, things still looked pretty bad. American troops were fighting in every corner of the globe, and now there was a big offensive in North Africa. Here at home there was a stringent wartime rationing of food, gasoline, even clothing. You had to pray that the coming year, 1943, would be a lot better.

The Stage Door Canteen, the committee explained through a notice sent to all staffers and volunteer hostesses, would not offer holiday dinners on the premises because kitchen equipment was inadequate to attempt the job, and space was always a consideration. However, the board of governors wanted to assure everyone that no member of the Allied fighting forces who wanted to celebrate America’s great national holiday would be prevented from doing so. There were thousands of Thanksgiving dinners being offered in the New York metropolitan area, not only by the USO canteens but by various churches in all four boroughs, and many veterans’ organizations. New York City restaurant chains like Childs,’ Stouffer’s and the Brass Rail, as well as the world-famous Stork Club and the elegant Rainbow Roof on top of the RCA building in Rockefeller Center, were contributing traditional Thanksgiving dinners with all the trimmings. During the week of the holiday every member of the Allied armed forces entering the canteen would get a number at the door, and the drawing for free Thanksgiving dinners available all over the city would be held at eleven o’clock each night.

In addition, some of the theater families from the governing boards of not only the canteen but the parent organization, the American Theater Wing, including Broadway producers like George Abbott and Billy Rose, stars like Helen Hayes and Tallulah Bankhead, and songwriters like Irving Berlin, were having GIs as Thanksgiving guests in their homes. The canteen would be open on Thanksgiving and the holiday weekend because, of course, the Stage Door Canteen never closed.

At the regular Tuesday meeting for the B team senior hostess committee, Ann Bennett was of the opinion that if the past few weeks were any indication, they would be swamped at Thanksgiving. In fact, the canteen would have to prepare for the heaviest traffic it had seen so far. “Of course we don’t actually want to refer to anything that’s going on,” she noted. “We don’t want to be accused of loose lips or anything like that, but I don’t have to remind you the place is so jammed every night that any food we have disappears as fast as we can put it out.”

“Ann,” Carmen Thompson said, “I don’t think it’s any big secret that troops are going overseas from New York City. There’s a war going on, remember?”

The director gave her a disapproving look. “Let me remind all of you we don’t know anything about troop movements, that’s not our job here! Please, please, everybody, don’t comment on what might even seem like the obvious, such as troop movements. We have an obligation not to even think about such things. The canteen has made a very solemn commitment to the armed forces. We may be a volunteer organization, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have unity on this and operate in a totally professional way.”

“Ann, it’s in all the newspapers,” the supervisor of hostesses said. “Everybody in the New York area knows what’s going on. Our army is chasing Rommel to catch him and beat the starch out of him. At least that’s what the New York Times says this morning.”

Jenny, the peacemaker, said quickly, “Not to change the subject, but did you see the colored WAACs? Monday night, there must have been a whole platoon of them.” She looked around the table. “That’s right, a platoon? Company, platoon, battalion, I can’t keep these things straightened out. Anyway, they were absolutely beautiful. They came into the canteen about eight o’clock, unfortunately we had only recorded music, no live band. But goodness, they were impressive in their WAAC uniforms!”

One of the senior hostesses down at the end of the table said, “Don’t worry, they didn’t miss the live band. There was nobody for them to dance with, anyway.”

“Yes, that is a shame,” Jenny admitted. “The colored WAACs sat and watched everything going on. Then they got coffee and cookies, and talked. They didn’t stay long.”

Someone laughed. “Tough luck. You can dress them up in fancy uniforms, but they’re still jigaboos.”

The meeting went suddenly still. Elise Ginsberg, eyes wide, said, “Jigaboos?”

Carmen Thompson said, “For goodness sakes, why did you laugh? I don’t think that’s funny at all.”

Ann Bennett looked pained. “I didn’t think a subject like this would ever come up in senior hostess’ meeting. Besides, it’s all been taken care of. The canteen has a policy, you know.”

“That word is not one,” Carmen maintained, “we use in here.”

“Oh, come off it!” The senior hostess was unrepentant. “It was just a joke, for heaven’s sake. But I’ll tell you, if the coloreds are going overseas, maybe they can do something constructivefor a change. I mean, you have to wonder how loyal they are to America anyway, when they say they’re going to call a strike if they don’t get paid big money for working in defense plants just like everybody else.”

“Is this a ‘racial slur,’ ‘jigaboo’?” Elise said. “I am not familiar with the word.”

“Oh, please, look what you’re doing to our poor interpreter.” Ann Bennet looked around the table. “Elise, believe me, you don’t need to add any words like jigaboo to your vocabulary. Just forget it.”

“Well, Negro workers in defense plants didn’t strike,” Carmen Thomson maintained with some heat, “but I think they should have. You know, this sort of thing really irks me, it’s so unfair. Other workers can threaten to strike, the unions do it all the time, but not Negroes. That’s disloyal. There’s such a lot of inequality, but nobody wants to talk about it! Frankly, I don’t see any reason why there should be all-Negro WAAC companies, either, I really don’t. That’s segregation, pure and simple. The same with colored men, making them serve in all-Negro units in the military! And why shouldn’t Negroes be paid the same as white workers in defense plants with government contracts? That’s all they’re asking!”

One of the other hostesses said, “I don’t have anything against Negroes. But they shouldn’t try to sabotage the war effort by saying they’re going to strike if they don’t get more money.”

“Are you kidding? They only want equal wages, for God’s sake.”

There was a pause and someone said, “Well, talk about segregation, we don’t have any colored Stage Door Canteen hostesses, do we?”

“How else are they,” Carmen persisted, “going to get the same pay as white workers if they don’t take some sort of stand? The NAACP knows it looks bad, but asking politely for something certainly hasn’t gotten Negro workers any sort of break in the past.”

“The canteen is going to have some colored volunteers,” Ann Bennett put in quickly, “I’m sure of it. We’ve been trying to recruit colored hostesses for some time. I’m sure most of them would prefer to volunteer for their own colored organizations in Harlem.”

“There, you see?” the senior hostess said. “It’s not that big an issue. The colored feel more comfortable running their own canteens up there.”

“Have they got any USO canteens in Harlem?” someone wondered.

There was a groan.

“I don’t know,” Ann Bennett said, “and frankly I don’t care. We have the only Stage Door Canteen in New York City, and we do have Negro servicemen and women come here. Not many, it’s true, but they get the same treatment as everyone else. Frankly, everyone is entitled to their own opinion. The Canteen does have a policy. That is, all enlisted service personnel are welcome, and everyone is treated the same.” Her lips tightened. “Now that the subject has come up, if you feel you are unable to agree with that, then you are free to turn in your apron. With our thanks for all that you’ve done.”

Elise said, curious, “Is this true, are the coloreds doing the same work in war plants as the whites, but are getting paid less for it? How can this be?”

“I think we are through with this as a subject, aren’t we? We all should all be aware of canteen policy by now.”

The senior hostess who had made the original remark shrugged. “Oh, I’d expect you to be sympathetic, Miss Ginsburg. You people always are.”

Carmen looked up. “What does that mean? I seem to be missing something, Who are ‘you people’?”

“I mean Jewish people. Isn’t Miss Ginsburg Jewish? You know, liberals. They have to stick together.”

“That’s ridiculous,” someone cried. “Elise has nothing to do with this.”

“But I am sympathetic,” Elise murmured. “In a democracy everyone should get fair treatment, no?” She looked around with a hesitant air. “Perhaps the Negroes are right. In a democracy they should get paid like everybody else.”

There was another silence. Jenny said meekly, “I’m really sorry I brought this up.”

“Oh Jenny, no,” Carmen told her. “We need to—”

Ann Bennett, seizing the opportunity to switch subjects, said jokingly, “Nevermind, Miss Rose, you’ve done enough, leaving us in the lurch for Thanksgiving!” She managed a smile. “I know you want to spend leave in Washington with your husband, but the Stage Door Canteen demands some dedication to duty, you know. You have to see his picture,” she went on to the others. “I don’t know where Jenny found him, but I’d spend a leave with her husband anytime. He’s a major now, isn’t he?”

Jenny dug in her purse for snapshots so she could pass them around. “Yes, he’s a major now. Brad’s expecting to be shipped out, and of course I’m hysterical about it. I just can’t seem to manage the traditional stiff upper lip.” She grimaced. “Oh, why am I saying this, when most of you have people you love in the war, too? Believe me, I apologize!”

A sympathetic murmur ran around the table. Carmen Thompson put her hand over Jenny’s. “Not all of us have loved ones in the service, Jenny dear. But we know how you feel.”

Jenny looked around the table at the senior hostesses now regarding her compassionately. The group consisted of a staff nurse at St. Vincent’s hospital, an English teacher from Horace Mann High School, two doctors’ wives, an heiress from the family that owned Rupert’s Brewery on Manhattan’s East Side, and the wardrobe mistress of an off-Broadway show. The only theater person besides Jenny.

“We have only two days. The show has a Saturday rehearsal, and I have to be back by then. And Brad’s group is bring shipped overseas at just any time. It’s been so long since we’ve spent any time together, I can’t tell you how revved up I am. They call these furloughs the ‘Uncle Sam honeymoon.’” She laughed. “It was so hard to get a train ticket to Washington over the holidays, and they told me it would probably be standing room only as far as Trenton. But after that I should be able to get a seat.”

There was a chorus of good wishes from the senior hostess’ committee. They all knew about the housing and hotel room shortage in Washington, and expressed hope Jenny’s husband had found a place for them to stay. Jenny told them Brad complained about the accommodations at the Shoreham, that room was designed for single, not double occupancy. Luckily his roommate, Captain Brownlee, planned to spend Thanksgiving with his family in Tennessee, which at least gave them the room to themselves. They were actually the envy of ISPD. It was practically unheard of, to have your wife in town and a hotel room to take her to.

Under their interested gaze, Jenny colored a little. Wartime laid it on the line plainly enough. The opportunity for intimacy was out in the open in a way no one would have dreamed of in peacetime.

After the meeting Ann Bennett told Jenny the senior hostesses had taken up a collection to buy her a corsage to wear on her “Uncle Sam honeymoon.” Since many kinds of delivery were a wartime casualty, she would have to pick it up at the florist on her way to Penn Station. Everyone wanted Jenny to understand that they wished her a wonderful time with her husband in Washington. It was just too bad, they agreed, that they didn’t have longer.

 

The corsage was a purple orchid with loops of silver ribbon. Jenny said yes to the Riverside Florist Shop’s suggestion that she wear it instead of carrying it in its cardboard box, since she would have enough to manage with her purse and suitcase. It was a struggle, though getting it pinned to her suit; the pearl-tipped florists’ pins didn’t seem to want to penetrate the jacket’s black serge. The taxi driver, waiting at the curb on Broadway, leaned on his horn in true New York cabbie-style to protest the delays.

At Penn Station she was too late to hunt down a redcap so Jenny carried her suitcase at a run across the main terminal’s marble floor, down into the subterranean train platforms. As she boarded, the trainman confirmed SRO, Standing-Room-Only as far as Trenton. There a big part of the crowd would change to buses for Fort Dix. That was not too bad, he assured her. Conditions on the crowded New York to Washington line were such that some ticket holders were having to stand all the way. Passing through the coaches she was greeted by so many wolf whistles, so many offers of seats, especially in somebody’s lap, that she gave it up and took her suitcase out into the vestibule between the cars. Even there she found two Navy officers in greatcoats, a middle-aged man trying to read a newspaper, two soldiers, and a sailor with his canvas sea bag.

The train pulled out of the tunnel under the Hudson River and into the marshlands of northern New Jersey. One of the soldiers, his uniform showing the stripes of a tech sergeant, offered Jenny a cigarette. She, who rarely smoked, took one hoping it would warm her a little. There was too much noise in the open vestibule to talk. Minutes, a half hour, went by. They watched the Jersey marshes give way to brick factories, railroad yards, concrete bridges over highways, brown fields that were not quite country nor yet the outlying suburbs of cities. One of the naval officers went to see if the dining car was open for breakfast and came back to report that there was no dining car, but one would be put on at Washington. Of course, those who were only going as far as the nation’s capital were out of luck. The sailor sitting on his sea bag offered the information that candy butchers usually got on at Trenton. They pushed carts up and down the aisles and you could buy sandwiches and soft drinks, and hot coffee.

Jenny found herself seriously considering a cellophane-wrapped cheese sandwich and a cup of coffee in a paper cup. She’d gotten up before dawn to catch the early train, and now she was starving. It was cold in the vestibule. From time to time a wind-driven spatter of rain found its way in. A steady stream of passengers looking for seats made their way up and down the train. When the car doors were opened they could glimpse packed crowds standing in the aisles.

Jenny sat on her suitcase and leaned back against the wall, closing her eyes. The same peculiar excitement had followed her. The magazines at the newsstands in Penn Station had featured stories on getting the most out of the Thanksgiving holiday in the midst of war. Americans had much to give thanks for in their role as defenders of the free world. “A Prayerful Thanksgiving,” was on the cover of the Saturday Evening Post. A newspaper headline assured the homefront that every fighting man would get a Thanksgiving turkey dinner delivered to them right up to the front lines if necessary, both in the Pacific and in North Africa.

Jenny leaned against the train’s metal panels, and pulled her coat around her as best she could without squashing the orchid corsage pinned to her suit. Right now Thanksgiving meant Brad. She supposed she was only one of thousands of women going to see their husbands or their lovers for the holiday. Not only that, but for two days she was going to be lucky enough to be out of the pressure cooker of rehearsals of a Away We Go. It couldn’t help but be wonderful.

And she couldn’t help thinking how much she missed Brad. She was surprised at the quick, excited thrill that coursed through her just thinking about it, passionate and hot, that hadn’t been there since the days when they were dating.

None of their friends had thought their marriage would work. Jenny Rose, small town girl from Wisconsin, daughter of the prosperous owner of a small drugstore chain, sometime Broadway actress with a degree in theater arts from a midwestern state university. And Bradford Haller, B.S., M.A. in mathematics and economics, University of Virginia and Harvard, conservative Old Dominion Democrat, pipe smoker, Wall Street editor and analyst. Friends even teased them about how they’d met.

They’d both been invited to a press party at the Time/Life building in Rockefeller Center honoring Life magazine’s overseas correspondents. Oscar Hammerstein and Jerome Kern were there. Jenny was playing the role of Magnolia in their New Haven revival of Show Boat. At one point she found a man standing next to her at the buffet table. It was not a moment, they both agreed later, that could be compared to the oft-quoted meeting of stage star Helen Hayes and playright Charles MacArthur. Who’d also met at a New York cocktail party. Instantly smitten, MacArthur had handed the petite Helen a dish of peanuts and introduced himself with the remark, “I wish they were emeralds.”

Bradford Hammel, managing editor of the weekly Wall Street Gazette, had said to Jenny, “Excuse me, but could you tell me what that is on your plate?”

He was good-looking, square-jawed, with the shoulders of a Notre Dame quarterback, not the sort you would picture as the boss of a New York money magazine. Newly divorced, rumored to be one of New York’s most eligible bachelors. Jenny heard herself murmuring, “I believe it’s lobster salad.”

He considered that. “I think I’m allergic to it. If I eat it, it might kill me.” He seemed quite serious. “But then, the question is, would you care?”

She took a moment before she burst out laughing. He said later that was when they fell in love.

And she still loved him just as madly. She couldn’t wait to get to Washington, to put her arms around him. He was going to meet her on the platform, whisk her off for drinks, then to dinner. There still so many things to say to each other in spite of the letters and the long distance telephone calls.

The train slowed. She straightened up, gave the brim of her hat a tug. Through the vestibule’s open half-window an empty railroad platform slid by. Not Trenton.

One of the officers said, “Oh, oh, we’re going off on a siding. Thats bad. You’re not going to make your meeting, Ray.”

“To hell with that,” the other said, moving up beside him.

The train slowed even more. Then there was a jerking and grinding as the brakes caught, followed by a final jolt that made them all grab for something to hold on to, ending with the explosive hiss of the air brakes.

Then silence. After all the Washington train’s noise and motion it was as though the world had come to a standstill. The sailor got up from his seat on his sea bag and went to look out. “Here she comes,” he told them.

They heard it before they saw it, on the main line so close they could almost reach out and touch it. The oncoming freight train approached them like a wall of sound that gradually enveloped them. The sailor said something; they could see his lips move but they couldn’t hear him. The freight train’s cars were loaded with mysterious shapes under olive drab canvas, outlines of jeeps and military trucks. As it roared past jeeps gave way to shrouded guns, their muzzles sticking out through the canvas into the grey light.

“We’ll never make Washington by three o’clock,” one of the officers shouted.

The other said, “That thing’s a damned mile long at least. They must have four engines on it.”

Jenny stuck her hands deep in the pockets of her coat and got to her feet. Everyone, including the man with the newspaper, had moved to that side of the train to watch.

“What is it?” she asked the Navy lieutenant.

He turned to her. “You’re looking at what’s going to win the war.”

She nodded, not understanding.

He moved over to let her have a place. “See that stuff? Black magic! Hoodoo weapon. Seriously.”

The tech sergeant leaned out into the rain for a closer look. “Radar.” Now they were watching round shapes under canvas glide by. “Radar finds subs, finds enemy bombers, anti-aircraft. I’ve seen it operate.” He turned back to them. “Hoodoo weapon—that’s a good one!”

Hope rose inside Jenny, wildly, irrationally. She wondered if Brad knew about this secret weapon. It would be so wonderful if the war were over quickly. She lifted her voice. “You’re not joking?”

The tech sergeant bent to say in her ear, “Radar transmits electromagnetic waves toward an object, receiving the waves reflecting back. Radar can find anything, tell anything. Enemy can’t hide.”

“We have radar on ships now,” the Navy lieutenant shouted. “Soon to be in planes.”

Jenny nodded, trying to look wise. “Submarines?”

“Submarines, yes,” they both agreed. “Anti-aircraft guns, airfields.”

They fell silent. The freight train cars rolled by. The sailor picked up his duffel bag and left and did not return. Jenny went back to sit on her suitcase. The soldiers and the officers remained at the open window. She only heard snatches of their words. Signal processor. Microwave frequency. Doppler effect.

The freight train with its cargo of war materiel slowly moved on to its far destination. A few minutes later, a trainman got down from their Washington train and walked alongside the track, carrying a dark red flag. Then he turned and walked back again. It had stopped raining.

Jenny was so cold she knew she had to close her coat and button it. She tried to unpin the orchid corsage, but the faux pearl-headed pins were stuck in the suit lapel. The young tech sergeant turned and saw her and offered to help.

She accepted with a sigh. As he knelt before her she looked down at his close-cropped head, the boyish pink skin on the back of his neck. He got the orchid loose and, with something of a flourish, handed her the big purple bloom to put on her coat.

“Look,” she said on impulse, “why don’t you take it?” She really wanted to get rid of it. “There must be some pretty girl on the train you would like to meet. You know, just go up to her and tell her you give away orchids to beautiful girls every day!” She tried to laugh. “It’s a great introduction, don’t you think?”

He gave her a quizzical look. She found herself thinking that lately soldiers seemed to be not much older than nineteen or twenty. Jenny was reminded she would be thirty-one her next birthday.

“I don’t need to do that, ma’am,” he was saying. “I really don’t need to meet any girls right at this time, you keep it.” He gave her a shy smile. “You want me to pin it on your coat for you?”

He held up the pearl-headed corsage pins. She nodded, wordlessly. He put the orchid against the collar of her coat and with deft strength ran the pins into the silver-wrapped stems, anchoring it.

“Besides, where I’m going,” he told her, so close that his warm breath touched her cheek, “I may not see another girl as pretty as you.”

 


 

“Lack of weapons is no excuse for defeat.”

—Lt. General Renya Mutaguchi,

commanding general, Japanese 15th Army.

 


 

THIRTEEN

 

Jenny saw him coming down the train platform at the Washington station, so wonderful-looking in his spick and span Army Air Force major’s uniform that she wanted to scream out his name.

Instead, she started to run, the suitcase banging against her leg. She was sure he saw her. No, he seemed to be looking into the windows of the coaches. She couldn’t stand it any longer, she dropped the suitcase on the concrete and ran the last few steps.

He had seen her. He let her fling herself on him, grab him around the neck and slam her mouth against his. At the same time he threw his arms around her and kissed her back so passionately his uniform hat fell off. The train passengers steering around them smiled. Someone bent and picked up his hat and handed it to him.

He put it back on and they stared at each other, breathless. He said, seeing the huge orchid corsage, “Christ, you’re getting married. Or engaged.”

She giggled. “It’s well wishes from my senior hostess committee at the canteen. They know I’m going to Washington to get laid.”

“God willing,” he said fervently, kissing her again. “Great snakes, woman, but you are beautiful. I married the most beautiful woman in the New York theater, I’m reminded of it all over again every time I see you.” He picked up her suitcase and steered her toward the stairs. “I have bad dreams that one of these days you’ll stay in New York to become an even bigger Broadway star. And never come to see me when I’m stuck in some forgotten dungeon of the Pentagon.”

“I’m not even a small Broadway star,” she reminded him, “especially with this show. Dear Brad, would you believe Richard Rodgers is holding the whole thing together? He may be arrogant and overbearing, but this month he’s been like a rock, calming Reuben and Agnes and the others, and telling us don’t despair, everything is going to work out. Still, there are bets all over town that we’ll never see opening night.”

He didn’t comment, so she went on, “Darling, I heard some wonderful news on the train, that we have a secret weapon that’s going to end the war! I swear to you, we saw it from the Washington train, rolling by on freight cars. There were a group of us standing in the train vestibule because there weren’t any seats, a sergeant and some Navy officers, and they described it as an invisible ray that seeks out enemy weapons like submarines and airplanes. It’s called radar. And the enemy can’t hide from it because it goes through buildings and trees and whatever happens to be in the way. Isn’t that wonderful? It sounds like Buck Rogers!”

He turned his head to smile down at her. “Radio Detecting and Ranging. It’s been around since the Twenties.”

“The Twenties?” She slowed, deflated. She’d wanted to believe the war was going to end quickly. “Oh damn, I wanted to surprise you. Everyone seemed to agree it’s going to win the war. There’s no secret weapon, then?”

“Hell, yes.” He shifted the suitcase to his other hand, taking her by the arm. “Don’t worry, Jen, we’re slapping radar into everything we’ve got—planes, warships, ground installations, every place it will fit. It’s been around since the Twenties because the Japs and the Germans didn’t want to spend any money to develop it. Now we’ve got it and your friends were right, it’s going to win the war for us. So are a lot of other things.”

They had made their way through Union station and out into the rainswept plaza, past the taxicab stands. Jenny looked around. “We’re not taking a cab?”

“We’re going first class. We have a car, my dear, a high-style means of transportation courtesy Lieutenant Malcolm Sandover. You remember Sandover, don’t you, our ISPD sports writer who gained fame and glory by producing superior position papers for the general staff?”

They walked out into the Union Station parking lot. He took out a set of keys and steered her down the line of cars. “Of course the Air Force has now sent Sandover to Texas to do something that has nothing at all to do with preparing position papers for high level conferences with our allies. Instead, Malc’s on TDY, ostensibly to write a feature article about a B-17 gunner who shot down four Jap Zeros all by himself. But from what I gather from his telephone calls, he’s there to put a lid on things generally, and keep the kid out of trouble.”

“Trouble? What on earth has he been doing? Goodness,” Jenny said, “I hope it’s not the obnoxious brat who’s been coming to the canteen. If it’s that one, I think I know him. His crew was on a big war bond tour.”

“Well, from what Sandover says, he’s convinced the B-17 crew is sitting on something. Some damned secret the military doesn’t particularly wanted circulated for public consumption.”

They got into the small Chevy. He fumbled for a moment with an unfamiliar dashboard, then found the ignition, started the engine and turned on the windshield wipers. “Sandover called yesterday to make sure I got the gas coupons he left with one of the girls in the office. Sorry,” he said, grimacing, “I mean WAAC Corporal Margie Hawes. I keep forgetting these damned rankings. Margie is not just ‘one of the girls in the office,’ of course, but an esteemed member of the United States Armed Forces. We have women soldiers, they keep telling me. Not stenos and file clerks.”

He turned to look out the rear window as he backed the car out of the parking space. “Jen, do you know how much I’ve been looking forward to this? I want you to know I haven’t been able to sleep for the past two nights. I’ve been driving Brownlee crazy, he claims he can’t sleep, either, when I’m awake in the next bed. He says, the ass, that he can hear me breathing, and it keeps him awake. You know, I can remember feeling exactly like this when I was a kid waiting for Christmas morning. The same feeling. And all because my wife is making a trip to Washington to see me.”

“Yes,” she agreed, laying her head on his shoulder. She snuggled happily against him. “Yes, I’ve felt the same way. It’s so good to finally be here. To be close to you.”

The road from the airport to the Fourteenth Street Bridge was bumper to bumper with traffic. He pulled the Chevy out of line impatiently to see ahead, but traffic was solid. He took his eyes from the road long enough to press a kiss into her hair. “God, woman, have I told you that I love you? Look, I can’t wait. Let’s pull over into Arlington somewhere and neck.”

She sat up. “Brad, you wouldn’t!”

He pulled her back down against him. “I’m just kidding. I wouldn’t, but not because I don’t want to. Besides, if we started necking I might lasciviously assault you and we’d probably end up in the Arlington jail. God, I need you, Jen,” he said, his voice cracking. “This past week I have told myself over and over that at last you’re coming, somebody I can talk to, I can say what I think for a change, what I can’t tell anybody else in this lunatic military structure I’m encased in. Hell, I’m a magazine editor, I look at this war, especially the way we are running it in Washington, and I feel like the top of my head is going to blow off. Be cool, I’ve been telling myself, Jen is coming. My wife, my beautiful friend, my uncritical audience. Keeper of my sanity.”

She squeezed his arm. “You can relax. You look pretty sane to me, major.”

He tried to pull the Chevy out again to pass, and quickly pulled it back, looking irritable. “Jesus Christ, Washington traffic is incredible! I suppose they can’t do anything about it, but this is ridiculous. A little rain, and everything slows to a walk.”

“Everybody’s trying,” Jenny murmured, “to get out of town for the Thanksgiving holiday.”

He let out his breath. “It’s getting to me. I suppose that’s obvious, isn’t it? Day by day we’re in a cesspool of rumors, shut up over there in that damned building they’re calling the Pentagon. The frightening thing is the rumors are credible as hell, even though they sound like somebody’s nightmare. After a while the way the war is going, or not going, becomes an obsession. It’s the only game in town.” He turned his head to give her a burning look. “Jen, do you understand this? I have to get all this off my chest.” He managed a smile. “I must be nuts.”

She put her hand on his thigh and gave it a pinch. “Hey, are you proposing not making love? That we sit up all night and let you talk?” She was teasing, but she saw how tired he looked. He’d already had a drink or two, she knew it when he kissed her.

“They’re shipping us to England. We were scheduled to be part of an expanded information directorate, but now with what’s going on God knows what we’ll find. If anybody even remembers what ISPD is, or what it’s supposed to do. The pipeline says they’re getting ready to fire Eisenhower. There’s a lot of criticism about him because he did the expedient thing in North Africa and worked with Darlan and the other French collaborationists. It’s put him in a hell of a bad position. Not that he was in a good position to begin with. Eisenhower is Allied Supreme Commander with British military commanders Cunningham and Alexander under him. The Brits’ view is that Ike should be the Allied Supreme Commander and make morale speeches while they actually run the war.”

She stared at him. “You mean they wanted to make Eisenhower just a figurehead? These are our allies, I can’t believe governments would stoop to such conniving! It’s so stupid!”

“Darling Jenny, not according to the military way of thinking, that’s one thing I’ve learned in Washington. The military mindset grabs the advantage when it can, secures its territory, even when it’s dealing with friends. Especially when dealing with friends. Right now our friends the French are sandbagging us because they are so damned afraid we will occupy their colonies that they won’t let us get across their territories to help pin down Rommel. Eisenhower is being blamed for not getting things straightened out before our troops landed. Then there’s everybody’s favorite, General DeGaulle, flitting from place to place announcing he is the only true leader of the Free French. When the truth is, none of the other French will have much to do with him. Eisenhower’s in the doghouse. The rumor’s out our military is looking for his replacement.”

“I can’t believe that. Replace Eisenhower?” She wished, now, that she’d paid more attention to the news. Brad was living the war day by day at the Pentagon while, like many Americans, she read the headlines and assumed things were going OK. America always won. ““How can they fire Eisenhower? He’s such a hero here at home, there have been so many newspaper stories praising him. I don’t think Americans will understand if he’s fired. I don’t understand it myself.”

He had driven down a side street south of the Capitol. Now he parked the car across the street from a small bar. The large green and white sign across the entrance said, McDooley’s Bar And Saloon.

Jenny said, “Brad, darling, can we skip the drink? I am desperate for a hot shower after freezing on the train. Listen, Ockie Hammerstein gave me a bottle of Dewar’s extra special Highland reserve, he said it’s almost priceless these days. Let’s go to the hotel and you can open it and fix drinks for us.”

“Jen, we can’t.” He sat with his hands on the steering wheel, looking straight ahead. “I hate like hell to break it to you like this, but Brownlee and I were out of the Shoreham as of this morning.”

She half-turned in the seat to look at him. “Out of the hotel? What does that mean?”

“It means I have my orders to ship out.” He stared out at the rain. “It’s all right Jen, I know you’re hellishly disappointed, but I don’t want you to make too much of this. You know how I hate to see you upset. I only got my orders first thing this morning, they were moved up twenty-four hours. Actually I counted on leaving Friday at the earliest. It was too late to let you know before you left New York so that you could cancel. You were already on the train.”

“I wouldn’t have cancelled. I would have come anyway. Tomorrow?” It finally dawned on her. “Oh God, how much time do you have?”

“I’m flying out with some of Arnold’s staff at midnight. Brownlee’s leave is cancelled, he’s coming with me. Dammit to hell!” Suddenly galvanized, he threw open the door and climbed out. “Look, we can make the most of it if we try. There’s a war on, these things happen. The good part is the ISPD gang has been trying to help. Corporal Eleanor Schulman has a sister who has a house in Silver Springs who’s gone to Baltimore for the Thanksgiving weekend. She’s arranged for us to use it.”

He opened the door on her side and stood there, waiting for her to get out. She looked up at him.

“Use it?” She was stunned, there was no other word to describe it. “Brad, I can’t think. I can’t believe this is happening. Why didn’t you tell me right away, at the station?” Her voice trembled. “I don’t understand. Why go to Silver Springs? I thought you said you were leaving tonight!”

“I am, sweetheart.” He reached in and took her by the hand and pulled her out of the car. “Look, come inside and have a drink. It’s the least we can do since the girls went to all the trouble to fix things up. Margie and Eleanor want to meet you. Eleanor made the arrangements with her sister, Margie got in touch with Sandover out at his motel in Texas about the car. Tony Pilaro and Larry Brownlee are there, too. It will only take a minute, one drink, I promise you. Then we’ll start for Silver Springs.”

She didn’t want to go in for a drink, but she couldn’t think of anything to say. She followed him into the bar. It was dark in McDooley’s, noisy with a holiday crowd. Right inside the door there was a large cardboard cutout of a Thanksgiving turkey wearing a green Irish top hat. She couldn’t bring herself to tell Brad the last thing she wanted to do right at that moment was meet the staff of ISPD. The people, she gathered, who had worked to give them a few hours together in someone’s borrowed house. She was tired, she wanted a shower, she felt cheated out of her holiday, angry at the war, resistant to the whole thing. She felt sudden, silly tears spring to her eyes and had to blink them back.

The ISPD group was waiting at the bar because, they explained, waving their drinks as Jenny and Brad approached, it was too crowded in McDooley’s to get a table. The two WAAC corporals, Margie and Eleanor, were in their mid-twenties, both attractive brunettes. Sergeant Pilaro, who managed the ISPD office, was quiet, observant. Jenny had met Capt. Larry Brownlee before, in New York.

Jenny shook hands all around. Margie Hawes said she couldn’t know how excited she was to meet her. Jen thanked her, and thanked the other WAAC corporal, Eleanor, for all they had done. It was nothing, they told her. They were so glad to be able to get the house for them, but there had been some hairy moments when it looked as though everything would fall through. Everyone laughed. Brad went to find the bartender to order their drinks.

“What a beautiful orchid,” Corporal Hawes said. “It’s absolutely gorgeous.” Corporal Schulman agreed. Jenny explained that it was a gift from the volunteers at the canteen. Margie Hawes went on, sympathetically, “We knew you and Major Haller wanted to have a place where you could have some time alone together. We don’t know how long the overseas tour of duty will be, nobody ever knows, really. We could be stationed someplace for a couple of years. We figured you and the Major didn’t want to spend your time together tonight sitting in a hotel lobby.”

“And that happens,” Corporal Schulman said, “more than you think. I mean, sitting up all night in a hotel lobby. Somebody said Washington hotels ought to rent the lobby chairs and make money on them. It’s just a shame Major Haller had his orders changed at the last minute and had to make the flight tonight.”

Jenny took her drink from Brad and drank most of it before she put it down on the bar. “It was really nice of you,” she said, “all of you, to do this for us. I can’t tell you how grateful we are. Or how we’re possibly going to thank you.”

“It shouldn’t take you all that long to get out to Silver Springs,” Larry Brownlee said, “unless Brad gets lost. Hey, don’t let him get lost, will you? You don’t want to be riding around in Maryland right up to time to time to catch the plane.”

“I know the major is tired,” Corporal Hawes said. “We’re all just pooped! We started packing up the office yesterday. Colonel Seaver’s office told us they’d send us a detail to finish our moving, but Major Haller said he didn’t want us to go off and leave it to the Air Force to do, no telling what would happen. So we all pitched in. You should have seen us throwing things in boxes. Even the typewriters. We figured it would be hard to get anything overseas, there are always shortages. Margie was told by people who’ve been stationed in the Philippines that you can go without equipment you need for months and months if you don’t bring it with you.”

“Sergeant Pilaro drew up a map,” Corporal Hawes said, “to Silver Springs. Just so you wouldn’t get lost.”

“Yes, I have it,” Brad said.

“Before you go, would you do Margie and me a favor and give us your autograph?” Corporal Schulman handed Jenny two of O’Dooley’s paper coasters from the stack on the bar. “Would these be all right? I’m going to give mine to my mother, she’ll be so excited. I’ve told her all about you.”

“Good lord, I’m really not famous.” Jenny was aware of Brad’s eyes on her. “You know, I’m terribly flattered, but I’m really not important enough to give anybody an autograph.”

“Oh, yes you are! My mother is crazy about Broadway, she’s always wanted to go to New York and see a play. She’ll be just thrilled to pieces.”

They handed her a pen. She autographed the paper coasters to Corporal Margie Hawes and Corporal Eleanor Schulman, and one to Goldie Schulman, Corporal Schulman’s mother. The autographed coasters said With best wishes, Genevieve Rose.

“I guess we’d better get going,” Brad said, looking at his wristwatch. He raised his voice over the noise of the bar crowd. “Jenny and I want to express our appreciation for the magnificent arrangements with the house from the bottom of our hearts. It was a noble thing you all did. Believe me, you have just earned a Haller family unit citation for humanitarian effort.”

Everyone laughed. Brownlee, Sergeant Pilaro, the two WAACs raised their glasses in a toast. Here’s to Silver Springs, someone said. Everyone laughed again.

“Put your wallet up, Major,” Captain Brownlee told him. “The drinks are on us.”

Jenny followed Brad out of O’Dooley’s. As he held the door open for her he said, “Don’t say it Jen. Don’t say anything. After all, they set this thing up for us out of the goodness of their hearts.” It was raining. He told her, “Wait here, I’ll go get the car.”

She shook her head. The car was only across the street. She took his arm as they crossed, feeling the drops of rain against her shoulders and the brim of her hat. “I’m not going to say anything, what gave you that idea? I know you’re all for this. Anyway, they were very sweet.” She added, “I thanked them enough, don’t you think? I didn’t want to overdo it.”

He unlocked the car door and held it open for her. “Just once,” he told her, “I’d like to find out what bugs you, Jen. I never can figure it out. And don’t say what you usually say. Which always is, that nothing’s wrong.”

“All right,” she told him, “I won’t. What time is it?”

He didn’t bother to look at his wristwatch. He started the engine and said, “It’s four o’clock.”

 

They only got lost once in Silver Springs, and that was when they made the wrong turn and entered a small park, and made a circuit on its one road and came out again, fortunately, on the thoroughfare they were supposed to be on, called Shadowlawn Drive. It was getting dark, still raining steadily. Following Sergeant Pilaro’s map, they found the cross street, Shadowcrest, and the house, a 1920’s single story red brick with a steeply sloping slate roof.

Jenny got her suitcase with the bottle of scotch out of the trunk of the car. The front door, when Brad unlocked it, opened into an unlit hallway. He stepped inside.

“Watch it, it’s dark as hell in here. Don’t move until I find the light switch.” He stepped forward, groping along the wall. Then, abruptly, he dove for the floor, accompanied by a loud, metallic crashing.

Jenny screamed.

“Oh, God! Brad?” She moved toward where he lay and her legs hit the suitcase. She nearly fell over it. She grabbed the wall in the adrkness, her hands sliding along it to keep from tripping over him.

He slowly sat up. “What the hell was it?” he said in a shaky voice.

Jenny bent and lifted the tricycle out of the way. “I can’t understand why they left it in the front hall. Maybe they usually go out through the garage or something, in the back. Dear God, tell me you haven’t broken anything!” She groped toward him. “Are you all right?”

He didn’t answer. Slowly, he got to his knees, brushing the front of his uniform coat with his hands, then to his feet. He peered into the dark, found his hat, and picked it up. Then he searched and found the light switch by the front door and turned it on.

In the sudden brightness they both blinked. He said, “Okay, you can stop laughing.”

She was instantly contrite. “Oh darling, I can’t help it, it’s been a long day. I guess your falling over the tricycle just sent me off.” The giggles were coming so fast she could hardly speak. “I’m really sorry,” she gasped. “It isn’t funny, I know. You could have been seriously hurt. You could have broken your arm. Then we could have s-sued—ha haa—Corporal Schulman’s—ha haa—s-sister.”

He stared at her. “Christ,” he said under his breath. He picked up the suitcase and limped down the hall toward the back.

Jenny leaned against the hall until the hysterical fit subsided. She’d gone off the deep end because she was tired, and she just couldn’t help it. The result of being trapped in this horrible day that should have been so wonderful.

She’d laughed so much her eyes were watering. She wiped them with the back of her hand and went to look for him.

Things were much better after he opened the bottle of Scotch in the kitchen, and fixed drinks with ice cubes from the refrigerator. They stood in silence, sipping at them. Ockie Hammerstein had been right, the expensive whisky was excellent, smooth and powerful. It took the edge off the day’s accumulated disasters.

Jenny leaned into him, putting one arm around his midsection, feeling him solid and strong and comforting. She laid her head on his shoulder. She really did love him so much. He was her rock. He also, once the Scotch had warmed her insides, made her feel lustful. She gave him a slight squeeze.

“Why is it so cold in here?” she asked him.

Still holding her, he reached around her and lifted the bottle from the counter and poured more whisky into his glass. “They probably turned down the thermostat before they left.” He drained the glass and put it down behind him. “I’ll go see if I can find it.”

“No, kiss me first.”

She put her hands behind his head and pulled his face down to her. When she felt the cool, slightly resisting touch of his lips it was wonderful. He shuddered slightly. He pulled off her hat and put it on the kitchen counter. Then he put his arms around her, his mouth suddenly eager, jerking her up against his body so that she could feel what she’d done to him.

She pulled away, her eyes sparkling. “I’ll find the bedroom and wash up. A quickie wash, I promise. You go find the thermostat.”

He stood looking down at her. “There really isn’t any time, Jen.” His voice was husky. “That is, not enough time for me to make love to you like I want to, that would take a week. And we don’t have a week. You heard what the girls said. I might not see you for a couple of years.”

She stood on tiptoe to kiss him on the corner of his mouth. “It’s quality, not quantity that counts, my darling. Otherwise I might not have married you.”

He didn’t smile. “Jenny, I’m trying to tell you how I feel. I’m not good at making this kind of speech. I wish I were.”

“You make very good speeches,” she said, lightly. “About the war, and national policy, and the state of the military. I listen to every word.”

“You know what I mean.”

She turned away. “Go find the thermostat. I’ll look for the bedroom and the bath.”

One bedroom in the wing off the kitchen was a baby’s room with a crib. Another was obviously for an older child. The master bedroom was surprisingly large. She turned on the bedside lamp, seeing the walls were papered in a pastel plaid design, the carpet was green, the taffeta bedspread royal blue. The room was even colder than the kitchen, if possible. She opened doors and found a closet, then another door and the bath. She switched on a bright light. The bathroom was clean, very orderly, with mirrored shelves and rows of jars of cosmetics, beige tile, plaid towels that repeated the pattern of the wallpaper, and a royal blue taffeta shower curtain. It was all quite pretty.

She heard Brad’s footsteps in the hall, looking for her. He came in carrying her suitcase, two highball glasses and the bottle of Scotch. “I turned the thermostat up.” The drinks had helped; he looked happier. “It ought to warm up in a little while.”

He put the suitcase down and went over to the bed and sat down on it, lifting the bottle to read the label. “This is great stuff, Jenny. Thank Oscar Hammerstein for me, will you? I appreciate the thoughtful gesture.” She gave a little cry and went to him and quickly pulled him up again. “What the hell?” he said.

“The bedspread.” She pushed him out of the way and bent over the bed, pulling at the cover. “We have to turn back the bedspread. Just take a look at this room. I can tell you without even meeting her that Corporal Schulman’s sister doesn’t want you to lie down on top of her taffeta bedspread.”

He put his arm around her then, and drew her to him to kiss her on the back of the neck. “I love you Jen,” he murmured against her hair. His hands cupped her breasts, stroking them through the fabric of her suit jacket. “You know that, don’t you?”

She pushed him away. “Hey, hold your horses, major! Not so fast, I have plans for you.”

“God, I hope so.” He picked up the highball glass and went to sit down on the bed again. “I can’t wait.” He had taken off his coat. Now he got out of his uniform jacket and laid it carefully over the back of the bedside chair. Then he leaned back against the bed pillows with a sigh, and lifted his feet, carefully avoiding the turned-back cover. “I don’t want to be a nag, but make it quick, will you? We haven’t got all that much time.”

“You are a nag, and don’t drink all the Scotch. You know why.”

She picked up the suitcase and carried it into the bathroom, leaving the door open. A quick examination showed there was a tub, but no shower. Another disappointment; the day was littered with them. She turned on the taps full blast. It would have to be quick.

She heard him call to her, “This was a good idea after all, wasn’t it, Jen? It’s not a bad place, and we’ll manage to have a couple of hours alone. This is what I’ve thought of all week, I haven’t been able to think of anything else. To be with you.”

She went to the door. She had stepped out of her dress and was in her satin slip. He was lying on the bed, still in his uniform, his feet crossed at the ankles, the drink propped on his stomach. He was a terrifically attractive man, she thought, studying him as she pinned up her hair for the bath. Not classically handsome, not a movie star-type, but sturdy, blonde like his German-Swiss ancestors, medium tall, with a well-proportioned, muscular body. These past few months when he was in one city and she in another and they hadn’t been able to see each other, she’d been surprised how much she yearned for him. How much she thought about having sex with him. At home, at night. In bed. But also during the day, in the theater, at rehearsals. Aroused, aching for him, at the most unexpected times. That was what the damned war did to you.

“Aren’t you going to get out of your clothes?” she said. “Didn’t I hear somebody around here say something about the time?”

“In a minute, in a minute. Right now I’m enjoying lecherously ogling my wife.” He smiled. “And I’m resting up after doing a rush job with ISPD’s office. We were advised by those who had been through it to take everything that isn’t nailed down, that there’s nothing to be had for love nor money in England, the closet’s bare, so when you’re transferred it’s smart to bring everything with you. Brownlee and I loaded up crates and hauled them around like stevedores. I’m still sore.”

She drew the slip over her head and dropped it on the floor, then reached around to the catch on her bra, pulling it off, hanging it on the doorknob. Her breasts swung bare and free. It felt good.

“Oh Brad, I wish you weren’t going overseas.” She unhooked her garter belt and sat down on the toilet seat to kick off her shoes, lifting each leg in the air to pull off her stockings. She supposed he could see her. She wanted him to. “I read what’s happening to London, all the terrible bombing. I’m serious, I’m going to worry myself sick about you every minute.”

“It could be worse, hon, the western Pacific is hell. You wouldn’t want to see me on Guadalcanal with the poor bastard Marines, would you?”

She stood up, pulled off her panties before stepping into the tub. The water was icy cold. Of course, she realized, they’d turned off the hot water heater, too. She gritted her teeth and sat down in it.

Through the open bathroom door she could hear him say, “The trouble with England right now is they’re in bad shape. Economic collapse, not morale, is the problem. The Brits will fight in every hedgerow if it comes to that, just as Churchill said, but they’re at the end of their rope. There’s a real question of whether we can get enough materiel across the Atlantic to stave it off. Hitler’s U-boats are the major threat, they’re still decimating Allied shipping, don’t believe what you read in the newspapers.”

She stood up, grabbed a towel and stepped out of the tub. It was easy to hurry after a bath of cold water, she could barely stand still. She was a rosy pink all over.

“Speaking of Allied shipping,” she said, “I wonder what Captain Griffiths is doing. I left so quickly I hope he’s finding his way around the apartment all right. He’s supposed to have kitchen privileges, I told him so. You remember that our boarder moved in, don’t you, Brad? He appeared with his sea bag and frayed sea captain’s uniform, and groovy black sea boots. I like those fleece-lined boots. I want to get a pair,”

Shivering, she got her diaphragm kit out of the suitcase and laid it in the sink. Her fingers were stiff, she knew she was hurrying too much. She squeezed the tube of K-Y jelly and most of it landed in the sink, not on the rubber disk’s outer circle. This was the part she hated. It always took her a while to get over the discomfort of having it inside her. Desire fled completely, that was the rotten part. One had to be lucky enough to have it coaxed back.

She said, “I’ve been thinking it over, and I’ve decided Captain Griffiths looks like something out of Gaumont-British casting—you know, the brooding lead actor who plays some incredibly handsome, besieged hero. Like Laurence Oliver doing Heathcliffe in Wuthering Heights. Of course, playing the role to the hilt, the captain says almost nothing. When he does speak, it’s in one of those clipped British accents. You know, like his jaws are wired together.”

She lifted her leg and put one foot on the toilet seat and folded the slippery diaphragm coated with K-Y jelly and inserted it, wincing. After a moment she straightened up and looked at herself in the bathroom mirror. She looked flushed from the cold bath, but it was rather becoming. Not bad, not bad at all. She pulled the bobby pins out of her hair and it tumbled to her shoulders. The diaphragm felt all right. It had to be in just so. That was another thing to worry about. Hurry, hurry, she told herself.

“I’m sure we’ll get on fine, the captain seems to want to stay out of my way. Oh, Brad, don’t get me wrong, I’m not making fun of him, God forbid! I mean, Mrs. Maclaren at the Seamen’s Church Institute has written me all sorts of nice little notes assuring me he’ll be no trouble at all. He’s been in the hospital, it seems. And that when they manage to get the boilers here for his ship he’s anxious to get back to sea. She’s the one who told me he lost his wife and two little girls when he went to meet them at a tea shop in London. When he got there everything was gone, the entire building, just a great big hole in the ground.”

She got the silk teddy out of the suitcase and put it on, not bothering with the scandalously brief panties. The black tissue silk nightie was totally transparent, shaped like a vest, and it tied over her breastbone. The rest hung free, showing her belly button and triangle of dark, curly pubic hair when she moved.

“It hasn’t been a great week, actually,” she called. “The rumor went around that we would have to shut down rehearsals for lack of financial backing, and Dick Rodgers had to issue a statement saying it wasn’t so. Then we had a god-awful session at the canteen, and it was all my fault, I’m sorry to say. These meetings are usually so humdrum. Ann Bennett is not the most dynamic person in the world, and frankly neither are the others. If it weren’t for Carmen Thompson, who can be sort of a sparkplug, I suppose we would just sort of sit there. Anyway, one of the damned doctors’ wives made a really offensive remark about the colored WAACS we had in the canteen last week. She called them jigaboos, the nasty tart, and then tried to cover it up by saying it was a joke. Which is wasn’t. The upshot of the whole thing was that Maude Prydwyn, our high school teacher, asked about colored Stage Door Canteen hostesses, and why didn’t we have them. Which is a darned good question.”

She turned out the bathroom light and came out of the bathroom. She stopped a few feet from the bed.

“Oh no,” Jenny said.

He was still fully dressed, even his shoes. Lying motionless with his right hand steadying the highball glass of scotch and water on his chest. His eyes were closed.

“Brad, darling,” she said, bending over him. “You’re not passed out, are you?” She pulled the glass out of his fingers and set it down on the night table. “Sweetheart, you’re just asleep, aren’t you? Wake up.”

She sat down beside him on the bed, the tissue silk black nightie falling away seductively to expose her legs. But there was no one to see. She sighed.

She bent over him to loosen his tie, then unfastened the top buttons of his uniform shirt. His body felt so good she let her fingers trail down to his belt. She pulled out his shirttail, tugging at it so that he stirred, his lips moving. He muttered something.

“Darling, it’s me, just wake up and look at me, will you please?” She climbed onto the bed beside him, remembering what he’d said about sleepless nights, about moving crates with Brownlee when they packed up the ISPD office. She reached over the side of the bed and lifted the bottle of scotch and held it at eye level. It was about a third empty. Not all that much; she’d had a drink, too. “Oh drat, this day is cursed! I hate Washington. Brad, I’m here, sweetheart, open your eyes and look at me!”

As if in answer, his eyelids fluttered. At the same time he half-turned to her, throwing a heavy arm over her shoulders. She wriggled out from under it and pressed closer, sliding down beside him on the bed. She unbuckled his belt, pulled down the zipper in his trousers and opened the front of his khaki underwear shorts.

“Brad,” she whispered. She bent over him. Her lips found his slightly open mouth. She kissed him deeply, touching her tongue against his teeth. She licked the inside of his upper lip. Stirring, he made a slight rasping sound, and swallowed

She watched him for a long moment. She sat up, opened the fly of his underwear shorts and took him in her hand. He began to swell instantly, big and potent. She gently pulled down the elastic band of his shorts until she could bend down and kiss him on his belly. He grunted at the touch of her mouth; one leg twitched. She put her mouth on him, covering the tip, both hands cupping him, feeling him grow harder, straining. But not awake.

“Oh damn,” she whispered. She pressed herself against him, nude except for the wisps of black silk lingerie she’d brought from New York. The hard length of his body felt exciting against her bare skin.

But it was no use.

She sat up and reached down to grab the edge of the taffeta bedspread. She fell back, pulling it over them. The coverlet was lined with rough, flannel-like cotton. She curled against the solid presence that was Bradford Haller, her husband, the Air Force’s Major Haller, now snoring softly. Somewhere the rain beat down with a loud, steady drumming. She held him, silky-soft, almost hot to the touch, in her hand. Jenny closed her eyes.

 

The sound of a telephone woke them.

Brad started violently. In the next second he was out of the bed and on his feet, blinking, peering into the far corners of the room, “Where is it?” he rasped. “Where’s the telephone?”

Jenny raised herself to her elbow, pulling herself from a dark well of restful bliss into the bedroom’s bright electric light. She couldn’t remember feeling so exhausted. She realized they were in a house in Silver Springs.

The telephone was ringing and ringing.

“It must be here somewhere. Quick, Jen, did you notice where the damned telephone is?”

“I don’t know.” She pulled her hair back from her face. “It isn’t in here.”

“Right.” He rushed out of the bedroom.

The telephone was in the hallway. She heard the ringing stop abruptly. Then his voice, “Hello? Oh, yeah, everything’s fine.” A pause. “No, I’m glad you did. No, actually it’s a good idea, we need to get going. Yeah, I think so, I have Pilaro’s map.” Another pause. Then, explosively, “What? No, no—you’re right, Larry, I need to get out there before they do. Right, right, we’re leaving now.”

Only seconds passed. Then she saw him in the doorway. She’d gotten out of bed. She saw his eyes widen when he took in the nightie.

He said, distracted, “Get your clothes on. Nevermind, Jen, you can finish dressing in the car. That was Brownlee on the phone, they’ve just found out the big brass is taking this flight, Arnold and General Spaatz. I’ve got to be at Bolling right away. Tony Pilaro will meet us at the gate at Bolling and drive you back in Sandover’s car.”

She watched him tuck in his shirt, zip up his pants, never taking his eyes from her. “Dress in the car?” She hadn’t moved. “Brad, I can’t dress in the car.”

“You sure as hell can’t wear that.” He started for the bathroom. “What is that thing?”

She picked up her panties and stockings from the chair and, still sleep-fogged, sat down on the bed to put them on. She felt as though she were moving in slow motion. “‘That thing’ is a nightie from Henri Bendel’s and it cost a fortune. It was supposed to guarantee my husband would make mad, passionate love to me. But we didn’t do anything, we spent all the time sleeping!” Her voice rose. “I don’t know how this could have happened.”

He came to the bathroom door, rapidly combing his hair. “Jen, I’m so damned sorry. How could I—”

“You don’t have to explain. I know how everybody pitched in so generously so we could have sex. I’m not ungrateful, really I’m not.”

“Jenny, for God’s sake, don’t start that. We’re late as hell.”

“My suit is in there, on the hanger on the back of the door.” She bent, fastening the garter belt to the top of her stockings. “Just hand it to me.”

It took several minutes to straighten up the room. They worked together in hurried silence, turning back the bedspread, emptying the ashtray, taking the glasses to the kitchen, putting the bottle of scotch back in the suitcase.

At the front door Brad turned the deadbolt and handed Jenny the keys. Then, unexpectedly, he reached out, pulled her into his arms and kissed her, hard.

“I could make love to you a dozen times right now, Jen,” he whispered against her mouth. “Well three, maybe four. God, I keep seeing that black thing you were wearing.”

She pulled away. “Oh, I’ll wear it again, I promise. When you come back.” She picked up the suitcase. “Please, Brad, you said we had to hurry.”

It had stopped raining. The dark sky was full of stars, but there was a cold wind blowing. The car was cold, too; he couldn’t find the switch to the heater. “I’ll look for the knobs,” Jenny told him. “Just drive the car.”

He turned into Shadowlawn, going fast enough to make the Chevy’s tires squeal. “Jenny, I’m sorry, really I am, this isn’t way the evening should have ended, the last time before I go overseas. Hell, what can I say? I shouldn’t have had those drinks. Not at McDooley’s anyway, I should have waited and drunk Hammerstein’s Scotch when we got to the house.”

She had found the heater knob. When she turned it on, a gust of hot air came out at their feet. “You were really tired. So was I.”

“Tired?” He shot her a quick look. “You think I’m an alcoholic, don’t you?”

She waited a moment. Then she said, “Well, I think the war is getting to you. That’s what you said, isn’t it?” She added quickly, “I don’t suppose there’s any way you can escape it.”

He gave the steering wheel a sharp jerk as they rounded a corner. “Sorry I bore you. It isn’t shop talk about the New York theater is it? I keep forgetting.”

They drove for several blocks before he said, in a different voice, “I can’t tell you what’s really going on, Jen, I can’t. But being in the Pentagon, in the belly of the beast, has been an education. I have this damnable faculty like most in my business to stand back and look at the whole picture. I see the incredible insanity of it all. War is insane. God, Jen, do you know how many kids we’re going to slaughter before this ends? World War One nearly wiped out a generation in Europe and England. Think what this one is going to do. Roosevelt and Stalin want a frontal assault on Belgium or France for next year, which means thousands of troops coming ashore to retake everything that the Germans hold. It’s going to be hell. In fact, hell really doesn’t describe it. And after that, we still have the Japanese to go.”

“But we can’t stop fighting the war, Brad, darling. My God, they attacked us, remember?”

“No, we can’t stop fighting the war. We’re in the grip of the lunatics who started it. ‘Destroy the world’ is not an empty phrase.”

“We turn here.” She had Sgt. Pilaro’s map, holding it up to the light on the dashboard. If they were in such a hurry—and they were—it seemed they had an alarmingly long way to go before they reached Bolling Air Force Base.

“Churchill and Roosevelt are pushing for a meeting with Stalin in North Africa in January. ISPD has been churning out position papers to argue that we can’t let the Japs consolidate their positions in the Pacific while sacrificing American troops on several fronts in Europe. Jen, do you know what kind of fighters the Japs are? When our forces finally surrendered at Bataan and Corregidor the Japs abused them, starved them, beat them up. American prisoners, who had fought until they ran out of ammunition and food and everything but guts, were considered by the Japs to be cowards because they didn’t die, for God’s sake! We’re up against an oriental mindset that is committed to fight and die. They mean it literally. Their soldiers are told, ‘Don’t come back.’ That’s what the home folks expect of them.”

They were on the main thoroughfare, but traffic was heavy, and the brownout made reading street signs difficult. At a traffic light in Silver Springs, Jenny handed him Sgt Pilaro’s map. “I can’t do this.” Her voice trembled. “Besides, I think we’re lost.”

“Jenny, don’t cry.” He turned to look at her. “We’re not lost, I’ve been in Washington before, so not to worry. Just don’t get upset. Please, sweetheart.”

“I’m not upset.” She wiped her eyes and put her hand on his thigh and left it there. There was not much else she could do.

 

They were to meet Captain Larry Brownlee and Sergeant Pilaro outside the gates at Bolling Air Force Base, but Brad had to turn the car around and come back toward the D.C. highway before he saw that Brownlee had pulled off to the side of the road and was waiting there to flag them down. He brought the Chevy to a stop and jumped out. Jenny got out on her side and ran around the front. They met in the glare of the headlights, like conspirators in a movie.

“Don’t go without kissing me.” She threw her arms around his neck. “Brad I love you so much. I don’t think I can bear this!”

“I’ll come back Jen, I promise. Remember, I’m lucky, I’m not going into combat.” He kissed her on the mouth, hurriedly, then pulled away when she would have held onto him. “I love you darling—write to me.”

At his elbow, Captain Brownlee said, “Brad, the brass went through the gate about two minutes ago.”

He stepped back. “Jen, I’ve got to go.”

The two men turned and broke into a run. The engine had been left running in Brownlee’s car; they jumped in, slamming the doors. Then it pulled onto the road and headed for Bolling Air Force Base.

Sgt. Pilaro said, “Mrs. Haller, I’ll drive you back into Washington. After that I have to return the lieutenant’s car to the garage.”

Jenny leaned against the fender of Malcolm Sandover’s Chevy, watching the line of traffic going toward the base. He’s gone, she told herself. She supposed it would be more real after a few hours. After a few days.

“Any time you’re ready,” he reminded her.

She looked at him.

“Captain Brownlee said you’d probably want to go to the train station,” he said. “Or you could go back to Silver Springs, if you want to spend the night there.”

Jenny hadn’t thought about it. Not the house in Silver Springs, she told herself. “Yes, the train station, Sergeant, thank you. I might as well start back to New York.” She reached into her purse and handed him the house keys. “I’ll write Corporal Hawes and thank her, will you tell her that?” She suddenly remembered something. “Oh, my God! We forgot the thermostat!”

He held the door open for her as she got inside the car.

“Someone will have to go back to the house and turn it off. Sergeant Pilaro, I’m so sorry! But the furnace will use up a lot of fuel oil heating an empty house. It’s just that we were in such a hurry.”

He smiled, understandingly. “I’ll take care of it, Mrs. Haller, don’t worry.”

“And my hat!” She groaned. “I can’t believe it, I just realized I left my hat on the kitchen counter.”

He started the engine, and pulled the car onto the road to Washington. “Don’t worry, Mrs. Haller, I’ll get it and have Corporal Hawes mail it to you.”

 

They drove, without much conversation, through darkened streets still wet with rain. Sgt. Pilaro was from Harrisburg, Pennsylvania and had two brothers in the Navy. All three had enlisted a few days after Pearl Harbor, when they had seen the battleships and cruisers bombed out and burning at dockside in the newsreels. He was very approving of Major Haller. There was not a better organized office in the system. Major Haller saw that ISPD ran with outstanding efficiency.

At Union Station Sgt. Pilaro wanted to park the Chevy and carry Jenny’ suitcase inside and wait to see if she could get a ticket for a night train for New York. But she explained that she had a round trip ticket and was bound to catch a train eventually. Besides, it was after one a.m. and she knew Sgt. Pilaro still had to take care of Lt. Sandover’s car and get back to quarters.

In spite of the daunting line in front of the ticket windows she was able to get a coach seat. Not on the Washington-New York-Boston train, but on The Southerner coming up from Atlanta, arriving at four a.m. She carried her suitcase into the marble expanses of the women’s restroom to wash her face and hands and put on some lipstick. She still felt sleepy. Her face, in the bank of mirrors over the washbasins looked pale and slightly greenish. The restroom was filled with weary-looking young women herding small children in and out of the toilets. Two washbasins down a woman, stripped to her brassiere, took a sponge bath. A number of the bowls were clogged. Jenny picked up her suitcase and went outside to look for a seat in the terminal.

Under the arching dome of Washington’s Union Station a steady stream of traffic flowed between the Travelers’ Aid booth, the newsstands, the restrooms and the stairs to the train platforms. People filled the polished oak benches in the waiting rooms and spilled over onto the marble floor: sailors with feet sprawled out, white caps pulled down over their eyes; piles of children draped over their mothers’ laps and each other; soldiers sleeping on duffel bags.

Jenny found a space against the wall and sat down on her suitcase. She hadn’t taken time in the restroom to comb her hair, and she missed her John Fredericks grey velour slouch hat left in Silver Springs. The train station at least was warm. For the first time she realized she hadn’t had anything to eat since breakfast, in New York. She didn’t feel hungry. She took off her coat and put it in her lap. The forgotten corsage, surrounded by its loops of silver ribbon, was crushed and blackened. With a sigh, she pulled out the pearl-headed pins and lifted it from the lapel. She leaned back against the wall holding what was left of the purple orchid in her hand. Knowing she should get up and carry it to the metal trash can just a few feet away. But she couldn’t move. She closed her eyes. Somewhere, echoing in the vaulted spaces of Union Station, a baby wailed.

 


 

FOURTEEN

 

“Sorry ladies,” Charlie Hanrahan said, “I can’t let you in.” The canteen doorman peered at their uniforms, which seemed to be those of WAAC officers. But he was not quite sure. A line of soldiers waiting with dog tag IDs in hand filled the stairway behind them. “Uh—what is that insignia? Are you captains?”

“You could say that,” the other woman said.

Charlie shook his head. “The Stage Door Canteen,” he told them, lifting his voice over the sounds of the special event for the evening, live music with the famous Benny Goodman and his band, “is open to enlisted personnel only. We don’t admit officers except with a written pass signed by the Canteen Board of Governors. I can’t help it, ladies, it’s Canteen rules.”

“We’re not ladies, sweetie,” the tall, striking blonde smiled, “we’re war correspondents. I’m Ruth McGowan of Associated Press, and this is Inez Robb of INS, International News Service.” She flashed Charlie a bright red lipsticked-grin at the same time she pulled her khaki musette bag from her shoulder, opened it and dug around inside. “Here’s my AGO card from the Adjutant General’s Office. I can’t go anywhere without it or they’ll put me, you know, in jail. Here’s my AP identification,” she said, putting another card in his hand, “and here’s the permission to admit us to the canteen signed by Mr. George Abbott, the producer, who’s on the canteen board. He’s a friend of Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt, who asked him to do this for us.”

“Eleanor Roosevelt? You know Mrs. Roosevelt?” Charlie studied the small pasteboard card. Even the GIs crowded on the stairs behind them were listening.

“Yeah, you could say I know her. I used to be the Houston Chronicle’s Washington correspondent. Went to the White House all the time.”

The permission she tendered to enter the canteen was signed by George Abbott, the Broadway producer who indeed was a member of the board, and undoubtedly a friend of the wife of the president.

“See, here’s our war correspondent patch,” Inez Robb said, turning slightly so he could see the letter C on her left arm. “We’re civilians, but the Army decided they’d better give all of us uniforms, so if the enemy found us they wouldn’t hang us as spies.” She reached out and lifted her ID cards from his hand. “We’re looking for WAACs. Are any of them here tonight?”

“WAACS? We’ve had a few, but not tonight,” Charlie said, waving them inside. “Maybe some will come in, who knows? Ladies—captains—enjoy yourselves, and let any of the hostesses know if there’s anything you want.”

“Thanks,” Ruth McGowan told him. “We will.”

She made her way through the crowd toward the dance floor, while Inez Robb left to go off to introduce herself to a table of Marines. Inez’ stories for the International News Service were light and breezy, and featured the “human interest” side of the war. She knew Inez would probably work up a story by asking the Marines what things they had found to do while on leave in New York. Had they been to the Statue of Liberty? What did they think of Times Square? Folks back home ate that up.

Ruth was looking for something quite different. It had been a long struggle to get an overseas assignment, and even now she wasn’t quite sure she wanted to be that close to the war. But on Sunday, December 7th, almost a year ago, she’d been one of the few AP reporters in Washington, lucky enough to be on the spot to cover the aftermath of Pearl Harbor and how it affected the nation’s capital. A few months later she’d reported on the newly-formed Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps, following the WAACs all the way through their historic basic training. Women in the service had turned out to be a very big issue. Everybody wanted to read about it. In the fall, hearing that the WAACs were going overseas, presumably to England, Ruth had applied to accompany them. The AP, for once, was willing. The War Department, miracle of miracles, gave her clearance in spite of its large prejudice against women reporters overseas. Or women anywhere, for that matter.

The formation of the WAACs had apparently changed War Department attitudes. Especially when the Supreme Allied Commander in Europe, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, asked that a WAAC contingent be sent to SHAEF headquarters in London as soon as possible. Ruth had been assigned to follow them.

Now, as she stood at the back of the canteen’s basement room and listened to Peggy Lee sing Why Don’t You Do Right?, watching the close-packed crowd swaying to the song, Ruth felt she was onto something even bigger.

She got the first small clue as to what might be going on when her WAAC uniforms were delivered to her hotel. She’d been issued, she discovered, two officer jackets, two skirts, pants, half a dozen shirts and ties, and a raincoat. But curiously, no clothing warm enough for England in midwinter. Things had gotten even stranger when she found she was also issued a helmet, a musette bag, a fatigue outfit, insect powder and sunglasses, canteen, gas mask—and mosquito netting.

Mosquito netting? And insect powder? Her reporter’s instincts told her she had to check it out.

A story had come in over the teletype just a few days before that five WAACs had been torpedoed off the coast of Africa. You didn’t have to be a georgraphy major to know the coast of Africa was hardly the usual route to take to get to England. The newspapers had already reported that General Eisenhower, from his headquarters in Algiers, had requested a second WAAC detachment. She was pretty sure the next WAACs were going to be assigned to North Africa. And that she was going with them.

Someone touched her lightly on the shoulder. “Hey, captain.” A master sergeant with Signal Corps insignia. “Wanna dance?”

Ruth grinned at him. “Sure why, not?”

As they spun into a slow Lindy Hop he asked, “How did they let you in here, captain? The canteen is supposed to be for GIs only, right?”

“Well, I’m not really a WAAC captain,” Ruth explained, “I’m a civilian, a war correspondent. The War department gave us uniforms so that if we ever got captured the Germans wouldn’t shoot us as spies.”

The master sergeant looped her arm over her head and spun her gently into a sudden, bigger space on the dance floor. “No kidding,” he said.

 

The Canteen restroom was crowded with junior hostess taking a ten o’clock break. Elise Ginsberg had been in the kitchen cutting up chicken to make chicken salad sandwiches, and was at the sink scrubbing the grease from her hands. Annmarie van Troup and one of her friends were at the mirror discussing Brenda Frasier, the debutante of the year, and the money her family had spent on her debut. Brenda, of the perfect 1940’s look with her pale oval face and shoulder-length dark hair, was in every magazine and newspaper society section, and now reined as the current princess of what the gossip columnists had dubbed Café Society. There was some considerable criticism that money spent on extravagant coming out parties was tasteless and out of place now that the country was at war.

Annmarie’s debutante friend said, leaning into the mirror, “Well it is tacky, spending a lot on a big debut. My mother said it would be better if the Frasiers donated all that money to War Relief and then had pictures of Brenda handing out doughnuts to servicemen in Grand Central Station, or something patriotic like that.”

A junior hostess they knew as Jane came out of a booth, pulling down the edges of her girdle through her dress. “My goodness, there’s a crowd of soldiers out there,” she told them. “They say it’s because of the war in North Africa. They’re all from Camp Kilmer in New Jersey. I haven’t even seen the Aussies all week.”

“I love the Australians, they’re so crazy,” another girl said. “Have you heard them sing that song? Waltzing Matilda?”

“Jane, don’t let Ann Bennett or Carmen Thompson hear you say North Africa. The canteen is very strict about that.”

Elise said, “Do you know Brenda Frasier, Julie?”

“Well, I can’t say that I really know her. We went to Miss Hewitt’s Classes, but she was a year behind me. It is true, her family really did spend wads of money launching her. Maybe they’re hoping she’ll get a movie contract or something like that.”

Annmarie van Troup put down her lipstick. “Does Brenda Frasier want to be in the movies? I hadn’t heard that.”

The other laughed. “Hey, doesn’t just everybody?”

Two more junior hostesses squeezed into the restroom. “That is the most groovy band,” one of them enthused, “I can’t believe we’re really having Benny Goodman here. You can hardly get on the dance floor because everybody wants to dance. The band doesn’t fit on that little bitty stage, either. Peggy Lee has to climb over the drummer to get to the mike to sing.”

“She’s fantastic, though. I love Peggy Lee. She has that cool little voice. Like vanilla ice cream.”

Annmarie found a dry spot on the roller towel and wiped her hands. “I want to see the movie that just opened at the Radio City Music Hall, Humphrey Bogart and Ingrid Bergman in Casablanca. People are saying it’s really good. Although I can’t imagine Bogart and Ingrid Bergman together.”

Her friend made a face. “I don’t care for Humphrey Bogart. I like somebody really handsome. Like Errol Flynn.”

Jane stepped up to the mirror to comb her hair. “Carmen Thompson says the Canteen is going to put up a Christmas tree. I think Ed Wynn is going to donate the Christmas tree if they can find a place to put it.”

“There isn’t any place to put it,” Annemarie said. “The Canteen just put in more tables and we really don’t have any space. Maybe they can hang it over the dance floor.”

“There isn’t any room over the dance floor, either. Not unless you take down the mirror ball.”

“Well, I hate those red and green Christmas decorations,” the other debutante said, “I would have put in white and silver. That wouldn’t cost any more than the other.”

“Somebody donated the red and green decorations, some firm that makes them. So I guess the canteen has to use them.”

“Hey, have you seen the WAAC captains?” Jane said. “I thought I was seeing things. You know, officers aren’t allowed in the Canteen.”

Elise, who always read the newspapers, said, “Casablanca is getting very good reviews.”

“They’re not WAAC captains, one of them is Inez Robb of INS.” Annmarie gave her hair a final pat. “My father knew her in Washington. They’re war correspondents, it says so on their uniforms.”

“War correspondents? You mean they’re in the canteen to do a story?”

“I don’t know.” Annmarie shrugged. “Aren’t they supposed to be going overseas?”

The door opened and Dina Flaherty came in. While the restroom door was open they heard the crowd outside, noisier than usual. “Would you believe Benny Goodman is playing the Hokey Pokey? Some English sailors asked him for it, and he did it! Can’t you hear them? The whole place has gone crazy.”

There were groans. Jane said, “I wish they’d ban the Hokey Pokey. ‘Put your right foot in, and shake it all about—’”

“Carmen Thompson says for everybody to come out and help,” Dina told them. “Some Marines want to have Benny Goodman play a conga next so they can have a conga line.”

“That’s crazy! Have you ever been in a conga line with Marines? They ought to give you a medal for it!”

Jane held the door open for them. “Listen to that! With all the good music to play, why do they have to ask Benny Goodman for the Hokey Pokey? It’s enough to make you want to throw up.”

“Have you noticed when the British ask for anything, everybody falls all over themselves to give it to them?”

“How about the French or the Russians? Same thing.”

Elise grabbed Annemarie’s arm. “Don’t leave, please! Would you wait a moment and speak to me? Your father knows these war correspondents? Is that the same thing as journalists? They are writers?”

The door swung to. The restroom was suddenly empty.

“For just a moment, will you talk to me, Miss Van Troup?” Elise said. “It’s very important, I need you to explain this to me about the correspondents.”

“Sure, Elise, but I don’t know how well Daddy knows Inez Robb. I think she was covering some big federal trial or something, and he was one of the lawyers.”

“What is this, please? These women journalists are going overseas to Europe to write stories on the war?”

“I don’t know that they’re going to Europe, our armies aren’t in Europe yet, are they? They’re probably going to England. Or maybe North Africa. That’s what all the rumors say.”

“Yes, they will be going to Europe,” Elise said to herself. “They will be writing stories about Europe.”

“Look, if you want to find out, why don’t you go out and introduce yourself? I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t mind telling you what it is they do.”

Her last words addressed the air. Elise was gone. The door of the ladies’ restroom had already swung shut.

 

In the main room of the Stage Door Canteen, Benny Goodman and his band played a few notes on an ascending scale, the cue they were going to take a break, and put down their instruments. The vocalists, including Peggy Lee, headed for the restrooms or, with the rest of the musicians, took the passageway through the kitchen out the back door into the 44th Street Theater’s alley where they could enjoy a smoke and a breath of cold December night air. Uniformed canteen patrons left the dance floor and made for the food service counters where a line formed.

Ruth McGowan’s Signal Corps sergeant saw her to a table and went to get a cold soft drink. She was able to see now and then through openings in the crowd that Inez Robb was still at the table full of Marines, still talking and taking notes. Evidently Inez had found her story, the kind of feature she did best. The INS reporter had told her that she wasn’t particularly keen on going overseas; not after the reports of ships with American military personnel aboard being torpedoed in the Atlantic. They were going to be crossing in the same way.

I think I’m going to sleep on deck, Inez had declared, I don’t care how cold it is. I wouldn’t get a decent night’s sleep anyway, down a dozen decks in the middle of some boat knowing that I couldn’t get out of there if the Germans decided to fire a torpedo at us. Hell, I’ve seen a million movies about it. You know those ships have watertight doors, don’t you? They close them and shut off people behind them and let them drown so the ship won’t sink.

Ruth had to admit that crossing the Atlantic in a troop ship, in a convoy, was an idea she didn’t particularly want to dwell on. She spent the time while the sergeant was getting Cokes studying the garland of plastic holly and bright red berries that ran around the edge of the canteen’s ceiling. Christmas decorations. The rotating mirror ball over the dance floor that sent sparkling bits of light over all during slow dances, when the lights were dimmed, was trimmed in plastic mistletoe. The Christmas holidays were a little over two weeks away.

It suddenly occurred to Ruth McGowan that she might, with Inez Robb and a couple of thousand soldiers, spend her Christmas in the middle of the cold, bleak, stormy Atlantic Ocean aboard a troop ship dodging German U-Boats.

She was still thinking about it and asking herself, not for the first time in her career, how she had managed to get herself into a job that demanded this sort of death-defying risk just to cover a story, when she saw one of the canteen hostesses approaching her table. This one was an attractive, doe-eyed child with straight, shoulder-length hair and The Look. That fixed gaze that Ruth had learned to identify after years of newspapering, particularly during her stint in the nation’s capital among the members of Congress. The Look meant the person coming toward her was about to announce that he or she had something that they just knew should be written up in a newspaper. A tremendous story. Of the once-in-a-lifetime variety.

She looked around for the tech sergeant to rescue her, but he was nowhere to be seen.

“Oh shit,” she said under her breath.

The Hokey Pokey had finished to raucous applause and laughter. At the request of the group of Marines, Benny Goodman and his band immediately launched into an earsplitting conga. More than half the sweating, breathless crowd gave a loud groan, but nevertheless began forming a line around the dance floor that extended in and out of the tables.

Annmarie van Troup pulled Dina around the end of the milk bar and out of the way. “I can’t believe it.” The debutante fanned herself with a handful of paper napkins. “These things get so rowdy so fast. It was the same way Monday night. Maybe it’s because it’s Christmas. You can’t count last year’s Christmas when everybody was still in a state of shock, trying to cope with the Japs attacking Pearl Harbor.”

Dina reached out and pulled some of the paper napkins from Annmarie’s hand to use to pat her damp face. “I think it’s because a lot of GIs are going overseas. That makes a difference.”

“I think the canteen is a lot crazier than it was before Thanksgiving. My mother keeps asking if everything’s okay. She really can’t get over the Stage Door Canteen being only for enlisted personnel. She keeps asking me if I want to switch to the officers’ club in the St. Regis and be a volunteer there.” She turned to Dina, who was rummaging in the shelves below to find a paper cup. “Don’t you have a boyfriend from the canteen? That cute sergeant who was with the war bond tour?”

Dina drew some water from the soda fountain faucet, enough to fill the paper cup. She drank it, thirstily. “We’re not supposed to have boyfriends, Annmarie, it’s against the rules. I don’t date him, if that’s what you mean.”

“I know that, Dina, I know the rules about dating. But he was totally ga-ga abut you.”

“I have to thank you for passing his note to me. But it’s always the same thing—’When are we going to get together?’ He called me from Miami day before yesterday, wanting me to come down there. He even wanted to send me the money for the train fare.”

They watched the conga line rocking past. It had grown to include Milton Berle and a chorus boy from the Radio City Music Hall who had been bussing the tables.

“The sergeant? What’s he doing in Miami?” Annmarie asked.

“His crew is there on a rest leave. The government has a whole hotel in Miami Beach full of the Air Force. From what Gene says they bring in girls in buses from Miami churches and the ‘Y’ for dances that they have there at the hotel practically every night, and they give them tickets to shows and movies and the nightclubs. Everything is free. The Bomber group has an officer with them who’s writing a story about their B-17 crew. I think he said the Air Force is going to give the story to Life magazine. But he says he hates Miami. All he can talk about is for me to come down there and stay with him. But no fooling around, you know what I mean. He says he’ll put me up at a hotel, even find a chaperone someplace. He calls every night. It’s driving my family crazy.”

“He’s really in love with you.” Annmarie was impressed. “Dina, are you going to do it? Are you going to Miami Beach?”

“Are you kidding? I have a very strict Italian family, they’d kill me! Nobody ever heard of going out of town to visit a guy unless you’re planning to commit a mortal sin. I haven’t even told my mother what he wants me to do. If she found out she’d never let me talk to Gene again. She’d probably disconnect our telephone!”

“But Dina, think about it. Couldn’t your boyfriend talk to your mother and tell her about the chaperone and the other arrangements, and that he was going overseas and this was the last time he’ll be able to see you for a long time? Wouldn’t your mother trust you to go down to Miami Beach if he talked to her and told her about wanting to get engaged?”

Dina looked out over the dancers milling around in the main room of the Canteen now that the conga was over. The Benny Goodman band was putting up their instruments, preparing to take a break. “You know, I don’t want to get engaged. I’ve been taking dancing and singing lessons since I was a little kid, and now I’m in performing arts school, and some of the people there are already auditioning for Broadway and the USO shows going overseas. I’m not going to give that up. Besides, I don’t want to be rushed into anything. Even by somebody I like.”

“But you’re in love with him, aren’t you? The girls here thought he was a doll.”

“He wants to get married. He’s going to get reassigned after Miami and he’s going overseas and he might not come back. That doesn’t seem fair, does it, to send him back into the fighting like that when he’s already been decorated and is a hero and everything?”

The crowd thinned, going back to the tables. Annmarie said, “What’s wrong with Elise? Look, over there, at the table with the war correspondent. Do you see? Maybe we ought to go over there. She’s crying.”

 

“I really can’t talk to you, kid.” Ruth McGowan searched he crowd for the Signal Corps sergeant, who was evidently stuck at the drink counter. “Look, whatever your story is. I really don’t feel up to taking it on. Why don’t you go somewhere until you calm down? Don’t you know where the ladies’ room is?”

Elise tried to pull a chair out from the table, but the other kept a firm grip on its back. “Please, you must listen to me, I am begging you,” she pleaded. “When they told me you were from the Associated Press I went back to get the photograph in my purse. I always carry a photo there, not the big ones but a small one, to show what is in Sobibor, the death camp in Poland. It is all true. The pictures were brought out by an American spy plane, a DC-3, flying low to evade—what is the word?”

“Detection,” Ruth supplied, “but nevermind. Sugar, whatever your name is—”

“Elise. Elise Ginsberg.”

“Okay, Elise, I hate to have to break this to you, but the United States does not have DC-3 spy planes flying in and out of Poland. Whoever told you that—”

“But they do,” Elise whispered. “There are many things you don’t know about your own government. Ah, how can I make you believe me? My father and Max have tried to make your government, then the newspapers take notice, but they say they are not interested. How can they not be interested when people are dying? When a whole people is being wiped out?” Tears welled up and slid down her cheeks. “My friend, Max Kubelsky who knows Arnold Foster of the ADL, says that your government does not want to—what is it, um, acknowledge—that the death camps exist, that it is not politically good for them, now in the middle of war. But even as we speak, thousands of people are being murdered!”

Ruth sighed. “Elise, I never heard of that place, whatever it’s called, in Poland.”

“Sobibor.”

“Okay, Sobibor.” She reached for a package of cigarettes on the table, drew one out and lit it. “It doesn’t ring a bell, and my geography is pretty damned good. Frankly, I—” She stopped. “Wait, not Max Kubelsky, the one Earnest Hemingway wrote about? The hero of Teruel?”

Elise looked confused. “Something like that, I don’t know. He is only Max to me. Max Kubelsky.”

“The Spanish Civil War, right? Didn’t he go to Moscow afterward?”

“No, no, I don’t know anything about that! Max is a writer now, he writes for magazines.” She was desperate; she held out the photograph. “I have this, if you will only look at it, please. Perhaps then you will believe me.”

Ruth sat back and drew a mouthful of smoke. “Sit down,” she said, letting go of the chair. “And put the photograph down, I’ve seen those before.” As Elise slipped into the seat she said, “Okay, so tell me the thing that brought you over that you’ve just got to speak to me about. The big story.”

Elise looked at her for a long moment. Then she held up the postcard-sized photograph. “They say it means nothing, that it could be anywhere, some other war. I don’t know. I have others, bigger ones for newspaper or the magazine reproduction, what they call ‘glossies.’ They are all bodies of people after they have been put in the death chambers. They take them, whole families, the mothers and fathers and children, and they tell them to strip naked in front of each other, that they are going to the showers and that the reason for it is that then they will be deloused. They give them a bar of soap to hold onto which they collect afterward. Poor, naked families, they cling to each other pitifully, the mother and father and children, so humiliated, so despairing like that before each other, and they go into the gas chambers and they die in each others’ arms, the mother holding the children, the fathers trying to embrace them all, to protect them from they don’t know what.” Her voice trailed away.

After a long moment Ruth McGowan said, “Let me see the damned photo.” She took it and held it up to the light. “Who told you this, all the stuff about the death camp and where it is and what they’re doing?”

“My father has friends in Canada. So has Arnold Foster of the Anti-Defamation League, they work together sometimes. The information comes from the people in Canada. But it is all true.”

Ruth McGowan reached for her purse, opened it, and stuck the picture inside. “I’ve heard something like this, we all have. Everybody in the news gathering business knows the Nazis have concentration camps, slave labor camps, maybe even extermination camps. But you’re right, officially nobody wants to talk about it. As a story it doesn’t exist.” She put out her cigarette in the ash tray. “For now. But that doesn’t mean someone won’t scoop it.”

Elise shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

“Ah, here comes the sergeant with the Cokes.” The AP correspondent stood up. “Look, I’m not going to Europe. I thought I was going to London, but I may be taking a detour thanks to General Eisenhower. What they’re saying now is that if everything works out and the Allies invade Italy, war correspondents will be in Europe sometime in the coming year. Do you know what I’m trying to tell you? I swear I will look all over hell and gone for this story. If it really does exist, if Sobibor or any place like it is really there, it will be one of the biggest news stories to come out of the war.”

“Hello there,” the Signal Corps sergeant said, looking over Elise. He handed Ruth her Coca Cola. “Is this a friend of yours?”

“Bud, you couldn’t be more right.” She took a long gulp of her soda. “If what she just told me is true, little Miss Ginsberg may be one of the biggest friends I ever had.”

 


 

“Use it up, wear it out,

Make it do, do without.”

—Wartime Saying

 


 

FIFTEEN

 

“Does this show,” Marty Levin wanted to know, “deserve a Christmas party?”

He crossed center stage, waving his arms, to where Jenny and Lee Dixon sat on folding chairs studying the changes made in one of their scenes. Many of the musical numbers had been trimmed, due to the length of the show’s running time, which now stretched to an unacceptable four and a half hours. Reuben Mamoulian and Richard Rogers were still not satisfied. More cuts had to be made.

As the Christmas holiday season approached, the cast of Away We Go were getting on each other’s nerves. It was inevitable, and Marty was no exception. It had been announced that the date for the try-out opening in New Haven had been shifted again, postponed with no future date given, an ominous sign. Richard Rodgers, although he could be the Rock of Gibraltar when he chose, daily grew more sarcastic and arbitrary. It was impossible, everyone complained, to deal with him. The latest cocktail party, where Dick did his usual turn playing the piano and Jenny and Marty Levin sang their Ado Annie and Ali Hakim songs, had produced only one offer of money, a sum so small they had all despaired. Oscar Hammerstein, on the other hand, still tinkered with the musical numbers, mulling over the idea of a “place” song for the chorus. Something, he said vaguely, about the town, or region. No one was enthusiastic about a new song. The show already had a song about a place, Everything’s Up To Date In Kansas City. There were rumors that more members of the cast would be let go. Agnes de Mille, who declared that she had been pushed to the edge of sanity with constant wrangling over every change, large or small, in her dances, had had such a raging, screaming row with Reuben Mamoulian over cuts in the Laurey’s Dream ballet that Marc Platt, her dance assistant, had to rushed her to a sink backstage to hold her head under the cold water tap. Finally Oscar Hammerstein removed himself from the fray by going to his country home in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, for a few days.

Now Marty boomed, “I ask you, does our little group of the cast of Away We Go deserve a supper buffet of naturally lavish proportions at Sardi’s for over the hundred people associated with this production, when the show can’t get its costumes out of hock? Is such an extravagance, not to mention celebration—and celebration for what, we should ask ourselves—warranted?”

“The costumes are here, Marty,” Jenny said without looking up, “they’re not in hock, the ballet people are already dancing in them.”

He snorted. “They have to get the ballet clothes so they can try them on and see if they work. Otherwise we would have to stop rehearsals.”

Lee Dixon said, “I thought the Christmas party at Sardi’s was being thrown for the cast by Mr. Rodgers and Mr. Hammerstein. With their money.”

“It is, it is,” Jenny soothed him. “Marty’s just trying to be funny. Don’t listen to him.”

“Just so long as they don’t cut my dance,” Lee said. “‘Kansas City’ is one of the best numbers in the show. They should leave it alone.” Jittery with nervous energy, he tossed his script on an empty chair seat. “I need some coffee. Anybody want some coffee?”

When they shook their heads, he rushed off toward the backstage area. Marty said, “You should talk to Reuben, sweetheart, he needs to know.”

Jenny handed him his script. “Some of your lines are cut. Did you see?”

“Listen, darling, Reuben is blaming you for this shtick with Lee that doesn’t work, and you are saying nothing, nothing at all. How can you be this bold, very forward girl, Ado Annie, when you act like you are about to throw up when your boyfriend Will tries to kiss you?”

“Please, Marty, it will get better, I promise. We’re working on it.”

“You will promise?” He threw his hands in the air. “Darling Jenny, you do not need to be a saint already! Go to Reuben and tell him the kid is still drinking, and to cover it he’s eating garlic. Raw garlic, whole cloves of it. Because Reuben is blaming you, believe me.”

For a moment Jenny entertained the thought that Marty might be trying to warn her that she, too, might be on shaky ground. She quickly told herself the idea was silly. After all, she’d been one of the first hired, even before the book was completed. Ockie Hammerstein had expressly asked for her after she’d played Magnolia in the out of town revival of Showboat.

“I’ll do something, Marty, I just don’t want to add to everything else going on right now. Besides, Lee’s drinking because he’s worried Reuben or Dick Rodgers will cut his solo. Once he finds out for sure that’s not going to happen, it will get better. He’s such a sweet person, and a fantastic dancer. Nobody else could do the Kansas City number, I’m sure Dick and Reuben know that.”

He studied her for a long moment, head cocked to one side. Then he abruptly sat down in the seat next to her. “So how is the good Major Haller?” he asked. “Have you heard from him?”

“Not since his letter telling me he had arrived safely. Not a word since then.”

She’d read parts of Brad’s letter to Marty, especially Brad’s description of a London devastated by the blitz of 1940 and ‘41, but in a lull now that the Luftwaffe bombers had apparently been moved to the Russian front. The general feeling in England, though, was that it wasn’t over. That the fearsome bombing would return.

ISPD was quartered, from what Brad could cautiously describe in order to get past the military mail censor, in a small London hotel in the East End. They were using their rooms there as temporary offices. The staff was together: Captain Larry Brownlee, the WAAC corporals Margie and Eleanor. Malcolm Sandover was expected shortly. In his letter Brad had hinted again of the big meeting of Allied leaders to take place, probably in January, for which ISPD would be preparing material.

They were billeted in a hotel in the large working class district across the River Thames. East London, with its docks and power plants, had been particularly hard hit during the Blitz. Block after block, Brad wrote, looked as though an earthquake had flattened it, leaving piles of nothing but rubble. In some places there was not even a wall left standing. In London, they talked of the city’s civilian firemen as among the great heroes of the war. The bombs had turned the streets into infernos, but the firemen had gone in night after night during the Blitz, to fight the soaring, blocks-long fires and search for people trapped in the ruins. The indomitable bravery of the city’s firemen was one of the reasons London had managed to hold out against the Luftwaffe.

“I think,” Jenny said, “the reason that I haven’t had more than one letter from Brad is that he expected to be end up at General Eisenhower’s headquarters somewhere in North Africa. Algiers, I think, according to the newspapers. It’s funny, the newspapers can publish where Eisenhower is, but Brad can’t write it in a letter. Of course, if Brad’s moved there, all of my Christmas packages are going to end up in some Army post office. I could just cry. I bought Brad one of those big overseas Christmas gift boxes from Lord and Taylor guaranteed to have everything a serviceman would want, including rum cake and those little flat cans of anchovies. Then I went all-out, and baked Brad a big box of my grandmother’s Swedish Christmas cookies that he loves, even knowing they’d probably be cookie dust by the time he got them. I guess I needn’t have worried. Now he won’t even get that.”

“Poor darling,” he sympathized. “Now tell me, do you write the Major all about the boarder you have now, the Hamlet sea captain?”

She laughed. “Heathcliffe, not Hamlet. And I’ve changed my mind, he really doesn’t look all that much like Olivier. He’s not that pretty.” She turned in the chair to face him. “And just what is that crack supposed to mean, Marty?”

He threw up his hands in the familiar gesture. “Nothing, nothing, darling Jenny, I was only teasing. You I can tease, my angel. Tallulah Bankhead I wouldn’t tease about having a sea captain in her back bedroom, believe me. So, is the captain recovering nicely from his war wound?”

“It isn’t a war wound.” Jenny had already told Marty the reason for Captain Griffiths’s delay in New York. Not only had the freighter bringing the replacement boilers for his ship been sunk by the Germans, but the captain had been in the hospital, which had prevented him from being assigned another ship.

“Well, perhaps you could call it that,” she admitted. “The war probably caused it. He has an ulcer.”

“An ulcer?”

“Marty, don’t you dare laugh.”

He said, sincerely, “Darling, I am not laughing.”

“Good, because I am told being on a freighter in the North Atlantic is horrible. As dangerous as being in the middle of the fighting in North Africa or someplace. It’s the same thing.”

The captain had proved to be a nocturnal creature, something Jenny hadn’t counted on. The other bathroom was at the end of the hall next to his bedroom, an ostensibly ideal arrangement as it kept him at that end of the apartment. But she was still aware, especially very late at night, of doors opening and closing, no matter how softly, the faint sound of water running in the shower, the toilet flushing. A whisper, a sense, of footsteps on their way to the kitchen. At first the clandestine noises didn’t bother her even after so many months of being alone, missing Brad but no longer listening for familiar sounds.

Then she found she began to wait, perversely, for the telltale night murmurs. They began to invade her sleep. After a while Jenny came to realize that all this to some extent was her fault. It had become a habit to wake up out of a sound sleep, reach for the clock with its luminous dial and see that it was only two a.m. Or three-twenty. Our four-fifteen. And that whatever sound it had been—his footsteps, the radio in his room, the door closing—that had waked her, she was now anticipating the rest. The opening of the refrigerator door, the discreet rattle of the kettle against the stove’s burner, water running in the kitchen sink. She could hear it all and yet she couldn’t. She didn’t know what part was merely her imagination and what part the captain prowling about. She tried not to let it irritate her. But of course, after a while, it did.

Finally her curiosity won out. She told herself that she had to find out if it really was Captain Griffiths, the solitary and brooding, who was her restless night wanderer. Or more likely, that she was too tired from rehearsals for Away We Go and the show’s relentless problems and her nerves were playing tricks on her. But in her heart of hearts she knew she simply wanted to find out what Captain Griffiths was doing.

She had padded down the hall in her bare feet. The kitchen door was open, but he didn’t hear her coming.

He had just opened the refrigerator door to get a bottle of milk. Unfortunately, when he straightened up and saw her standing there the impact was drastic. He was pale, anyway. He suddenly looked as though he were about to faint.

“Captain Griffiths was getting up in the middle of the night,” Jenny said, “because his stomach hurt, I guess. The doctor has given him an ulcer diet. So he’s been fixing things in my kitchen in the wee small hours. Like hot milk, as though he hates to give in to it. I told you his wife and children were killed in the Blitz, didn’t I?” She thought a moment and said, “He has this strange air of doom. Gloom? Perhaps it’s just Welsh. I keep thinking I should go and reread Dylan Thomas.”

Actually, Jenny wasn’t sure what to think as the captain stood there in only the bottoms of his pajamas, barefoot and bare-chested, all white, muscled flesh and dark body hair, vastly different from the way he looked in his British merchant navy uniform. She was in her nightgown. They stared at each other in mutual alarm.

At that moment Lee came back, carrying his paper cup of coffee. “There’s going to be a call for auditions. It comes out in the trades tomorrow, Marc Platt just told me. It’s supposed to be for understudies, that’s what they say. But Christ, it’s just one more damned thing.” He gulped at his coffee. “So I saw Richard Rodgers just going out for lunch and I—I cornered him.”

They both stared at him. Jenny said, “Oh, Lee.”

“Well, what the hell, Jen. They say they’re auditioning for understudies but they may be replacements. That’s happened, you know. One minute you’re in your role rehearsing, and everything’s fine. The next minute you’re out.”

“I don’t have an understudy,” Jenny said.

“I just went up to him and asked him if they were going to cut my solo from the Kansas City number. And for a moment I thought he wasn’t going to answer me. You know the look he has, like you’re something lower than a cockroach if you dare speak to him without asking permission. And you know what he said? ‘No, it stays.’ Three words, that was it.”

He threw himself into one of the folding chairs, jerkily downing the last of the coffee. “Jesus, I’m a damned wreck. It’s been driving me crazy. That jazz dance is a piece if art, I couldn’t lose it, not now. ‘It stays.’ That’s all the great Richard Rodgers said.”

Marty sent her a look over Lee Dixon’s head. “Oh, Martry, don’t worry, you’re the last person to believe me,” she told him. “There could be no other Ali Hakim, everybody knows that.”

“And you, too, my darling,” he said quickly. “You’re perfect as Ado Annie,”

She wasn’t so sure.

 

The call for understudies was advertised in the trade papers for Wednesday, but a rumor persisted that some unannounced auditions had been held earlier, on Tuesday. When Jenny came in several members of the cast, mostly dancers, were standing in the back of the theater in street clothes, watching. Lee Dixon was not there, but Marty had taken a seat in the back row center with Leon Gross, one of the orchestra arrangers.

“Hey, sweetheart, look at these kids, they’re terrific,” Marty greeted her. “I understand they’re from some dance school in Brooklyn.”

Jenny slid into a seat. Four young girls in leotards were onstage doing a pas de quatre, the accompaniment supplied by a single upright piano. “Are they? I think Agnes knows the ballet maitre at one of them.”

The arranger said, “Agnes lost a dancer in Laurey’s Dream sequence. The girl went out to the West Coast to be with her husband who’s in the Marines. So there’s a slot to fill.”

“Was she upset?”

“You mean our Agnes? Certainly not. On a scale of one to ten it was only a twelve.”

Marty settled back in his seat with a grunt. “Look at these kids, they put so much into it. Look at the second on the left.”

The arranger said, “Not bad. But Agnes won’t hire her with those gorgeous legs. And she doesn’t have a big butt. Ugly asses are a requirement for this show. Ask Reuben.”

“Good heavens, I know her,” Jenny said. “Her name is Dina something, she’s a junior hostess at the canteen.”

“Hey, she made the cut.” Marty was watching the stage. “She’s a nice little dancer. When you see her, tell her congratulations.”

“Look, Richard Rodgers is going over to her,” the arranger said. “That was quick.”

“Richard had better watch out,” Jenny said. “She has a boyfriend in the Army Air Force. He’s a war hero.”

Marty chuckled. “Dick Rodgers doesn’t do hanky-panky. At least not before a show opens. He’s very discreet.”

 

Jenny didn’t stay. She knew the auditions would run on until at least five o’clock, and she was due for the monthly meeting of the Canteen’s senior hostesses. Besides, there was a certain tension in the air that she wanted to get away from.

It was snowing when she left the theater. She decided against walking, especially since she hadn’t worn her galoshes. She took the downtown bus instead of the subway, and sat at a window seat to watch the falling snow, hoping to shake some of her dismal feeling about the holidays, the first spent alone without Brad. The Broadway bus was crowded with shoppers. Going towards Times Square every street corner featured Santa Clauses in white beards and red suits standing by collection pots for war relief organizations. Mostly the USO. Lamposts were decorated with ropes of green plastic holly studded with red plastic berries rapidly accumulating a dusting of snow. The bus turned down Broadway and the view was of the lighted marquees for Christmas shows at the Paramount and the RKO. Times Square’s huge three story-high electric signs, now dark at night, winked through the snowy mist with beautiful girls smoking Viceroys and Lucky Strikes, or drinking Coca Cola.

Jenny got off at 44th Street and stopped by the newsstand to pick up a copy of Variety if Jake had one. She was curious to see if there was another call for understudies for Away We Go.

Jake was not behind the newsstand counter. In his place , framed by the covers of the latest magazines, was an elderly man in a mackinaw held closed by a safety pin. He said he was an employee of the New York News Service, and knew nothing of Jake Rosen. Only that he was substituting for him.

Jenny took the copy of Variety and paid him. “Is Jake on a Christmas vacation? Or something like that?”

Then she was suddenly reminded that one of Jake’s sons was in a tank corps in North Africa under the command of a general named Patton. There were headlines about the war there. Several people came up to buy newspapers. The relief man turned his attention to them.

Jenny moved away. It was slippery on the snowy sidewalks and she took small, careful steps in her high heels. When she was abreast of the entrance to the Stage Door Canteen she found a handful of soldiers already waiting. One of the khaki-clad figures was obviously in transit from some warmer climate, and didn’t have an Army overcoat.

“Goodness, you’ll freeze to death,” Jenny told them. “I think all of you should go to the Chock Full O’Nuts on the corner and have a cup of coffee and wait. The canteen isn’t open for another hour.”

“Is Dina Flaherty here tonight?” the one without the overcoat said. “I need to se her, it’s urgent.”

Jenny peered through the veil of snow. He looked tanned, older somehow. “Sergeant Struhbeck, what are you doing here? I thought you’d shipped out.”

“I called her house,” he said stubbornly. “No one was there. I have to get in touch with her. It’s—”

“Urgent,” she finished for him. It was always urgent.

“She’s a hostess here,” he reminded her.

“Yes, I know.”

She hadn’t had time to read the entire schedule for the week, so she didn’t know which junior hostesses were in the Canteen that night. She opened her mouth to tell him where he could find Dina Flaherty. Not at home. She’d been at the theater and had auditioned for the ballet for Away We Go and gotten the part, and perhaps was still there. But Jenny stopped.

For Dina it wasn’t just any job, it was a part in the theater, a Broadway musical to be exact. A show that was about to open. For students at the Brooklyn performing arts school it was the culmination of a dream, and years of hard work. The chance of a lifetime. She’d been through it herself.

“I don’t know,” Jenny said, honestly. He stared back at her, the message in the blue eyes the same. He had to find Dina Flaherty, junior hostess. It was urgent.

“I’ll have someone check the schedule,” she said, turning to descend the snow-covered steps, “and tell you what nights Dina’s here. If she’s in for tonight, I’ll send someone out to tell you.”

She stopped and looked back at them standing on the sidewalk above her. “Don’t wait out in the snow, will you, please? The director, Ann Bennett, has asked that you not stand outside the Canteen in really bad weather.”

“Okay,” someone said.

She knew they would, anyway.

 


 

SIXTEEN

 

Snow came on rather suddenly, the color and thickness of goose-down falling from a gray, horizonless sky. Captain David Griffiths watched through his binoculars as the snow softly absorbed the jagged teeth of lower Manhattan, the ferry slips at Battery Park, the ship channels of New York’s Upper Bay to Governor’s Island, and then beyond to Bedloes Island.

As visibility lessened, maritime traffic in the waters off the Brooklyn docks filled the snowy air with a multitude of voices: the hoarse warning roar of freighters, the hollow moan of bouys, the distinctive tenor blatting of the Staten Island ferry. On the Esher’s bridge, Captain David Griffiths heard the first mate’s order to start the foghorn. A second later the steel plates under his feet shook with the blast of the steam-generated signal. Through his binoculars he watched the Statue of Liberty, holding her unlit torch high, slowly melt into the gossamer snowflakes.

“No sunny sea voyage for us today, eh, captain?” the man at his shoulder said. “Snow’s going to be a bit of a bother?”

The Lloyds representative, down from Halifax to inspect the Esher’s repairs, was a portly, blonde young man in his thirties, a maritime insurance agent serving Britain’s war-ravaged merchant navy. Although Agent Childers had earlier expressed a desire to come along on the Esher’s trial run, he now looked, on the exposed bridge, wind-whipped and cold, and as if he now regretted the whole idea. In the chill reality of sea, snow, and absence of well-defined horizons, Agent Childers was obviously reminded of the U-boat menace he’d heard about. That even this close to shore, could be lurking somewhere.

David Griffiths made a noncommittal noise in answer to his question about the weather, and lowered the binoculars. At the onset of the snow flurries the wheelhouse had rung the engine room for reduced speed. Now, at a cautious five knots, the harbor pilot in charge of the Esher would take her into the East River and eventually north and east into Long Island Sound, perhaps as far as Montauk, to test not only the new boilers but generally put the freighter through her paces. Below, the chief and second engineer were monitoring the boilers in the company of a couple of senior supervisors from the Brooklyn shipyard that had installed them.

The Lloyds’ agent, as he had cheerfully announced before they left port, was more or less along for the ride. Except, of course, there was not much scenery at the moment, unless one was particularly fond of wind-driven bursts of snow. As for U-boats, there was actually little need for anyone to be nervous. It was hardly likely they’d encounter an enemy submarine in upper New York harbor. In fact the odds were against being tracked by a sub in the enclosed waters of Long Island Sound, where the Esher was headed. Although since summer the evidence of burning ships, the U-boats’ victims, could still be seen from some Long Island beaches.

The nation’s newspapers and newsreels had made virtually everyone aware of the German U-boat packs astonishing audacity. At the beginning of the war one of their commanders, KapitanCommander Gunther Prien, had shocked the world when he’d slipped his submarine through the bottleneck of the heavily-guarded British Royal Navy anchorage at Scapa Flow, and torpedoed and sunk the battleship Royal Oak and the light-plane carrier Pegasus.

That daring feat, and the attacks since then on the United States’ eastern coast, had people seeing German submarines everywhere.

The snow began to settle on the gray-painted outlines of the Esher. On the starboard side of the bridge the Royal Navy gun crew, bundled to the ears in arctic weather gear, stood stolidly at battle stations by their anti-aircraft gun. Above the bridge the Esher announced her identity and intentions with the Stars and Stripes, a courtesy flag in U.S. waters, and on the other side of it, the British merchant navy red ensign referred to as “the Red Duster.” Between them flew the letter “H’ for the pilot they had on board, and the letter “A” indicating they were undergoing sea trials and were warning other ships to stay clear. Beyond the flags the snow was now a thick, semi-translucent haze.

The Esher, owned by Elliot Steamships of Newcastle, England, was Captain David Griffth’s first command. He’d joined her as first officer, then moved up to captain at the outbreak of war when the Esher’s original master was assigned to one of the company’s larger ships. Built in the mid-Thirties in the Clyde and operated before the war out of Cardiff, Wales, exporting Welsh coal and importing iron ore, the Esher was a shelter deck ship with a flush deck, loaded with tanks and airplane parts, and with a main deck eight feet below that. She was a sturdy vessel with few quirks—although the ones she had were important. Ten thousand tons deadweight, she could make a respectable ten to twelve knots in good weather.

What the Esher could not do, and presumably everybody who shipped aboard her was well aware of it, was defend herself. On the other hand, an actual attack by the old Esher on any other target was, too, out of the question.

The anti-aircraft guns mounted on the afterdeck and on both side of the bridge were salvaged from gunboats that had, according to the Navy crew that had installed them, seen final action at Malta. They were workable, unlike the impressive—at a distance—four-inch gun mounted aft. This armament was also salvage, but of a quality that indicated the state of England’s current efforts to provide for its depleted and often obsolete merchant fleet. The aft gun was something of a mystery. The navy gun crews had been exploring it since they’d come aboard, and were of the opinion that the gun on the poop deck was a relic from the Boer War.

It was routine to test the ship’s guns on the trial run. But after examining the four-inch gun the RN chief petty officer had inquired of the Esher’s second mate, who was in charge of the ship’s gunnery. Who then passed the question to the first officer, who brought it before Captain Griffiths, as to whether there would be an actual firing of the poop deck gun on trial runs in Long Island Sound.

It was an easy decision to make. Any competent master of a merchant ship would see at once that the Boer War gun was there to impress and intimidate the enemy, and not to be put to actual use. “Tell the gun crew,” David Griffiths had informed the first mate, “there will be no firing of the poop gun until such time as the ship is under enemy attack.”

This order seemed to be greeted in all quarters with visible relief. The betting had been that the Old Man, a dour, by-the-book young Welshman, would be too smart to try it. A bigger betting pool had been on whether the four-incher, when fired, would blow up. Or even prematurely fall apart.

Few seamen on ships supplying war materiel for Britain had any illusions about up-to-date weaponry. Weapons assigned to civilian cargo vessels could be nothing short of exotic. The Esher had, on the bridge behind the antiaircraft gun emplacement, a mysterious row of steel cylinders, each roughly thirty-six inches high, with a trap at the bottom. In the event of an urgent need to retaliate against an enemy attack, the manual of operations advised that the pin of a grenade be pulled and the grenade dropped into the steel cylinder, down a chute provided for it. Whereupon the trap at the bottom would then open a steam valve. Theoretically, at this point, the expanding steam would propel the device upward to make contact with any enemy aircraft unlucky enough to be flying at approximately fifty feet altitude and directly over the Esher.

The one and only time, in early 1940, when one of the cylinders had been tested, it had leaped some thirty feet in the air, landing on the galley and shattering the skylight. The cook, who was inside the galley at the time had, as an immediate reaction, what appeared to be a prolonged and profane nervous breakdown. The test was never repeated.

The Esher warped her way up the East River in the snowfall, passing the drydocks and piers of the Brooklyn Navy Yard. From her decks the platform of a U. S. aircraft carrier at dockside loomed as a towering gray phantom, dwarfing East River traffic. Here, blocked by the office towers of lower Manhattan, there was no wind, but the stillness was icy.

Captain Griffiths had been aware for some time that the Lloyds agent was studying him. From his expression he gathered the insurance man wanted to ask about the Esher. How it felt to be aboard the same ship that had been torpedoed and nearly sunk in October not too far down the coast from where they now were. He wasn’t too surprised when the Lloyds’ man said jovially, between foghorn blasts, “Good to be back at the job, eh, Captain?”

Griffiths stared down the length of the Esher’s decks for a long moment before he answered. It was a damned silly question, typical of people who lived and worked on land. One got used to it. He gave a taciturn nod, then lifted his glasses to survey the approaches to the Williamsburg Bridge.

The Lloyds of London’s agent wasn’t discouraged. He dealt with crusty sea captains all the time. “I know about your U-boat attack,” he said cheerfully. “Quite a narrow squeak, that, six feet of water in the boiler room, ship dead in the water, the U-boat hovering, ready to pounce and finish the job.” When the captain continued to silently examine the midtown Manhattan shoreline, he went on, “The U. S. Coast Guard reported the number on the conning tower as U-426, didn’t they? Do you know that’s Ensmann? He’s almost as famous as their Wolfgang Luth or Erich Topp. They make national idols of sub commanders back in Germany, you know, put their faces on banners to hang in public places, make songs about them, the whole ‘wolves of the sea’ rigamarole. The reports say the U-426 must have fired her last torpedo and when she didn’t sink you, she surfaced to finish the job.”

David Griffiths watched the millionaires’ riverside townhouses on East End Avenue glide by, blurred by whirling snow. Until that moment he hadn’t known that the U-boat that attacked the Esher off the New Jersey coast was commanded by someone named Ensmann. Or that Ensmann was famous, according to the Lloyds’ agent. But the ‘down to her last torpedo’ seemed correct. If the U-boat had carried a spare, the Esher probably would have gone down.

The ship had been headed, in the mild early evening off the upper New Jersey coast, for Hampton Roads, to pick up orders. She was running comfortably at nine knots, the seas calm, the lookouts in place, scanning the ocean. Then out of nowhere, shattering the peaceful twilight, came the shock of impact. Followed by the ship shuddering like a living thing as the torpedo ripped into her amidships and into the boiler room, killing both firemen on duty there. Water quickly flooded the engine room. There had been time enough only for the engineer and oiler to escape up the ladder. The Esher began to sink. From the bridge David Griffiths saw the U-boat surfacing, literally popping up from the depths like a cork, spouting great gouts of water that fell back, foaming, into the sea. A terrifying apparition. A slick, amphibious gray-black shape. A genuine underseas monster.

“Must have been quite a feeling, sitting there confronting it.” The Lloyds’ agent’s nose was red with cold; he rubbed his gloved hands together briskly. “Did Ensmann manage to get off a shot at you?”

They both knew it would have been a different story if the Esher’d had a volatile cargo. The first torpedo would have been enough to finish her. As it was, the Esher was empty, a “light” ship. The hatches managed to stay intact, the Esher bouyant enough to only settle down a few feet in the seas, her decks awash. Still, dead in the water. With six feet of sea water in the engine room she wasn’t going anywhere. Some of the Esher’s crew ran to the rails to stare at the submarine. The Royal Navy gun crew, though, raced to battle stations at the Boer War gun.

The captain lowered his binoculars. The snow had thickened so it was useless to pretend one could see anything. “No shots fired,” he said tersely. “The U-boat crashed dived.”

The Germans hadn’t had time to do anything else. Even as they saw the U-bat crew dropping out of the conning tower and onto the U-boat’s deck to man the deck guns, they heard officers shouting, ordering them back. U.S Coast Guard spotter planes were already overhead, having picked up the column of smoke and steam from the Esher’s ruptured boilers. The crews of both boats looked up into the sky. A Coast Guard anti-submarine patrol PBY arrived and roared over them to drop depth charges. The Yanks to the rescue.

David Griffiths had asked himself later what he would have done if the eager gun crew, placed at the four-inch Boer relic to do their duty, had actually attempted to fire the thing. He still had no answer.

“You had a rather grim time,” the agent was saying, “when the Esher sailed in Convoy PQ 17, didn’t you? They told me in Halifax the Esher was only one of nine ships to survive. To make it all the way.”

He waited a moment before he said, “Eleven. The convoy contained thirty five merchant ships, twenty two American, and a RN escort of twenty one, including submarines.”

Convoy PQ17 had been a floating town, a moving, high-visibility rectangle of cargo ships twenty-five miles wide, spread out nakedly against the surface of the ocean. And, critics said, a prime demonstration of the occasional insane idea generated by war.

The convoy, which had made up in Hvalfjordur, Iceland, bound for the Russian port of Archangel above the Arctic Circle, was carrying war materiel that Churchill and Roosevelt had promised Stalin: seven hundred million dollars worth of planes, tanks, guns, oil and munitions. Their destination, Archangel, was a hell of a place to find, because one had to swing clear of the coast of German-occupied Norway from which the U-boats and Luftwaffe bombers were launched.

Things started out badly. Halfway to Russia the Luftwaffe attacked PQ17 so steadily that two merchant ships were so massively damaged they had to be sunk. The Luftwaffe kept on the pressure. No one had known, then, that the British Admiralty had just found out through intelligence sources that the battleship Tirpitz, long holed up in a Norwegian fjord, was rumored to have put to sea. Respomnding to this perceived threat, the Admiralty had reached the conclusion that the Tirpitz was headed toward the great, slow-moving PQ17 to attack it. It issued perhaps the most astonishing command of the war so far. British warships guarding the convoy were ordered to abandon it and steam away to look for the dread battleship Tirpitz. Merchant ships were issued orders to scatter and , proceed individually to Archangel. Each ship was on its own.

Seeing Allied warships leaving the convoy unprotected, the Luftwaffe and German U-boats began a relentless attack on the scattering vessels of Convoy PQ17 that lasted an entire week.

On the first day fourteen ships were sunk. Men plunged into icy waters coated with flaming oil. If they managed to get into lifeboats they were still two hundred miles from a barren, uninhabited landscape. One resourceful commander of an escort ship that had somehow, in defiance of orders, stayed with its three freighters, had a brilliant idea. Within hours the ships’ crews had painted their freighters white, ingeniously using sheets from the bunks to fill in the parts of the superstructure that couldn’t be covered by paint. The trick worked. Both submarines and the Luftwaffe passed over the small, camouflaged group of ships, never spotting them in the ice floe-filled seas. The Esher had been one of the ships that had, all hands working twenty four frantic hours, painted itself white.

David Griffiths stuck his hands in the pockets of his greatcoat and hunched his shoulders. Damned if he knew what he was supposed to say. He had been there on the PQ17’s run to Archangel, living with the hell of constant alert, four hours on duty, four hours off. No time to eat or sleep or wash, only standing watch with fatigue so heavy it was like being drunk. Seeing torpedoed ships in the convoy breaking apart, exploding and going down. Helplessly waiting for the U-boats to strike the Esher.

There was no way he had found since then to tell about the slaughter of the PQ17 as a war anecdote. Even if he were so inclined. The words would stick in his throat.

Since the hellish summer of ‘42, the U-boat war had not abated. Convoys were still making the suicidal runs to Archangel and Murmansk. German U-boats were still attacking in wolf packs of seven and eight and ten for days at a time. In November alone twenty one ships had been torpedoed. In December—and the month was not yet over—the Admiralty’s tally of total merchant ships sunk by U-boats in the North Atlantic was already at fourteen.

Newspapers reported that the damnable part of it all was that in spite of the horrendous loss of Allied ships to German submarines, Stalin was insisting the convoys to Murmansk and Archangel had to continue for the morale of the Russian people. If for no other reason, that they would know that he, Stalin, personally could guarantee the backing of the English and American war effort.

David Griffiths climbed down the ladder to the cargo deck and headed for the galley. It was not necessary to inform the wheelhouse he was leaving the bridge. The New York harbor pilot was in charge of the ship when he was onboard, and would take them out into the Sound and bring them back.

He went to the saloon and sat down at the table. When the steward appeared from the galley, he told him to fetch a mug of hot milk.

He was supposed to take a phenobarbital pill for the ache in his midsection that had become, since breakfast, a fine, knifelike agony. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Instead, he rested his elbows on the table and clamped his hands over his eyes, shielding them from the glare of the saloon’s overhead light. He took a deep breath. Under the soles of his boots the thrumming of the engines was solid, comforting.

After the trial runs, after provisioning and the completion of recommissioning, the Esher would leave New York and, unescorted, make her way through Long Island Sound once more, then through the Cape Cod Canal to Portland, Maine, tracked by the U.S. Coast Guard and spotter planes. Then across Cape Sable to Halifax, and its ship-filled harbor of Bedford Basin. Where the Esher would eventually take on munitions and get her particulars for the next convoy.

In the past, when he faced another voyage, David Griffiths told himself that when it was over, and providing he was still among the living, he would go home to Gwyneth and the girls for a months’ leave. Home was in Cardiff, a roomy two story brick residence with all the amenities including a piano, a den, and a modern bath, surrounded by a very decent English garden.

The house was still there. But home was not.

He knew the truth. His conscious mind was fully aware of it. But lately he had taken to telling himself that he would go home and they would be there, as though it were a fact.

That is, he kept telling himself that in order not only to endure but to survive the next convoy when the hell and the U-boats and death and sinking ships were at last finished, he could go home to Gwyneth and ten year-old Susan and Audrey, who had just turned four. They would go off on holiday. The quietest and safest place these days was, probably, a holiday camp in Wales. The girls would like that, and it would give Gwyneth a bit of a rest.

What was increasingly strange, he could admit to himself, was that he thought of it as not a fantasy, not an illusion, but reality. He was going home. After this voyage he was going to do that which held him together, made it possible for him to return to the sea, the damnable war, and the Esher. Spend a leave at home. Enjoy his loving wife and irreplaceable family.

Then he told himself, Christ, he was losing his sodding mind. He had to be careful. Gwyneth was not there, and neither were the girls. No one was there. There was no home to go to, only the house. And he did not want to go back to the Cardiff place. When he was ashore now in Britain he lived in hotels. He’d sell the house as soon as he could get around to making arrangements. He wished he’d done it months ago. A year ago.

He heard the footsteps coming down from the deck, then the hallway. Someone entered the saloon.

“Captain?” It was the voice of the second mate. “We have a weather advisory, sir. The pilot, Mr. Harkin’s, been notified.”

He didn’t take his hands away. The pain in his stomach had subsided somewhat, waiting for the milk. He said, “Inform the bridge I’ll be up shortly.”

 

It was next to impossible to get a cab at Rockefeller Center because of the crowds of moviegoers coming out of the Radio City Music Hall, and the snow, which had been falling all the time they were in the restaurant and now covered the sidewalks to a depth of about half an inch. Dina and Eugene Struhbeck decided to walk down Fifth Avenue.

It was too far to walk all way to the Waldorf Astoria. Dina said that after a while if they got too cold, and still couldn’t catch a cab, they could always give up and take the subway. It was fun, though, walking in the swirling snowflakes. At Fiftieth Street, Deboret Freres Jewelers piped recorded Christmas carols out into the air, making it seem even more festive.

They’d had dinner at a place Dina had always wanted to go to, the Café de Paris in the Prometheus Fountain courtyard. There diners could watch the ice skaters in the Rockefeller Center rink just outside. It was probably, she’d told Gene, the most Christmassy place in New York. Above the skating rink rose the giant, dark Christmas tree that had been cut especially for Rockefeller Center somewhere in the upper Midwest, several stories high, with swaying, lightless red and blue and yellow plastic ornaments the size of giant balloons.

She put her arm through Gene’s, and he steadied her when they encountered an occasional slippery patch in the snow. Dina had on a black cloth coat with a hood, pulled up against the snowfall, that was trimmed with a strip of fake yellow and black leopard fur. With her long, curling black hair and dark eyes and bright red lipstick she was beautiful and very sophisticated-looking, even though Gene knew she’d just turned nineteen in October. He was very aware of her soft breast pressing against his arm when she leaned against him stepping off the icy curbs in her high heels.

Fifth Avenue was dim in the brownout, but an early full moon rose in the strip of sky above the buildings. The snow that coated the streets and parked cars and the tops of buses reflected the moon’s luminous light. The inevitable Santa Clauses were on street corners. Pushcarts sold hot, doughy pretzels, and roasted chestnuts. In an open doorway a man stamped his feet against the cold beside a big cardboard box full of bunches of brilliantly purple violets. Gene steered Dina over to the flower seller and bought four bunches of violets. “They’re the color of your eyes,” he told her.

Dina gave him a small, mock-protesting shove. “My eyes are brown—brown—silly.” She held the violets up against her cheek and bent forward, her face right in his. “Here, take a good look, Eugene. You’re not colorblind, are you? Look, I’ve got black Italian eyes, not purple.”

He was enchanted. “Whatever they are, they’re beautiful,” he told her huskily. “You’re the most beautiful, wonderful girl I’ve ever known, Dina, you know that. I can’t figure out why you’re doing this. I mean, I can’t believe it’s really happening.”

She put the violets up to her nose. “These don’t have any perfume, do they? Look, I’m here because you have a twenty-four hour leave, that’s what you told me. Then you go overseas.” She let go of his arm and walked ahead. “You’re spending a lot of money. I feel sort of bad about that because I know you don’t have a lot.”

“I have money, don’t worry about it.” He caught up with her. “Hey, I co-sponsored a poker game in Honolulu, Dina. I made a lot of money, I just haven’t spent any of it so far.”

“In the Air Force?” Her eyes widened. “You had a poker game in the Air Force? Wasn’t that against the rules?”

“Crap, everything’s against the rules. I learned that a long time ago, before the Air Force.” They waited on the curb for the light to change. “This time I want to follow the rules. I don’t want this to be just another GI taking his girl to a hotel room, you know that, Dina. We don’t have to make love, I just want to talk to you, be with you. That’s all I want.”

She looked away. “Yes, I know.”

“At least you could let me kiss you.”

She pushed at him, breathless. “No, don’t do that, not here. Wait ‘til we get in the taxicab.”

“There are no taxicabs, I think they’ve disappeared from the face of the earth.” He pulled her back against him. People jostled them, turning to look, but he didn’t let her go. “You’ve had a couple of drinks, those Tom Collinses before dinner. It isn’t that, is it?”

“No, no. Gene, let go of me, people are looking at us. I want to do this, I told you,” she said, taking his arm again, “I really do. I don’t want you to go back to the war—well, you know. I realize how important it is to you, to both of us. Besides, I know what I’m doing. My whole life is changing. I’m in a show on Broadway now, and I have what I want, my dream I’ve worked for nearly all my life.” She turned her face up to him, smiling. “I want you,” she said softly, “to have what you want, too.”

“Dina,” he said, “do you love me as much as I love you? Sometimes, I know you’re just a kid, really, in spite of—”

“Oh my God, there’s a cab,” she cried. “He’s got his light on! Go catch it!”

He let go of her and ran out into the street and flagged it down.

 

There was a good bit of ice in Long Island Sound, beginning at New Haven harbor. Several miles east, off the north shore of Long Island, the pilot selected a spot to do speed trials that would bring the Esher up to her maximum within a specified time, over a measured mile. After the speed trials had been completed the company’s Compass Adjuster would begin his time-consuming, meticulous tests.

Standing just above the wheelhouse, the ComAdj would take bearings with the standard compass, calling down to the helmsman the course to steer. From time to time he would slip magnets below the compass to adjust it and compensate for the innate magnetism of the freighter. When all this was finished he would order the deguassing to be switched on, this being a process to neutralize the ship’s magnetism in order to foil magnetic mines. Then the compass bearings would be checked again. It was a finicky job and, in bad weather, could stretch out for hours, trying everyone’s patience. The final result, presented to the captain, was a Deviation Card, which showed the ship’s compass error at various readings. And with all the fuss, indispensable, after all.

As they reached the area for the sea trials the pilot dropped a position buoy. The Esher was running a little late. The pilot, the shipyard people, and the ComAdj had homes and families to get back to that evening. The snow had thinned, driven by a gusty northwest wind, and the Esher’s lookouts could see, for the first time, the dim gray-black outline of the Long Island shore. The Lloyds agent, the second officer whose watch it now was, the two shipyard representatives and the Compass Adjuster joined the captain in the wheelhouse. The wind had whipped up the whitecaps. The Esher met the chop with an ungainly motion, as the senior man from the shipyard braced himself against the bulkhead and got out his stop watch. The pilot pushed the engine room telegraph to Full Speed Ahead.

All went well for the first few minutes. The Esher answered with a respectable show of power, her stern squatting as her screw bit into the gray waters of Long Island Sound, sending a foaming white wake astern. In spite of the cold some of the crew gathered at the rail to watch. A fishing trawler from Montauk sighted the freighter and her “A” flag flying from the bridge, and veered off to the north to give her a wide berth. A flock of seagulls, squawking for galley castoffs, circled overhead.

David Griffiths had his stop watch in hand when he felt something, a small deviation underfoot that made him look up. The helmsman, apparently unsure, still stared ahead through the window at the gray sea and the long bulk of the Esher picking her way over the wintry whitecaps. The ship did it again, slipping almost imperceptibly to port.

The helmsman said to Harkin, the pilot, “She’s not answering the helm, sir.”

The ship fell off again, almost slyly. The shipyard supervisor clicked his stop watch to ‘off,’ eyebrows raised.

“Oh, hell,” the pilot said. He looked annoyed. “What do you mean, rudder’s not answering?”

David stepped forward. “Stop engines,” he ordered. To the second mate he said, “Check the helm, Mr. MacNamara, and notify the chief officer to stand by the anchor and inform him we have a steering problem. Where’s the current here Mr. Harkin?” he wanted to know.

It was strong, and would carry them westward. When they calculated the drift, David gave orders for the helmsman to call the engine room and inform the chief engineer of trouble. He could hear the chief now. Not her precious boilers this time, but the damned rudder.

The Esher, slowly turning broadside to the current and down wind, continued to thrum along, going nowhere in spite of new boilers and busy engines. The ship developed a lackadaisical, almost insouciant roll. It was cold, it was still snowing, the Esher seemed to say, and to hell with it.

“Fetch the carpenter.” An AB had appeared at the wheelhouse door with a question from the engine room. He knew he didn’t need to order the chief and the second engineer aft to the rudder engine. The chief was undoubtedly on his way.

The Esher rolled sluggishly off the north coast of Long Island, losing headway, letting the currents take her slowly but inexorably into the main ship channel.

“We have company,” the pilot noted.

David peered through the wheelhouse window at a small gust of snow partly obscuring what appeared to be a United States destroyer making a fair nineteen to twenty knots in the eastbound lane, a pair of tenders trailing. He stepped forward to take the wheel from the helmsman. He’d been at the Esher’s wheel before, the last time with the ill-fated PQ17, threading a way through icebergs and U-boats. Come on, he found himself thinking, don’t drag your bloody, rusty, ten thousand-ton ass in front of the United States Navy.

“Captain,” the pilot said.

“In a moment, Mr. Harkin.” The chief was calling the bridge to advise that the telemotor, the hydraulic system that controlled the rudder engine from the steering wheel, was malfunctioning. The helmsman waited for orders.

“Get going,” he told him.

The destroyer gave them an inquiring whoop.

Emergency steering was on the Esher’s poop deck, connected to the steam engine mounted directly underneath. The drifting ship could be steered from there. The helmsman left at a run.

In the sea lane, the oncoming destroyer whooped again, acknowledging the Esher’s “A” flag. But if the Esher was doing sea trials, the warship seemed to want to know, why was she lolling around in the middle of the road?

“Captain, may I suggest—” the pilot began.

Damn. “In a moment, Mr. Harkin.”

He saw, beyond the wheelhouse window, the Third Officer with the NUC spheres in his arms on his way to Monkey’s Island, the roof over the wheelhouse. If the Third was lucky, he’d get the black-painted, two-foot metal balls attached to the signal halyards and hoisted in record time. The message the NUC spheres sent was: SHIP NOT UNDER COMMAND. We’re adrift. Get the hell out of our way.

At that moment the Esher turned her bow sharply. The helmsman at the emergency steering aft had taken control of the freighter. Luck in the nick of time. David pushed the engine room telegraph from Stop to Full Speed Ahead. The Esher, engines responding with a jarring kick, slowly moved away from the US warships, the ship channel, and toward the Long Island shore.

The chief officer and the carpenter were already at the fo’c’sle head to stand by the windlass and release the brake that would let go the anchor. On the telephone, the chief engineer reported to Captain Griffiths that the oil lines running running aft had appeared to have severed somewhere along the route, disabling the telemotor on the bridge with subsequent loss of steering. The chief recommended all available hands be sent to search the ‘tween decks for signs of oil so the break could be located. Estimated time for repairs, after the break had been found, a couple of hours.

It would be dark by then. The Esher would anchor off Long Island until the oil leak was found, and make her way back to Manhattan, at a rough guess, by nine or ten o’clock. Late as hell.

There was not much conversation in the wheelhouse as the helmsman on the aft deck below steered the Esher steadily through the snow flurries. The pilot, looking resigned to missing his dinner, crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the binnacle. The Lloyds agent bit his lip, bemused.

“Well, the new boilers performed well, anyway,” the shipyard senior man said, dryly.

 


 

SEVENTEEN

 

The Christmas tree, a donated blue spruce, was brought to the 44th Street Theater’s alley entrance by stagehand volunteers from nearby theaters. It was still snowing heavily and the tree, which had been delivered from New Jersey by pickup truck, had to be shaken thoroughly outside the canteen kitchen door to get rid of its crust of ice. Even so, it left a wet trail to the stage that George Kanarakis, wielding a mop, had to follow. But once inside, the beautiful tree filled the air with its fragrance. The stage hands got busy installing it on a metal Christmas tree stand.

Some of the stars who would appear in the Stage Door Canteen special Christmas Eve radio broadcast were there to have their pictures taken: New York stage and screen star Helen Hayes, singers Al Jolson and Marion Hutton, who were already in New York, and Orson Welles and Joan Fontaine, who had just flown in from Hollywood.

While the photographers’ bulbs flashed and newsreel cameras turned, Oson Welles insisted on actually decorating the tree. So George Kanarakis and Arthur Treacher, who was working that night as a kitchen volunteer, hauled out boxes of Christmas ornaments from the Canteen office.

“Orson Welles is making a mess of it,” Annemarie van Troup observed as roars of laughter burst out over the actor-producer’s attempts to stand on a shaky chair onstage and place a big silver star at the top.

“Orson knows what he’s doing,” George, the kitchen supervisor said. They watched Welles making the most of his rocky footing, swaying comically, arms flailing, grabbing the branches to keep from falling. He finally let two sailors catch him and pull him down. “This sort of shtick is what the news cameras love, kids, it’s real show biz. Thank God we’ve got a committee to pick up the mess and decorate the tree.”

One of the junior hostesses, an actress from the daytime radio drama, Guiding Light said, “I heard Orson Welles didn’t do very well with Citizen Kane. The reviews were awful.”

“The reviews weren’t bad,” George corrected her, “people just didn’t go to see it. Who wants to see a movie about William Randolph Hearst? It’s a very boring subject.”

“I love Marion Hutton, she’s such a good singer,” someone said. “Have you seen her sister, Betty Hutton? She’s singing with Tommy Dorsey now, but I don’t think she’s as good as Marion.”

The noise died down as Orson Welles and Al Jolson sat down on the edge of the stage and signed autographs for the crowd of Allied servicemen who gathered around them. Helen Hayes, Marion Hutton and Joan Fontaine posed for more photographs, smiling and holding up Christmas tree ornaments against the tree branches. In the lull one of the junior hostesses could be heard saying, “She was in the little girls’ room having hysterics. Nobody knew what was the matter with her.”

Someone said “Shhhh,” loudly.

“For goodness sake,” the voice went on, “why did she come here to the Canteen, she should have known the trouble it would cause! I bet Carmen Thompson had a total fit.”

“I suppose she was scheduled for last night, and felt like she had had to come in. But then it turned out to be a big mistake.”

“Maybe she didn’t know what else to do.”

“Well, I certainly wouldn’t pick the Canteen girls’ restroom to go all to pieces. Now everybody knows all about it, and somebody said there was going to be a governors’ board meeting.”

Jane came up with a tray of red and green Christmas cupcakes. “Who’s this we’re talking about?”

“Some junior hostess named Christine something,” Annmarie told her. “I don’t know her, I’ve never been scheduled the nights she’s here. Anyway, she’s pregnant and doesn’t remember the guy’s name, so she can’t get in touch with him. From what Elise said she’s been wandering around in a daze since she found out that she was going to have a baby. And when she came in last night she went into the little girls’ room and started having hysterics.”

Jane was amazed. “How could you get pregnant and not know the guy’s name?”

“She knows the guy’s name, it’s Harry something. From what Carmen says, it’s a very long name, she thinks it’s Polish, and she didn’t write it down. She was so much in love, he was at some Army camp out on Long Island and he had two leaves in New York, and she never called him anything but Harry.”

“Ann Bennett called the Red Cross. Of course Christine said it wasn’t anybody she’d dated at the Canteen, it was someone she met outside, so what else could she do? The Red Cross told Ann to send her over to them, that if they could find out the camp on Long Island they could start looking for soldiers named Harry.”

They broke out in giggles again. Jane said, “Don’t you smell a rat somewhere? I mean, you’re a soldier and you go to bed with a girl and she doesn’t even know your last name? Sounds to me like Christine fell for a line.”

“Hey, some girls will fall for anything! I wonder how many Harrys there are in the Army on Long Island?”

Jane said quickly, “But he’s not there, she says he’s shipped overseas. That’s why she’s hysterical.”

“Jeepers! And she still doesn’t know his name? How could that happen?”

“Because she was so in looooove.”

They broke out laughing again. The supervisor of junior hostesses came up. “The Christmas tree decorating is over, ladies,” Carmen Thompson said, “but the newsreel photographers want to take pictures of some of our hostesses. Why don’t you go over to the stage and line up with Mr. Welles and Mr. Jolson and the Canadian airmen standing there?”

 

The Waldorf Hotel’s room service brought up the hamburgers Gene had ordered, along with bottles of Pabst beer in a silver champagne cooler, and a Tom Collins for Dina. The waiter also rolled in a table for them to use, spread with a white cloth, silverware, and a bud vase with a pink rose, but Gene told him to take it back. They carried the plates with the hamburgers and French fries and the drinks into the bed with them, sitting with all of it spread out on the covers like a picnic.

“This is okay like this, isn’t it?” he said, handing Dina her Tom Collins. He leaned back against the headboard, the bottle of beer in his hand, his other arm around her. “I thought about ordering champagne, but I didn’t know how you’d feel about it. I know you drink Tom Collinses.”

“This is fine.” She leaned back against him with a sigh, and his arm around her shoulders tightened, holding her. “I drink champagne at weddings, usually. It’s all right, but this is better.” She looked around the room, at the oriental carpet, the French-style furniture. “This is really nice, Gene, it’s a really pretty room. I don’t know how you managed to get a hotel room at the Waldorf, especially one this elegant.”

“They remembered me at the desk from last time, from the war bond tour, and having all those pictures taken and the newsreels. It’s like Lt. Sandover said, the Air Force spread the word on the Cincy Gal’s crew.” He balanced the plate with the half-eaten hamburger on his stomach, then picked up some French fries, dipped them in the ketchup, and stuck them in his mouth. “I told the desk I wanted a room, one of the good ones, that money was no object. They were really nice about it. It ended up costing a lot, but I think they still took some off the price.”

“The Cincy Gal?” She sipped at the straws in her Tom Collins. “What kind of thing did the Air Force do?”

He turned to her and stuck a French fry between her lips. “According to the lieutenant the Air Force says we can have whatever we want. To treat us with kid gloves because of what happened at Midway.”

“Ugh, how can you eat these with ketchup?” She put the French fry back on his plate and brushed her fingers together. “My oldest sister was a bridesmaid here at a wedding at the Waldorf. Her best girlfriend has a father who is a very successful doctor, he’s practically a millionaire. They wanted the Plaza for the wedding, but the Plaza was booked up for a year and a half in advance, so they had it here at the Waldorf. It was a gigantic wedding, ten bridesmaids.” She sighed. “I really never thought I’d be here, doing this.”

He put his hand on her hair, then guided her head to his shoulder. “We’re not doing anything, Dina. I told you that. Look, we’re lying here with all our clothes on, right? That was the deal, wasn’t it?” He waited for her to answer, but she was sipping at her drink. “I just want to hold you, Dina, and kiss you, because I love you so much. I want to have this day, like this, just the two of us, before I have to leave. That’s enough.”

She half-turned to him, and lifted her face. “Why does the Air Force give you anything you want?”

“Did I say that?” His free hand played with her curly hair, looping it over her ear. “It’s a long story, you don’t want to hear it.”

“Yes, I do.”

“Okay, kiss me first.”

He bent his head, and his mouth touched her lips very gently. Then he drew back. She looked up at him through her lashes. “I’ve been kissed before, Gene,” she murmured. “I really have.”

He hesitated. “I just didn’t want to—frighten you.”

She lifted her hand and put it at the back of his head and brought his face down to hers. This time she opened her lips. He groaned, and his arms tightened around her as she pressed the length of her body against him, sliding her fingers through his soft, close-cropped hair. They slid down in the bed as Gene rolled over her, kissing her hungrily.

In a few minutes they pulled back, breathing hard. When she reached up to loosen his tie, he grabbed at her hand and held it.

“I just wanted to touch you,” Dina protested. “I thought you’d like it.”

“I do like it, honey. I like it too much.”

“Well, I just wanted to put my hand inside your shirt because you feel so solid—and strong. Really, Gene, you’re all muscle. I didn’t know you were so strong.”

He pulled her to him.

“Dina,” he murmured, “God, I love you so much, this is paradise for me, you know that? I can’t believe I’m here. I must be dreaming.”

She lifted her leg against his thigh, and their bodies settled warmly against each other. They kissed, long drowning kisses. She could feel that he was aroused, pushing against her. It felt good to have him heavy and hard like that, but when she curled her other leg over his, cradling him, he sat up abruptly.

“I’m going to get a beer.” He cleared his throat, went over to the silver cooler and pulled a bottle out of the ice and opened it. He lifted the beer and took a long gulp. “You want me to call room service for another Tom Collins for you?”

When he turned, Dina was standing beside the bed in her satin slip. She looked beautiful, her black, curling hair brushing her shoulders, her lipstick smeared, her eyes glowing. For a long moment he stared at her. He couldn’t stop looking at her, she was so lovely.

“You better put your dress back on,” he said, hoarsely. “I mean it, Dina. You’ll only blame me for anything that happens.”

He sat down on the edge of the bed with his back to her.

“Listen, do you want to hear what really happened to the Cincy Gal?” He lifted the beer bottle, throwing his head back, taking large gulps. “Lieutenant Sandover, that’s the officer they sent out to Texas to get me when they cancelled my leave, well, he sure had it down right. He said our crew got picked for all the attention because we saved the Cincy Gal and got back to Midway in spite of hell and Jap Zeros, and not because of any action we could be given a medal for. Well, except for the four Jap Zeros I got and Lieutanent van Dorndt’s bringing in the plane when it was all shot up. But Sandover was right, what we did was save our own butts, except when I got a little crazy about the Japs trying to kill us, and took over the waist guns. We couldn’t have cared less about saving the Cincy Gal, except that it was the only thing we had to get back to Midway. Then when the lieutenant read the reports for the story he was trying to write and found out what the Cincy Gal really did, he said, well, no wonder the Air Force wanted us to keep our mouths shut. He also said they probably shouldn’t have made such a big deal out of us in the first place, except that the Army wanted some heroes in planes that were as good as the Navy’s Colin Kelly. And maybe the President wanted something for his radio speech.”

Dina sat down on the opposite side of the bed. “Well you don’t have to feel bad about it, Gene. Everybody’s read the story in the newspapers, and the whole country knows all of you are heroes. What all of you did was just brave and wonderful, bringing that plane back and not getting killed, no matter what the Air Force thinks. After all, what do they know?”

He laughed. He put the beer bottle down by the side of the bed and half-turned to her. “What they didn’t know at the time was that we should have been in the dog house. We really messed up. The rest of our bombers had made their runs and dropped their bombs and turned back, and we were late on target. Joe had one engine out and we were at low altitude, with a lot of patchy fog, couldn’t see much of anything. Then Leon, God rest his soul, he says he sees a Jap submarine down there. So Buddy Le Tourneau, the bombardier, says hell yes, he sees it, too. And Joe is busy fighting engine number three that looks like it’s going to go, so he says go ahead, bomb the target. We dropped our bombs and started back, and that’s when the Zeros jumped us. It wasn’t until we got back to Midway and there was the Navy standing there waiting for us, that we found out we had tried to bomb one of our own subs. Turns out we only splashed a little water on them, but the Navy was mad as hell. A lot of things went wrong that day, there was a lot of messing up, but it seems like the Navy was happy to blame part of it on the Air Force.”

“Oh, Gene, that’s terrible.” She hiked across the bed on her knees and put her arms around him. “You don’t mean your plane tried to bomb an American submarine, do you? How awful!”

“Sugar, none of the B-17s hit anything that day, and we weren’t the only ones. The guys who have been in it before, back in the Philippines, say it’s always like that, war is chaos. But in the end we did enough damage, the Japanese lost a lot of ships and planes and they couldn’t go on and take Hawaii like they’d planned to. So we had a victory. A big one.”

She laid her cheek against his back. “Well, everything turned out all right, didn’t it? I don’t care what anybody says, what you did especially was wonderful, shooting down four Jap planes. And they gave all of you medals, didn’t they? I think it was heroic. I’m sure everybody in the whole country does.”

“We weren’t so damned heroic when we tried to sink one of our own submarines. That was a class A snafu, Dina. The Cincy Gal crew had to go meet the crew of the submarine on Midway’s north beach three days later. It was supposed to be a sort of smoothing-over ceremony or something, arranged by the Air Force and the Navy. But you could tell everybody was still pissed off.”

He said, without turning, “Dina, you need to put your dress back on. I didn’t bring you up here to have sex with you, I thought we discussed all that. I want to marry you, honey, I want you to be a virgin just like you are now, when we get married. I want our honeymoon to be something special.”

“I can’t get married right now,” she said in a small voice. “I really can’t.”

He turned to face her. “Don’t say that, Dina. I love you, and I want us to get married. I have big plans, because once this war is over I’m not going back to Texas.”

She stared at him. “Gene, everything’s changing for me, my whole life is different, don’t you understand that? I’m on Broadway now. I’ve got a job in a really big show by Mr. Oscar Hammerstein and Mr. Richard Rodgers. Agnes de Mille, hired me as a dancer for her ballet, and Away We Go is opening sometime next month. My God, it’s all my dreams come true. It’s my big chance!”

“I thought you were just an understudy.”

“‘Just an understudy?’ Are you crazy? For your information, jobs on Broadway just don’t grow on bushes! Do you know how long I’ve been taking dance and voice lessons? Since I was four!”

“You don’t have to yell, I can hear you.”

“Yeah, well I don’t think you’re listening.” She slid off the bed and went over to the ice bucket and got a bottle of beer. Her hands were trembling as she took the bottle opener and pried off the cap.

Gene came to stand beside her. “Dina, sweetheart, look.” He took her hand and put a small black velvet box into it. “I want to do everything right, don’t you understand? Open the box and look at what’s inside. I want us to get engaged. Then, just as soon as we can, we’ll get married.”

“What?” She handed him the bottle to hold and snatched the ring box and opened it. “Oh, my God! Gene, where’d you get the money to buy something like this?”

“I told you, I made some money in Hawaii.”

She slipped the diamond ring on her finger and held her hand out, looking at it. “It’s beautiful! It’s enormous, I can’t believe it, that you did something like this! I’ve never seen anything like it!” In the next instant she dropped her hand and turned away, twisting at the ring on her finger. “No, no, I can’t do this. I don’t want to get engaged, Gene, I’m not ready for it. It would ruin everything!”

He followed her across the room. “Dina, look at me, don’t run away. Can’t you see how much I love you? I’ve never loved anybody like this before, you’re every thing I ever wanted.” He was desperate. “Sweetheart, can’t you say you love me just a little?”

“I don’t know, please, I don’t know.” She put her arms around his neck and said, “Why don’t you just wait? You’re going overseas, and I’m with a new show, we don’t know how anything will work out. After years and years of working and studying I’ve got my foot in the door, you know? Everything’s up in the air—well, you know what I mean.” She kissed him lightly on the lips. He held himself rigid as she said, “Look, I want us to make love, I really do. I mean, I want it more than anything, Gene. I want you to have something to remember.”

He took her arms down from around his neck. “You mean you want to go to bed with me. Is that what’s this is all about? That you don’t want to get married, Dina, you don’t even want to get engaged, you just want to start sleeping around now that you’re on Broadway?”

Her mouth dropped open. “I didn’t say I was going to start sleeping around. Is that what you think I’m going to do?” She pulled the ring off, and put it back in the black velvet box and snapped it shut. “Here, take your ring back. Gene, if you loved me so much you wouldn’t talk to me like that!”

She held out the box but he didn’t take it. “You don’t think I can do anything for you, Dina, that’s the trouble. You think you’re throwing your life away, throwing away your big break if we get married. But you don’t know anything about it, girl. I’m being transferred to Hollywood, the First Motion Picture Film Unit in Culver City. I report to some guy called Ronald Reagan. He’s sort of a movie star. I can’t remember the name, but he was in some movie with a monkey in it.”

There was a sudden silence. Then Dina whispered, “Hollywood? You’re not—you’re not going overseas?” She looked confused. “You’re not going back into the fighting?”

“Hell no, the whole bunch of us—Buddy, Weathersley, Wally Pettit, the whole Cincy Gal crew, we’re going to make Air Force training films. Dina, don’t you see? I wanted us to get married before all this started, before we went to Hollywood, because I knew it would change a lot of things, being right in the middle of the movie business. They say the commanding officer, a guy named Wyler, is a famous film director. There are a lot of Hollywood stars and people working making Air Force training films out there. Hey, you’d be meeting important movie people, not being just an understudy on Broad—”

“You lied to me!” She backed away. “I can’t believe you did this to me you—you—rat!” She lifted her arm and threw the ring box at him. It bounced off his chest and fell to the floor. “Oh, my GOD—I was going to make love with you because you were going back to the war and start flying again and probably get killed! I was going to give you memories, something that you could cherish!”

She ran around the bed and picked up her dress from the floor and started to put it on. “I can’t believe I was so stupid! Look what I’ve done to myself—I nearly went to bed with you—you—rat!” She pulled the dress over her head, her voice muffled. “You are so rotten, Gene, they say you’re a hero and they gave you a lot of medals but you are really a first class b-bastard!’

When her head came through her face was flushed, hair disheveled, and she was crying. “You’re just trying to trick me into getting married to you! Oh—you’re such a conniving wheeler-dealer, Gene, you have been from the very first moment I met you! Stealing kisses right there in the canteen, telephoning me all the time and driving my family crazy! And all this money you’ve got—God knows where it came from!”

“Dina, will you calm down, baby?” He tried to block her way. “I told you where I got the money. What more—”

She pushed him aside. “You’re not going to Hollywood, I know you, that’s another lie!”

“You want to see my orders?” he shouted back. “Hold on a minute, I’ll just go get them so you can read them yourself.”

She yanked her coat and hat from the chair. “I’m not going to marry you, get that through your stupid head! I’m not going to marry somebody who lies to me the way you do.”

He stood in front of the door. “I’m not going to let you go. Jesus, after all this—it can’t end like this! I love you Dina! You’ll go out of here over my dead body!”

She stood her ground. “You let me out of here, Gene Struhbeck, or I’ll scream my head off! I’ll scream and scream and—and—the hotel will call the cops, and the Air Force will come and get you!”

“Jesus,” he said again.

He stepped aside. She grabbed the doorknob and jerked open the door. And left, slamming it shut.

 

By quarter to ten the snow was so deep in the area around the Red Hook docks that there were no taxicabs to be found, not even in front of the bars. After walking several blocks looking for one, and finding that even the buses had stopped running, Captain David Griffiths met a security guard from the pier where the Esher was berthed. The guard, who was going home, recognized him striding along in the snow, and pulled his car over to the curb to ask if he could give the captain a lift.

He jumped in, gratefully. Six hours on Long Island Sound had chilled him to the bone. Even the time he’d spent in the ship’s saloon with the chief engineer and his second, settling the remaining questions about hydraulic line repairs, and readying a request for a repeat trial run, hadn’t warmed him enough. He settled gratefully into the blast from the car’s heater.

“Going into Manhattan for a little recreation, captain?” The pier’s security guard shot him a friendly glance. “They got lots of good shows in Times Square opening for Christmas. The holidays are big in New York, you know, with people coming in from out-of-town. Ever been to the Christmas show at the Radio City Music Hall? You get the best movie around, then a stage show that’s like what you get in a Broadway musical review. You know, like the Ziegfeld Follies.”

There was a silence. David realized he was waiting for some sort of response. “Sorry, not going out on the town,” he told him. “Actually, I’m going back to the flat where I’ve been staying to pick up my gear.”

“No kidding.” The guard made a cluck of sympathy. “Hey, Captain, a young guy like you ought to have some time to relax a little, enjoy yourself while you can. It’s Christmas. And it’s going to be tough out there where you’re going.”

There was another silence. The car turned down a snowy street into one of the busier thoroughfares of south Brooklyn. “Staying in Manhattan, huh? Hope you had a nice place. Been in New York long?”

“Long enough.” He was still looking for a cab. The buses were running in the dimly-lighted shopping district, but none of them seemed to be going to Manhattan. The subway, he decided, seeing the signs that marked the entrance to the BMT.

He got out of the car and thanked the security guard, which wasn’t hard to do. The lift in his car was a bit of luck. It would have been a tiresome walk in the snow to the subway from the Red Hook piers.

The New York City underground, though, was complicated. After studying the map posted above a window in the car, he opted to change at Borough Hall for the train into Manhattan. It took several long frustrating minutes, and a false try on a crowded platform, where he eventually discovered the trains were going in the wrong direction. David Griffiths had never fully acquainted himself with the New York City subway system. He found he was regretting it.

The cars were crowded, and he had to stand. The lights flickered when the train passed over something on the tracks that broke the connection. The passengers in the harsh overhead light looked weary. All New Yorkers, David had noticed, had a look of exhaustion in contrast to their aggressive, even contentious, manner.

Hanging on the overhead strap the subway provided for standees, a muscle in his forearm began to twitch, a tic that had bothered him lately. An afternoon standing in the cold on the open bridge of the Esher hadn’t helped. Annoyed, he switched hands, sticking the other one in his coat pocket where it continued to spasm. He clenched the hand, and held it in a fist until at last the trembling went away.

He came up out of the dark tunnels of the subway into upper Broadway at 96th Street. The street widened here into a boulevard with double lanes of traffic and a grimy median planted with trees. Now everything was coated in pristine white, the heavy snowfall muffling the city’s usual clamor. A few buses were still running, almost empty of passengers. In some places people were strolling in the middle of the snow-clogged street. Fruit stands were still open, extending their bins of oranges and apples out over the sidewalks in banks of color. It was the night before Christmas Eve, the liquor stores were packed. He had to wait in line to buy a bottle of Scotch. A record store at 95th Street blared I’m Dreaming Of A White Christmas over the crowded sidewalk.

He turned up the collar of his greatcoat against the cold and headed west from Broadway to Riverside Drive. The wind from the Hudson River sent gouts of driven snow up the hill and into his face. He remembered with growing anticipation that he had laid in a store of delicatessen ham and cheese to make sandwiches. Something he often did, since he was not much of a cook. And he had the bottle of Scotch.

He kept the prospect of ham and cheese with pickles, potato crisps and a stiff drink, in mind all the way up in the apartment elevator. He let himself in, checked the blackout shades in the dining room to make sure they were drawn, and turned on the lights. Mrs. Haller was out for a change, probably celebrating Christmas at a party, he told himself. On impulse, he went into the living room with its windows facing the river and the far stone cliffs of northern New Jersey. The Christmas tree was a bare, fragrant shape in the dark, waiting to be decorated. He lingered for a moment, enjoying the sweeping view of the river before pulling the shades. He remembered the fireplace. There was always a fire laid, the logs stacked, although he couldn’t remember it having been lit in all the weeks he’d been there.

What the devil, he told himself as he took out his lighter and touched it to the rolled up newspapers, it’s bloody Christmas. He stood watching as the flames licked at the paper, then caught the underside of the well dried-out logs. He hadn’t stood before a fireplace with a fire burning in it for ages. Since, actually, the last time he was home.

He didn’t want to think about things like that. Abruptly, he turned and headed for the hallway and the bathroom at the far end of the flat, and a hot shower.

 

A half an hour later, clean, warm, restored and feeling a new man, he was making his sandwich in the kitchen when he heard the locks of the front door clicking.

David felt a moment of unaccountable unease. The notion of the fine shot of whisky and supper before a roaring fire in the living room had so possessed him he’d forgotten his landlady.

He realized he had to think of an excuse for building the fire, certain now it was not in the same category as kitchen privileges. He waited, knife poised over the sandwich on the drain board.

She appeared in the doorway. For a moment the sight of her, dressed to the nines for a party somewhere with great glittering dangling earrings, shining fair hair to her shoulders, slim body in a clinging black silk dress, the wafting of expensive perfume, took him by storm. He blinked.

“Oh, you,” the beautiful Mrs. Haller said, unsurprised.

She swayed, laying her hand flat on the counter top beside the slices of ham to steady herself.

He peered at her, seeing what he’d missed the first time. Mrs. Haller was not herself. Something had happened. There was more than the scent of perfume in the air. One could not miss the glazed look in those emerald eyes, or the melted lipstick in the corners of her mouth. His landlady, he gathered, was mortally, visibly, incredibly, pissed.

Or as the Americans would say, stinking drunk.

 


 

I heard the bells on Christmas Day,

Their old familiar carols play,

And wild and sweet,

The words repeat,

Of Peace On Earth, Goodwill To Men

—Christmas Carol

 


 

EIGHTEEN

 

Sardi’s, one of the great restaurants of the theater district and a famous hangout of New York stage people, was the place chosen by Rodgers and Hammerstein for their Christmas party for the cast of Away We Go. A well-dressed crowd of over a hundred filled up one of Sardi’s private dining rooms. Brooks Atkinson and several New York theater critics had been invited for the event, as well as gossip columnists Louis Sobol and Walter Winchell, neither of whom showed up, and Theater Guild Producers Theresa Helburn and Lawrence Wagner, and a Canadian millionaire who came with them and who was rumored to be a new backer. The party began at six o’clock, but many guests were late because of the snowstorm. Dick Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein and their wives were hosts. The Sardis, Vincent senior and Vincent junior, outdid themselves for their old friends by miraculously circumventing rationing and wartime food shortages. There was a lavish buffet, plenty of butter, unlimited coffee and sugar, and Long Island duck a l’orange subsituting for the traditional meat course. “Hey, honestly, who would miss a thick, juicy prime rib?” Howard da Silva deadpanned. Everyone laughed. After coffee and dessert Dick Rodgers sat down at the piano and played Christmas carols. Most of the singers in the cast gathered around, going from God Rest You, Merry Gentlemen, to a wild and raucous Jingle Bells. The ballet settled at the open bar with some members of the orchestra and proceeded to get noisily drunk.

Under cover of the singing, Marty Levin and his wife Miriam steered Jenny out into the corridor, followed by Ralph Biggs, who played Ado Annie’s father in the show, and Lee Dixon.

“Are you all right, Jenny darling?” Marty pushed her up against the wall and held her to keep her upright. A waiter passing with a tray stared at them. “Okay now? You gave us a scare there for a minute.”

“Breathe deep,” Miriam told her. “Poor sweetie, she nearly passed out. It can be very traumatic, getting a shock like that.”

“For God’s sake, what happened?” Lee Dixon hovered, bewildered. “Will somebody tell me what’s going on? I saw you all leaving in a rush. What’s the matter with Jenny?”

“They let her go,” Ralph Biggs told him. “Richard Rodgers sent Ockie to break it to her. Marty saw what was happening, she was knocking back one drink after the other, and he and Miriam grabbed her and took her out here in the hallway. I think she ought to go home.”

“I don’t want to go home.” Jenny was not yet incoherent, but she wanted to be. “Why would I want to go home? I think I should have another drink.” She turned shakily to Marty’s wife. “Please, Miriam, could we send someone for a drink for me? I think I’m drinking rye whiskey. Straight, with some sort of chaser.”

“I’ll go get it,” Ralph Biggs told her. “Miriam’s right, just take deep breaths, sweetheart. You’re as white as a sheet.”

Marty said to Lee, “Dick Rodgers gets Ockie to do the rotten hatchet work. But then of course nobody expects Dick to do it in person.”

“Oh, shit,” Lee blurted. “He did that here? At the Christmas party? Why didn’t they just stab her through the heart and get it over with? At the damned Christmas party!” He couldn’t get over it. “If they did that to me I’d punch somebody in their fucking face!”

Marty’s wife shushed him with, “Lee, be still. You’re still working for them, remember? Darling,” she said to Jenny, “you’re not going to be sick, are you? Maybe you should go lie down someplace.”

“No, I don’t want to go lie down, I really want a drink.” Actually, she was numb with shock. “You know, I just think it’s better for me to get drunk. Really drunk.”

“So,” Marty said to Lee, “he tells Jenny that they are replacing her. She says he was very nice about it. Hah, is Ockie ever anything but nice? He tells her they have someone new for the part named Celeste Holm, that she impressed Reuben and Dick Rodgers during the auditions. Those auditions advertised as being for understudies, remember? What Reuben and Dick liked so much about Miss Holm is that she had Ado Annie down pat the first time. Plus she gave them a demonstration on how to summon pigs.”

“It’s hog calling, Marty,” Lee supplied. “Jenny could have done that if they’d asked her, but they didn’t give her a chance! Did Mamoulian say anything to her? He owes her an explanation.”

“I don’t know how to do a hog call, Lee,” Jenny said, swaying a little.

“Jenny, you can do anything if they just tell you.” His voice rose. “It’s just not fair! And if they do this to you, they can do it to the rest of us, did you ever think of that? Our asses could be out of the street tomorrow.”

The older actor cocked an eyebrow at him. “Lee, calm down, you are not doing Jenny any good. Jenny’s agent will be looking around for other shows for her. Darling Jenny is a wonderful talent. Look, the part of Ado Annie is not Magnolia from Showboat, is it? Ockie saw Jenny in the revival and loved her. We are all wonderful, actors are wonderful, but there are parts some of us can’t do, right?”

The dancer was adamant. “Jenny can do anything, Reuben just didn’t give her a chance! The bastard stayed on her back all the time.”

“I’m going to a bar somewhere,” Jenny said loudly. “I need more drinks. I feel like I want to die.”

“Oh, my God, darling, don’t talk like that!” Miriam looked at her husband over Jenny’s head. “We should take you home. Look, even with all this snow Vincent Sardi can get us a taxi, can’t he? Yes, you definitely should have someone with you so you can go home.”

Jenny pulled away. “Please, don’t act like I’m going to slit my wrists, I don’t think I can stand it. I’m not a basket case. I’ve only lost my part in a brilliant new show with Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein that we all worked on so hard. And now I’m out of it! The only thing down the drain is four months of work and hopes and dreams. I deserved to lose, actually,” she said, unable to stop sobbing, “because I’m no hog caller. No damned lousy hog caller at all!”

Ralph Biggs came back with Jenny’s drink. Miriam Levin grimaced. “Did you have to make it a double?”

“Miriam, she lost her part in the show and wants to get drunk. Believe me, I know the feeling.”

Jenny grabbed the rye and water and downed it. It felt like fire inside, quick and burning as though it would have no lasting effect. But it would.

“I’ll go and see about a cab,” Marty said, looking grim.

 

A half an hour later the taxi made its way up Broadway in the deepening snow and Jenny was quieter, mainly because she had cried so much that she couldn’t cry anymore. She sat between Marty Levin and his wife, Miriam, who held her hand. There wasn’t much to say. Jenny didn’t want to be assured again that Dick Rodgers and Reuben Mamoulian had really treated her abominably. Not even from sympathetic friends like Marty and his wife. She didn’t want to hear, either, that she shouldn’t have been let go, that she’d been doing a wonderful job. They all knew she’d been having trouble. It was useless for them to pretend it wasn’t so.

A terrible despondency gripped her. She couldn’t fight off the feeling now that she no longer had a role in Away We Go. That she no longer shared the excitement with the rest of the cast that the show might be a hit after all. She’d been so happy that her role would keep her busy so she wouldn’t miss Brad so much. Now it had all been snatched away. Oh God, she agonized, what was she going to? Everything had collapsed. Her work, and the pleasure she got from it. All hope of happiness. The end.

When they got to Jenny’s apartment building on Riverside Drive Miriam decided she would wait in the taxi and not come up. The snowstorm would make it almost impossible to get another cab. Marty would see Jenny up to her door.

“No, please,” Jenny told them. She got out and closed the cab door before Marty could follow her. “It’s very sweet of you, but I’m all right. You’d better go back to Sardi’s. I’m sure everyone has heard what happened by now, so tell them whatever story sounds the best. Tell them I’m okay.”

Marty rolled down the cab window and Miriam leaned across him to say, “Darling, are you sure you can get to the elevator by ourself? Marty, why don’t you—”

“Miriam, I’m not that drunk. Really.” She couldn’t keep down a small hiccough “Well, okay, just a little.”

“It was a stupid idea,” Marty said, “to break this to you at the Christmas party, for God’s sake. I know Dick probably put it off until the last moment, that’s the way he does things. He steps on people. I blame Ockie, too, he could have done it differently.” He leaned out the window as the cab started to pull away from the curb. ‘There are going to be a lot of people upset over this, Jenny sweetheart.”

“I hate to leave you like this,” Miriam cried. “Go in right away out of the cold, Are you sure you’re all right? Where’s your doorman?”

Jenny waved her hand. “We haven’t had a doorman since Pearl Harbor. I think he enlisted. Yes, I’ll go in. Goodnight.”

She started across the snowy sidewalk to the front door. Miriam was right. She was drunk enough to stagger.

In the elevator, she stared at herself in the mirror panel. Crying had washed away her mascara, leaving raccoon-like shadows around her eyes. She pushed back her hair with both hands. Her image in the mirror looked terrible.

The elevator deposited her at her floor. As she unlocked the front door and it swung open she saw there was a light in the kitchen. A flickering glow in the front room was visible from the vestibule. A fire in the fireplace.

Jenny dropped her coat on the chair in the foyer and started unsteadily across the dining room. The swinging door to the kitchen was propped open. She could see the captain. He’d had a shower as his black curly hair was wet and hanging down over his ears. He was wearing a gray, institutional-looking bathrobe. Barefoot, standing at the stove. A bottle of Scotch was on the drain board.

He stood holding a butcher knife. They stared at each other for several long minutes. “I was just fixing a sandwich. It’s ham and cheese, actually.” There was a minute’s awkward silence. “Will you—ah, join me?”

Jenny put her hand on the sink to steady herself. She knew she was required to say something. Oh, no, thank you, I was just on my way to bed. Don’t forget to put out the light. But she wasn’t up to it. “Watch out,” she cried, “the milk is boiling over!”

He jumped. “Shit!” He grabbed the saucepan handle and cursed loudly when it burned him. He had enough presence of mind to grab up the kitchen towel. He wrapped it around the handle.

Breathing hard, he looked at his fingers and palm. “Christ, I burned my bloody hand.” He slung his hand back and forth, obviously in pain. “What a sodding, effing day.” He seemed to be talking to himself. “Sodding snow on top of bloody everything else.”

Jenny watched as Captain Griffiths lifted the bottle of whisky and poured some into a coffee mug. He placed the mug in a saucer, then gingerly picked up the pan of milk. Watching him pour a stream of hot milk into the Scotch, she couldn’t help saying, “I thought you had an ulcer.”

“That’s what the milk’s for. The milk’s for the ulcer. The whisky is for me.”

She leaned against the drain board, needing a drink, too, but too muddled to get a bottle from the liquor cabinet in the dining room. “I got fired,” she said, slurring the words a little. “It’s been a horrible day for me as well.”

He seemed not to hear her.

“I got fired from the show I’m in,” she repeated. “Was in.”

The captain took the mug and the plate with the sandwich, and turned to sit down at the dinette table. He stopped. His arm holding the mug and saucer began to shake, the mug rattling against the saucer noisily. Jenny watched, fascinated, as tremors started from his shoulder and descended, making his elbow jerk outward, wrist and fingers quivering. Hot milk and whisky began to slop over the rim of the mug and splash on the floor at his bare feet.

They both stared at the cup rattling around in the saucer. “What are you doing?” she cried. “What’s the matter?”

He couldn’t answer. His jaw was clenched, beads of perspiration on his forehead, as he stared at his hand.

“Here, let me take it.” She grabbed his wrist and tried to take the mug away, but he wouldn’t let go. Scalding milk spattered the back of her hand. “Ow! Let go of it. What is the matter with you?”

“It’s a cramp,” he said between his teeth. “It’s going away. Give it a minute.”

“Yes, well.” She held onto his wrist. With her other hand she took the mug away from him, then the plate with the sandwich. She put them on the counter behind her.

When she turned back, he abruptly seized her by the arms and lowered his head, face right in hers. “You’re drunk,” he accused.

She tried to back away, and hit the sink. “I am not.”

“The hell you’re not. You’re pissed out of your mind, Mrs. Haller. And my bloody nerves are gone, I’ve got the shakes.” He studied her mouth. “We make a pretty pair, don’t we?”

She stared at him, dizzily, not knowing that to say. So close, the wolfish sense of him was strong. She felt his hands slide down to her hips, tugging her to him. He rested against the dinette table and when she leaned into him her body nestled between his legs and the sides of the robe fell away. He was wearing underwear briefs but she felt the heat of his bare legs through her dress. Then the side of his face, rough with a day’s beard, against her cheek, nuzzling her. His lips touched her chin, found her mouth, and he kissed her.

It occurred to Jenny rather fuzzily that this could have been passed off as something that just happened. The sea captain boarder kissing her in the kitchen because she was tipsy, and because it was snowing, and because it was Christmas. Things like that happened. It had been a terrible day and there was the need of the moment to do something crazy. Anything. To keep from falling into black despair.

But it went wrong. Because when they kissed it was instantly out of control. She opened her mouth to him and he made a growl in the back of his throat. His hands skidded up under her dress to pull at the elastic at the top of her panties. He pulled them down to her knees and quickly inserted his hand between her legs, cupping and stroking. She sagged against him, instantly eager and wet. Already aching.

“You want it, don’t you?” he said in her ear. “Well, I want you, too.”

He pulled her panties all the way off. She stepped out of them and he caught her when she staggered. He picked up the bottle of Scotch and guided her through the kitchen door and the dining room as she shed parts of her clothing with his help: her dress, her slip, her shoes at the door to the living room where the fire burned brightly.

He put the bottle of whisky down and then pushed her to the carpet before the hearth. She rose to her knees and unfastened her brassiere, and he pulled off his bathrobe, then his underwear. He was smoothly-muscled, with dark body hair on his legs and in his groin. He was also large, and aroused. She couldn’t help staring; she’d never before seen a man who wasn’t circumsized.

They moved quickly, silently, in the firelit room, wanting to have each other as fast as possible, wanting to catch and hold the peak surge of desire. When Jenny’s breasts were free of the brassiere he knelt and cupped them with both hands. “Lovely,” he said huskily. “Mrs. Haller, you have beautiful tits.”

He lowered his mouth to kiss and then tease her nipples with his teeth. She clutched his hair and writhed until, with a groan, he pushed her back and lifted her legs to his shoulders and entered her with one hard, bucking motion. For a moment he was so big in her Jenny went rigid, holding her breath.

“Is it all right?” he said in her ear.

She didn’t know. It was too late, anyway. He moved rapidly, his body lifting and then pounding her down against the floor. She wrapped her legs around his back and held onto his shoulders, small shrieks jolted out of her. They both climaxed, he with a short, choked grunt, Jenny with a little scream.

It hadn’t lasted long, in fact it had gone very quickly, but they were covered in sweat. Jenny burst into tears.

“Christ.” He pulled out of her and rolled to one side and took her in his arms. He was still breathing hard. She put her head against his chest and wept, the tears running down the flesh of his ribs and off into the darkness. It went on for quite a while. Finally he said, “I hope all this emotion is for being fired, and not somehow my fault.”

She shook her head, mouth quivering. “Being fired. Everything.”

“Ah, well.” He let her cry some more against him and then, when she grew quieter, he took his arm from around her and sat up. He found the bottle of whisky and took a long drink. He studied her at length as she lay sprawled in the firelight, holding the whisky bottle propped against his bare knee. “What a lovely sight you are. No wonder you’re an actress. I don’t think I’ve seen a woman quite as beautiful. Except for showgirls, of course.”

She was still quite drunk, worn out from so much weeping. She wiped her burning eyes with her fingers. “I’m not a showgirl.”

“No, of course you’re not.” He took another drink of the Scotch and held out the bottle to her. “You are an accomplished actress in the theater, isn’t that what you told me? And I greatly admire your tits. And your legs. Mrs. Haller, you have truly exceptional legs, you don’t know how much I have thought about them in the time I’ve been here, living with you.”

Jenny wasn’t listening. She stared at the fire with unfocused eyes, still in a fog. After some long moments she dropped her head to her knees. “I don’t know why I did this!” she moaned. “I don’t know what came over me, I must have gone crazy. I am crazy. Just look at me, I’m sitting here without any clothes on and oh God, I’ve just let you—let you—”

She straightened up, put her hands to her face, overcome with fresh sobbing. “What happened to me? I don’t care about anything any more! Everything—my whole life—is ruined. I’m all alone here in New York with the war going on and now I don’t have a job, my career is finished and my—my—and there’s no one I can turn to. Oh,” she wailed, “I wish I were dead!”

He stared at her. “Lord, I hate crying drunks.” He held out the bottle of scotch, head cocked to one side. “Here, drink up. You’ll feel better.”

Jenny took the bottle and tilted it and had a very large drink. She got too much and wheezed, then coughed. But he was right, she felt better.

“Come, it’s getting cold in here,” he told her. “They’ve turned off the heat. It’ll be bloody freezing in a few minutes.”

He got to his feet and held out his hand. He pulled her up from the floor and to him, putting his arms around her and holding her close. Their naked bodies pressed tightly against each other, her breasts against his chest, his erection hard against her belly. He bent his head and they kissed. It was a surprisingly tender and thorough kiss. She put her arms around his waist and sighed.

He said against her hair, “Come back to my bed. We might as well be comfortable.”

Steering her with one arm around her to keep her from bumping into the Christmas tree, they went through the dining room and into the kitchen where he reached out to pick up a couple of glasses from the kitchen counter. Then, carrying the bottle and the glasses in his free hand he guided her down the hall to the back bedroom.

The room was cool, spartan in its tidiness, the bed neatly made. Without turning on the light he pulled the covers back, pushed her into it and climbed in beside her. The sheets were smooth and cold against their bare skin; they came together hurriedly, kissing, settling into the bed’s softness in a flurry of comfort. He pulled her over him and entered her, and she rode him like that, looking down in his face in the semi-darkness, while he clasped his hands over her breasts and shuddered and bucked under her.

Afterward he got out of bed and went to the bathroom. When he came out he left the light on and the door ajar so that the room was not so dark, and went to his sea bag and rummaged in it, finding a cigar. Standing before the dresser and the mirror, he lighted it, the flame a tongue of yellow briefly illuminating his face. He took a few puffs. Then, the cigar between his teeth, he picked up the bottle of Scotch and the glasses and got back into bed. He said, turning to look down at her, “You look thoroughly shagged, Mrs. Haller. How do you feel?”

She touched her fingers to her swollen lips. “Genevieve. People call me Jenny.”

“Yes, I know.”

He poured some whisky into a glass and handed it to her. Then some into a glass for himself. He settled back against the pillows and pulled her to him. She curled against his side, her hand resting on his chest. He took a pull on the cigar and blew a cloud of smoke. After a while he said huskily, “Don’t go to sleep.”

“I’m not asleep.”

He puffed on the cigar and took another gulp of Scotch. “Ah, this is the life. A sailor’s dream of paradise, actually. Lying in a soft bed with a naked woman, a bottle of whisky, and a good cigar.”

When she didn’t say anything he went on, “It’s been very fine. I can’t tell you how very fine it has been.” He sounded sincere. “And we’re to be congratulated. You didn’t forget in our moments of passion and call me by your husband’s name. And I didn’t forget and call you by my wife’s.”

She thought about that. She twisted to look up at his face. “I thought your wife was—”

There was a silence. He puffed on his cigar. Then he said, “Dead. Yes, I suppose they told you. My wife is dead, and so are my children.”

He leaned over the edge of the bed and put his glass on the floor beside the bottle, and the cigar in the ash tray. He pulled himself over her, his weight pressing her down against the mattress, and kissed her long and passionately and with considerable roughness. Their bodies came together, familiar now, wanting each other. He buried his face in her throat and her shoulder, kissing her, nibbling with his teeth, inhaling her scent. She ran her hands up and down his back, feeling the power in his body, scratching and teasing with her nails.

Then he drew back, resting on his elbows, and looked down into her face. “I can’t get enough of you, I want you to know that. Is it—do you do—other things?”

She put her hand around him under the covers. He was warm, already rock hard. “Like this?”

“Um, a bit more.”

“Yes.”

She lifted herself to him, her mouth against his rib cage. Trailing it down to his navel, slowly. She could hear his heart beating. He put his hand to the back of her head and stroked her hair.

They made love again.

 

When Jenny woke she had a terrible throbbing headache. The sunshine was coming in at the window. Squinting, she saw the room neat as usual, bare, no sign of him, the canvas sea bag gone.

She jumped out of bed, wincing with the pain of the hangover, and ran down the hall. The radiators were banging with the rising heat, but the apartment was still cold. Naked, she was freezing. She ran into the kitchen. Mug, saucer, glasses were washed and in the drain rack, the empty whisky bottle on top of the garbage can.

She saw a small package, gift-wrapped in red and gold paper on the cabinet counter. It was tied with red silk ribbon in an elaborate rosette. She pulled the ribbon aside, too much in a hurry to get a knife and cut it, and tore the paper away and opened the box. She found a charm bracelet nestled against a square of white cotton. It was gold with little enameled charms: a black Scotty dog, a white cat, a green Christmas tree, a silver star, a red heart, a pink rose.

There was a card. It said:

Captain David R. Griffiths

Elliot Steamship Company, Ltd.

Newcastle, England

 

Under that, in black, angular script, he had written with a fountain pen:

MERRY CHRISTMAS

 

She leaned against the counter top, holding the pretty little gold bracelet with its enameled charms, the Scotty dog, the heart and the star, thinking of the Christmas gift she had bought him, a Lord & Taylor’s gourmet box for servicemen like the ones she had sent Brad. She hadn’t given it to him, and now, without saying a word, he was gone.

She leaned against the counter, feeling sick to her stomach. She’d gotten drunk and done the unimaginable, the unforgivable; she could hardly face it. And there was something terrible, she couldn’t at the moment remember it, but it hung in the back of her mind.

Suddenly she knew what it was. Last night she’d kept drinking, wanting to be drunk and stay drunk. And be wanton and go to bed and have sex and forget everything. And she had. She’d forgotten her diaphragm.

 


 

NINETEEN

 

“I’m so glad you’ve been able to make it into the canteen this holiday week, Elise,” Ann Bennett said. “You can see tonight how much you’re needed. Look at that crowd, and there’s more outside! Even though it’s nice to have all these big bands in the Canteen, it makes it just one great big party, which is what our armed forces want. But the board didn’t expect us to be so short of hostesses like this between Christmas and New Year’s.”

Bunny Berrigan’s popular orchestra was the band for the night, and the dance floor was packed.

The director took Elise’s arm. “So many of the girls had their own holiday plans that took them away just when we needed them most. And of course a lot of the theater people are off on Christmas tours for the USO. Bob Hope has really made that the thing to do this year, to take a show overseas. They say the USO is sending their people right up to the front lines. Would you believe they say every once in a while out there in the desert while they’re entertaining the troops, enemy planes try to drop bombs on them! The entertainers? Good heavens, what has this world come to!”

They walked down the hall to the canteen office. “I don’t mind coming in,” Elise said. “I don’t observe Christmas, so I can come every night. It’s no problem.”

“I swear, every serviceman from the greater New York metropolitan area must have come to the canteen this past week, so many of them couldn’t get leave to go home. You know, the alert nobody talks about. And we’ve still got New Year’s Eve to go, that’s going to be the biggest night of all. Really, Elise, having you come in every night has been a lifesaver.” She paused before the office door. “What do you mean you don’t observe Christmas?”

She shrugged. “I’m Jewish.”

“Good heavens. Oh, my dear Elise, I completely forgot.” The director’s face turned pink. “I really don’t think of you in that way. Probably because you don’t look all that—Well, I’m sure people must have said all that to you before.”

She pushed the door open and they went into the canteen office. A tall man in a gray business suit, wearing gold wire-rimmed glasses, rose to his feet.

Still flustered, the canteen director said, “Elise, this is Mr. Campbell from the War Department. I hope you understand you have the use of the office as a courtesy to the War Department, but the Stage Door Canteen has no connection with Mr. Campbell or—er, the government. Mr. Campbell, this is the young lady you asked to see, Miss Elise Ginsberg.”

He looked amused. “That sounded very intimidating, Miss Bennett.” He shook hands with Elise. “And the last thing I want to do is intimidate Miss Ginsberg when she’s volunteering her time here making life a little brighter for Allied servicemen.”

“Yes, well, I’m going to leave you now,” Ann Bennett said. “No one will be using the office back here this evening, so you needn’t rush.”

She hurried out and the man from the War Department offered Elise a chair. He sat down, too, crossing his legs. “Wonderful place, the Stage Door Canteen. The Theater Wing does an admirable job supporting the morale of our fighting men. Have you been volunteering here long?”

Elise had been staring at his clothes. If he was a government employee he was evidently very high up in his department to afford them. “There was a notice on the bulletin board in the history department at school. I read one that said the Stage Door Canteen wanted volunteers if you were eighteen or over.”

“Ann Bennett says you act as an interpreter sometimes. You’ve been a hostess about four months?”

“Yes.” She opened her mouth to say something, then closed it. She didn’t know why the War Department would come to the canteen, of all places, to ask questions about her. It made her more than a little uneasy. What could be going on? The less you say the better. It applied in Germany; her father had said it over and over again, in Switzerland and France.

“Miss Ginsburg,” the War Department man said, “I represent the investigations branch of our office of public relations. People come to the War Department seeking information, and the public relations office handles their requests. I believe you spoke to Associated Press War Correspondent Ruth McGowan some days ago here in the Stage Door Canteen. Do you remember that conversation?”

Elise couldn’t speak. This could be the reason for his visit. Perhaps she had committed a grave error approaching the woman war correspondent. But how was she to know? Certainly her father or Max wouldn’t have sent her to American magazines or newspapers if there had been any real danger. What kind of danger could one expect from the Americans, anyway? “My father and I are in the United States with visas for political refugees. We—”

He interrupted her. “Yes, yes, the War department is aware of your current status, Miss Ginsberg, and your father’s. That’s not why I’m here.”

She hardly heard him. “There are people who are sponsoring us,” Elise plunged on. “We are not costing the United States any money. There are groups—”

“Miss Ginsberg, my office is advised of the organizations sponsoring you and your father. We know you are a student, and your father has been doing some academic work for universities in the New York area. An associate of your father’s, Maxmilian Kubelsky, a writer and journalist formerly employed in London and Moscow, lives with you. I want to talk to you about your conversation with the Associated Press correspondent, Miss Ruth McGowan. You do remember that you approached Miss McGowan here in the canteen?”

Elise heard what he was saying, but her mind was racing. She hadn’t done anything wrong, not according to what she’d been told about America. People could talk freely to the newspapers here, couldn’t they? But now here was a man from the United States government who had tracked her down to the canteen, who knew about the university, her father, even Max. Especially Max. She felt a wave of panic. There was a telephone on the desk. She couldn’t go through this alone; she had to call her father.

She held her hands together in her lap to keep them from trembling. She wondered if the appearance of freedom here in America, of justice for all, was an illusion. Or did—the old, familiar fear returned—people disappear, as they did in Europe, taken away mysteriously with no reason given? Were there in the United States, too, interrogation centers, camps for political prisoners, where you could be held for days, months, years, without anyone knowing where you were?

She whispered, “Are you—are you the FBI?”

“War Department, Miss Ginsberg, United States War Department. Although under the War Powers Act we can do much more than the FBI. Now, let’s get back to what we were talking about.”

He opened a cigarette case and offered her one. She shook her head. “After meeting with you here in the canteen, Miss McGowan applied to my office looking for information. I’m sorry to say we couldn’t oblige her. Not with what she was looking for, anyway. She showed us the photo you had given her, and we discussed its possible source.” He paused to light his cigarette. “It is important to remember, Miss Ginsberg, that the United States government is deeply concerned about the treatment of Jews in Germany and has been since long before the war. It is a matter of record that the US wants to cooperate with those who are committed to alleviating the Jews’ current situation in Germany and Poland. But we cannot let various groups, no matter how sincere their motivation, make policy for the United States government. You understand that, don’t you?”

“Please, my father is not trying to do anything to the United States government!” She eyed the telephone on the desk. “My father must explain that to you himself. That we are so grateful to come here, to take—um, how do you say it—” She was becoming so upset she couldn’t think. Not in English, anyway. “Shelter—yes, shelter, in this country. Away from the killings and the madness that we have known elsewhere! I didn’t say anything to that newspaperwoman, I swear it. Call my father, talk to him on the telephone. I beg you, tell him to come down here to the canteen, he is at home now. He can explain to you about the pictures.”

He stopped smiling. “My dear Miss Ginsberg, you must get hold of yourself. Good lord, don’t cry.” He pulled a white handkerchief from his breast pocket and handed it to her. “It wasn’t my intention to get you in such a state. Do you need a glass of water? Would that help?”

She shook her head. “What have I done? Oh, mein Gott, what are you going to do to me?”

“Hush, Miss Ginsberg, please be quiet. I’m not going to do anything to you. Do I look like the sort to—er, deliberately upset young ladies? No, certainly not. The United States government doesn’t make a practice of it, either.”

He waited while she tried to stop crying. “That’s better. Now, the photograph you gave Miss McGowan, do you know where it came from?”

“Sobibor.” She rubbed at her eyes with his handkerchief. “It is in Poland.”

“Yes, so it is. Do you know how the photograph was obtained?”

She looked up at him. “Some people inside the camp took the pictures maybe, I don’t know.” She knew she was sealing her fate. And her father’s, and probably Max’s, but she wanted this to stop. She couldn’t take anymore. “A plane, it’s called a DC-3, flew the pictures out of Poland.”

“Pictures?”

With a sigh, she told him, “There is more than one.”

“More than one.” He grimaced. “Who told you there was more than one? Your father? Mr. Arnold Foster of the Anti-Defamation League?”

“No, no, I saw them. I have them at home.”

“Ah. Do you have all the copies?”

She nodded.

“Were they given that information about the—DC-3,” he wanted to know, “by some group in Canada?”

She shook her head. “My father didn’t tell me.” Perhaps it was better to deny everything. “My father knows nothing. He doesn’t know Mr. Foster.”

He looked disapproving. “Miss Ginsberg, I am sure you are aware that the United States, which has opened its doors, and rightly so, to give you and your father—and yes, Mr. Maxmillian Kubelsky—a haven from persecution, is now engaged in a global conflict of a size and destructiveness the world has never before seen. I’m sure it does not come as any surprise to you to hear that our country’s situation is still perilous. That the United States and its Allies have not yet turned the tide of war. In fact, in many places the war seems to be going against us. So various matters that come to the government’s attention must be weighed according to their immediate relevance, and the effect they could possibly have on Allied victory. If we win, justice will be swift for the Jews as with all oppressed people, I can assure you. But right now our struggle to win the war is top priority. It cannot be diverted in any way.”

She stared at him. She understood what he was saying, she just did not know why he was saying it. “But why can’t these photographs be published? Why doesn’t anybody want to let the American people know what is happening in Nazi death camps? Jews are not the only people there. They are killing the Gypsies, also all those people who are born not mentally—ah, ah, mentally—sufficient, and—”

“Now, now.” He shook his head. “There has been considerable coverage of the plight of Jews in Germany, Miss Ginsberg. The American press has not ignored it. In fact. Mr. Kubelsky has written about that here and abroad, hasn’t he? It’s one of his favorite topics.” When she was suddenly silent he said, “Incidentally, you will be interested to know that your friend has just enlisted, as a foreign national, in the United States Army, and is no doubt undergoing processing even as we speak. The United States government certainly appreciates his noble gesture.”

For a moment the words didn’t register. “Max is in the United States Army?” That couldn’t be. “What kind of lie is that?” Her voice rose. “It can’t be! He is at the apartment, with my father!”

The government man put his fingertips together and made a steeple of his hands, peering at her over them. “Actually, Kubelsky was inducted late this morning. By now he’s probably taken the bus with the other inductees on to the center on Long Island.”

“I can’t believe it. You’re lying to me,” she cried. “What have you done with Max?”

“Nothing’s been done to him, Miss Ginsberg.” For the first time he looked something less than imperturbable. “Mr. Kubelsky’s had combat experience in the International Brigade in Spain, he’ll make an excellent soldier. Whatever unit he’s assigned to will be lucky to get him. My guess is he’ll be somewhere in the Southwest Pacific area.”

Southwest Pacific? “He never said anything about this to me!” She jumped to her feet. “I saw him this morning, it can’t be true!” She felt trapped. She was not ignorant; she knew that in the United States the men who had joined the Lincoln Brigade to fight in Spain were regarded as Communist sympathizers. The Americans called them “fellow travelers.” There had been controversy in the newspapers and the American Congress about them. About the entire International Brigade. It was the main reason Max couldn’t get a newspaper job.

She sat back down in the chair.

The War Department man said, “Nothing’s been done to Kubelsky, I told you, he decided to enlist. It was a very prudent thing to do, to volunteer to fight on the side of democracy, now, considering his past political connections. Come now, Miss Ginsberg, stop crying, you’ll see him in six weeks, after he’s completed basic training. In the meantime, cheer up, you’ll continue here as hostess at the Stage Door Canteen. Ann Bennett’s made it plain you’re one of the most valuable persons on the volunteer roster. Your language skills are irreplaceable. Which brings us to another matter.”

Elise wasn’t listening. She had heard her father and Max talk about how governments operated, their sources of power, the way they could punish you. And Max was being punished, she was sure of it. They all were, her father, Max and herself. What was it this man had said? Actually, we can do more than the FBI.

“It would involve just a little more than you’re doing now,” he was saying. “But I assure you, not enough to be any great burden.”

“What I am ‘doing now’?”

“Yes, as a hostess in the canteen, being your helpful and charming self. Your Russian is very good, Dr. Ronin at Fordham confirms that.”

“I don’t know Dr. Ronin, he’s in European Languages.” She was confused. “Maybe once, no—I don’t remember. At some faculty tea.”

“He says you spoke to him in Russian, that you had a very charming conversation. It doesn’t matter. What does matter is that it would be a considerable help if you could spend more of your time here in the Canteen. Ann says you’ve gotten along well with the Allied merchant crews. There are departments in my government still interested in the Soviets even though, as you know, they are now our valued partners. But the ongoing process of gathering information, that is, what we can get from them, is still very much in place.”

Elise started to speak, but he held up his hand. “I’m not asking you to do anything distasteful. Merely a further extension of what you are already doing as a hostess. Before you say anything, I have a few things to add. Your father has been offered a post as visiting lecturer at Hofstra College here in the metropolitan New York area. I have already discussed the new job with him, and he seems very keen on it.” The smile had returned. “What do you say?”

Elise couldn’t speak for a moment. It sounded like a nightmare but it was very real. “Does—does Miss Bennett, the Canteen—know you’re doing things like this?”

He didn’t answer.

She didn’t know how they had gotten Max to enlist in the American army, but Max would have seen at once how this democratic government had spun its web. One would not sacrifice the others to save oneself. Max became a United States soldier, and would go to the Pacific if she agreed to ‘gather information’ in the Canteen. Her father would have a job at Hofstra College until the war was over. Mr. Campbell from the investigations office of the public relations section of the United States War Department was making it sound as though she had a choice, when there was none. The Americans no doubt thought they were justified in what they were doing. That they were, after all, fighting a war, fighting the Nazis and Hitler. That being the case, how could any Jew not cooperate?

Elise said carefully, “My father was happy about a position at Hofstra?”

He nodded. “Very.”

“I would like to see Max.” Not so frightened now, she was beginning to be able to think more clearly. “That is, while he’s in the Army, here in the United States.” She thought for a moment. “I don’t know what I’m expected to do.”

“Ah, details later, but it’s really not too difficult. You will have a thorough briefing on how to gather what we need. I will be the one briefing you.”

There was a pause and then she said, “When—when do I start?”

“Right now.” He stood up and extended his hand. “Very good of you to do this, Miss Ginsberg. There are freedom fighters on the inside as well as the outside, you know. And you will find, as time goes along, that what you do is very important to the war effort. Someday the information you provide may be used to decide a very important national security matter. It might go straight to the top. You never can tell.”

He started for the door, guiding her ahead of him. “I don’t suppose we turn out the lights, do we? Well, nevermind.” He turned to her. “There’s one thing we must definitely agree on. There are no spy planes flying in and out of Poland, Miss Kubelsky. Specifically no DC-3s. That sort of misinformation can start all sorts of wild rumors. This is wartime, the United States government does insist that you never refer to spy planes, DC3s, or covert flights into any European nation such as Poland, in any way. Or to any photographs allegedly transported in that fashion. Or any photographs, period. Do I make myself clear?”

She stood in the doorway, looking up at him. The hall light glinted on his glasses, she couldn’t see his eyes. She knew he had left the most important thing for last.

“Yes, I understand,” she said.

“Very good, I am glad we are in agreement,” he said in excellent Russian. The smile was back. He took her by the elbow. “Then, little Miss Ginsberg,” he continued in the same language, “let us be friends.”

 

They came out into the noise of the main room of the canteen, and Mr. Campbell of the War Department quickly made his goodbyes. Bunny Berrigan was playing the song that had made him famous, I Can’t Get Started With You, and the crowd wasn’t dancing but standing close-packed and swaying, while one of the new spotlights donated by the Manhattan electricians’ union bathed Berrigan and his horn in cobalt blue. The cigarette smoke was thick. Above the mirrored ball in the canteen ceiling rotated slowly, casting bits of light over the heads and faces of those standing and listening. The young men of the Allied forces, soldiers, marines, sailors, Canadian and Australian airmen, stood with their arms around canteen hostesses. Some were singing. It was suddenly not New York City in wartime, but a prom, a sock hop, and Bunny Berrigan was playing the tune they had danced to yesterday.

Annmarie van Troup said at Elise’s elbow, “Are you busy right now? Do you speak Polish?”

She turned to her. “No, I guess I’m not.” Elise didn’t know what to do. She had been thinking of telling Ann Bennett she was not feeling well and going home, but she was not ready to face her father. And Max was gone. Taken into the American army.

“Well, we have some guys in blue uniforms that look like the RCAF, but they say they’re Polish,” the blonde girl was saying. “One of them has a toothache. They want to know if someone can tell them where to find a hospital.”

She was hardly listening. It starts now, the man from the War Department had said.

“Yes, all right,” Elise told her. “Just point them out to me, where they are. I will see what I can do.”

 

Fifteen minutes later Annmarie left Elise Ginsberg with the Polish flyers and went to the join the crowd at the dance floor. While she was looking for Jane and some of the other regular Tuesday night girls she felt someone touch her arm. When she turned, she saw the blue-eyed Army Air Force sergeant. The one with the war bond tour.

“Are you still here? I thought you were going back overseas. Where have you been?”

“Out at Mitchel Field on Long Island,”he told her. “Confined to quarters with no damned leave. Hey, I’m looking for Dina Flaherty. I called her house, her uncle told me she was here tonight.”

The Berrigan band began One O’ Clock Jump. It was a Lindy Hop, the jitterbug, but the dance floor was so crowded there was hardly room for the dancers to move.

“I don’t know where she is.” Annmarie waved her hand at the dance floor. “Somewhere out there. You’ll have to go find her.”

“Thanks, I’ll look.”

A moment later he plunged into the crowd, pushing people out of the way. Dina was dancing with a First Army corporal. Gene tapped him on the shoulder, but the corporal shrugged him off.

“Please, no cutting in!” Dina had to shout over the music. “Wait your turn. I’ll see you in a minute.”

The corporal tried to dance her away, but Gene caught him by the arm. “Now. I need to see you now,” he yelled.

“Listen, mac.” The corporal’s eyes dropped to the rows of decorations on Gene’s chest, and his expression changed. “No kidding, Pacific theater? DFC?” He stepped back, releasing her. “You bet, sarge, no problem.”

Berrigan and his orchestra finished. Applause filled the canteen. A moment later the music started up again, this time a slow number, That Old Black Magic. The canteen lights lowered as the girl vocalist, in a dress covered with green glass beads that shot bits of fire, took the microphone.

Gene pulled Dina into his arms. With a sigh, she moved against him. “What are you doing here?” she said, putting her mouth to his ear. “Where have you been? I thought you were in California!”

“They had me confined to base. Out on Long Island.” He pulled her close. “I’m on my way tonight, I have to take a train out of Penn Station in a couple of hours. My nursemaid, Lt. Elsmore, is waiting outside. He’s ticked off he can’t come in because he’s an officer.”

“You’re on your way to Hollywood? Gene, stop it!” He was kissing her throat, nibbling at her earlobe. She tried to push him away but he held her tightly. “We’re practically in the spotlight, where Ann Bennett can see us!”

“Let her see us. To hell with her.”

“What do you mean your nursemaid is with you?” She managed to push him far enough away to look into his face. “Are you in some sort of trouble?”

“Nah, McElsmore’s just going as far as Penn Station with me. He’s supposed to see that I get on the train and don’t get back off.” He laughed. “A bunch of train MPs keep an eye on me until we get to LA.”

“Oh, no!” She could feel, with their bodies jammed against each other by the crowd, that he wanted her. “Oh, I know you! Gene, what have you done?”

“Nothing, not a damned thing. I just tried to get leave to come to see you,” he said, putting his mouth to her ear and kissing it, “and when I couldn’t get it, I went AWOL. They caught me and brought me back. No big deal.”

“No big deal?” She had a sudden thought. “You’re still going to Hollywood? That hasn’t changed?”

“Yeah.” Someone elbowed him in the back and he scowled. “Crap. let’s get out of here.” He took her wrist and pulled her off the dance floor. “I need to talk to you.”

“Wait, Gene, you know I can’t leave the canteen!”

“You could if you wanted to, Dina. You could get on the train with me tonight.”

He had steered her behind the partition that led to the restrooms. The alcove was dark and relatively private. He immediately pulled her to him and kissed her hungrily.

Dina put her arms around his neck and kissed him back. She could enjoy kissing him where they were, hiding out in a dark place while the music pounded just a few feet away, it made it all the more exciting. After a few minutes Dina, too, was on fire. He made a strangled sound, arms tightening around her.

“I wish we had made love.” She let her lips trail across his cheek. “We were right there, in the hotel. And I really wanted to.”

“You’re coming with me to Hollywood.”

She pulled back. “Are you crazy? I’m not going to get on a train in the middle of the night without any luggage, and go all the way across the country to California! You act so nutty sometimes. Why do you say things like that?”

“Dammit, you could if you wanted to, Dina! Listen, I would buy you anything you need, any clothes, anything.” He pulled her back into his arms. “You know I want to marry you. You’re my princess, you’re my life. I’d marry you right here, in the canteen, now, if they had a preacher to do it.”

She struggled, but he wouldn’t let her go. “I can’t do anything, Gene. Besides, I have a job. The show’s going to open in New Haven, out of town tryouts, next week. It’s so exciting, it has a new title! Mr. Hammerstein just wrote a new song, he kept saying the show needed a song about a place. The new number is called Oklahoma! There’s a big chorus, a big ballet and finale, and Agnes de Mille has put me in it! I’m not an understudy any more, I’m in the Oklahoma! reprise where Lee Dixon picks me up and does a complete turn and then puts me into the back of a wagon. God, we’ve rehearsed that lift until I can do it in my sleep! The show is going to be a hit, everybody’s sure of it, now. I can’t leave, even if I wanted to!”

“Hollywood is better, Dina.” His face was set, determined. “No matter what you’ve got here, the Broadway show and everything, I’m going to be able to offer you more. Just give me a chance.” He reached into his jacket pocket, grasped her hand, and pulled her to him. “Dina, let’s get engaged?”

She pulled back. “Gene—I—I can’t.”

“You’re not going to sleep with any other guy, I’m pretty sure of it, so I’m not worried about that. Not as long as you’re in that show. I know you can’t think of anything else.”

“Gene, good grief, are you still carrying that ring around? I-”

“You can’t fool me, Dina, your kisses don’t lie,” he insisted stubbornly. “You want me, Dina. Maybe I’m in second place after your damned career, but you do.” He seized her hand, spread her fingers, and slipped the diamond ring on the third finger. “I’m the one you’re going to marry. If you won’t come to California right now, at least we can get engaged.”

“Oh!” She didn’t seem able to take her eyes from the diamond, which sparkled arrows of light in the darkness.

“Say you’ll get engaged.”

“Well—” She hesitated. “Yes—YES!” She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. At that moment a sailor bumped into them on his way to the rest rooms.

Startled, he stopped and peered at them. “Hey, excuse me. I didn’t know anybody was back here.”

Swearing under his breath, Gene pulled her out into the light. “Come on outside and meet Lieutenant McElsmore. I want him to see how beautiful you are.”

She pulled back. “Gene, you know I can’t leave the Canteen while I’m on duty.”

“You don’t have to leave. Hey, you’re going to have to quit, anyway, did you realize that? You dated a soldier, and now you’re engaged to be married.” He lifted his voice to yell over the noise. “You broke all the canteen rules. Come outside now while we catch a cab, and say goodbye.”

Annmarie van Troup caught up with them at the stairs. “Dina, are you leaving? I wonder if you could sort of tell these Polish fliers how to get to the hospital? Or even better would you have time to take them over there? I have the address, it’s—”

“I’ll be right back, I’m just going outside for a minute. I just got engaged,” Dina shouted, breathless. “Just tell them to wait.”

 


 

TWENTY

 

December 26th, 1942

 

IN THE DESERT SOMEWHERE

 

Jen darling—

Merry Christmas, sweetheart. Yesterday, Christmas Day, Martha Raye and a four piece band showed up in the middle of this muddy highway in the desert, and played what was announced as a Christmas concert out of the back of a truck to a tank corps, part of an infantry division and assorted Arabs, goats and camels. And in the rain. Yes, it rains in the desert in the winter, and it has been raining ever since we set foot on it some weeks ago. I have had no letters from you since I landed here, and I think I wrote you about the desert, I’m not sure; I’ve been so damned sleepless the past few days I probably wouldn’t have known it was Christmas if Martha Raye hadn’t shown up. When I saw her I thought of you, and it was a good thing it was raining because you couldn’t see the tears running down my cheeks. I cried like a two year old when she and the other girls sang I’m Dreaming Of A White Christmas. But then so did every GI here. Nobody seemed to think it was highly inappropriate to sing a song about snow right in the middle of a desert downpour, we were just so damned glad to see a USO troupe. Afterward cellophane bags of Christmas candy were passed out. I’ve been sucking on my portion ever since.

I’m writing this to you standing in a doorway out of the rain in a building where camels and donkeys are also stabled, writing on a piece of paper propped on my helmet. Yes, dear wife, I have a helmet. I also have boots, I have side arms, I have a three day beard and a coating of mud at least that old, and I have been sleeping in one of the division staff’s jeeps for the past four nights. Jen, my love, you would not recognize your husband, I could pass for one of Bill Mauldin’s battle-weary GIs in his cartoons in Stars and Stripes. A few days ago I was still guiltily returning the salutes of these tough, squinty-eyed kids carrying guns, their column strung out along these desert roads as I passed them riding in my lordly fashion in a staff jeep. Now, in all my grimy, sleepless glory I am one of them, and just snap a salute back at ‘em. For I, too, have been shot at. We were on the road as it was being shelled, and actually ran into an ambush. The driver of the jeep, a corporal from Nashua, New Hampshire, named Chuck, was wounded, and we have now his replacement, Howie, from Norfolk, Virginia.

Today we are crossing great roadless expanses that are rimmed by what look just like bare Nevada mountains. The desert floor is pale green with plants that might be the cousins of cactus, and some sort of small, low-growing bushes. And it rains. Imagine the Nevada desert with miles-wide shallow pools of muddy water.

I know you are wondering why I am in the desert. It’s because somebody in a place I can’t mention because the military censor will cut it out of this letter, found out that I speak fluent French, a legacy of the college year I spent debauching my youth in Paris. It turns out HQ has been searching for anyone who can communicate with the petty officials of our contentious allies, the French, as we cross the desert landscape and into these little towns. So I have been plucked out of my happy life, separated from Malcolm and the girls, and put upon the road to follow the war and see what I can do. It is a hell of a job just to keep up. Tanks and jeeps have been pouring in a steady stream as they follow our leader, an independently wealthy individual who, I am told, does not have to do this for a living, but who graduated from West Point, and whom the Army (not the air force but the regular army) has promoted to general. I have seen him and he is a strutting, table-pounding lunatic wearing not one but TWO pearl handled revolvers strapped to him, plus a chrome-plated helmet. He leads us onward, in a jeep painted with his general’s gold stars, to meet the enemy. The trouble is, the two gun-toting general is so afraid the Brits will have trounced Rommel before he can get there, that he has driven this army mercilessly. With the result that his devoted, gung-ho officers have plowed their tanks and other assorted armored equipment into mud-filled wadis and have gotten stuck. There are days when I can visualize the desert like an enormous mud pudding with US army equipment bogged down in it like so many raisins.

But by damn, I want you to know we are going forward, somehow. Morale is high among the general’s troops, they regard him as one helluva soldier. The worse it gets, the more rain, the more mud, the more officers screaming and cursing, the greater the shouted exhortations by our revered leader, the stronger our determination. Yes, mine, too, Jen. I keep forgetting I am a part of this military structure and that I am now, by the grace of God and the US Army, a major. I can’t explain to a bunch of tank commanders that I am here only to speak French to the petit bourgeousie of some rain-drenched, godforsaken colonial backwater of four hundred souls or less, and not do much more.

However they expect more. As a consequence, I have been told to scrounge food—and wine if I can manage it—look for lost units (I am useful in French on the telephone) and even liberate a couple of gallon cans of motor oil from a local garage. I have grown proud of the “Yes, sir, major sir!” I hear sometimes from the hard-bitten boy soldiers around me when I have done good.

They say Eisenhower is being roasted for the American failure to move an army across the desert the way they (the Brits) feel they do so well. We’re clumsy, we’re inexperienced, we waste materiel, etc. But after two days of helping Howie and our other regular passenger, the division adjutant, dig our jeep out of the knee-deep muck while listening for the sound of enemy airplanes in case we should have to throw ourselves in the nearest ditch—only there is no ditch—I can tell you, to hell with the Brits. When our pistol-toting general finally gets us there, we’ll be ready to fight. Mud, adversity, the terrible weather makes you want to fight. Makes Americans want to fight. I tell you, if these weary, hard-eyed kids can do it, so can I.

I love you, sweetheart, even though I have had no letters from you since I left home. My guess is when mail finally caught up with me at headquarters, I had been sent on to go to war in the desert. But I dream of you, Jen, and that is no joke. Last night it was you standing in the back of an army truck singing to me, my darling, sharing billing with Martha Raye, four gorgeous, bedraggled little movie starlets in tight sweaters and extra short skirts, and the four-piece band. I knew you wouldn’t mind—sharing billing, that is. You sang your song from Showboat, Only Make Believe and I started yelling “Hey that’s my wife!” and I ran toward the back of the truck but just then the damned thing drove away, taking you with it. And the dream ended.

Oh shit, here comes Howie to tell me he’s got the jeep top up again, nevermind that it’s full of holes and doesn’t make much difference one way or the other, we’re always wet. We are ready to get back on what we laughingly call the road. The next stop is a little town in this wheat-growing district where we will meet with the mayor and the town officials and inform them that we have come to liberate them and make them happy. I have done this before, and somehow they never are. Happy, that is.

I promise you I will run after that truck tonight in my dreams, darling, and this time you will not escape me.

Your loving husband,

Brad

 

I love you.

 


 

TWENTY-ONE

 

Below deck, the cook’s helper was playing O Tannenbaum on his accordion in honor of the season. The tune drifted in snatches up the tower to the U-426’s bridge where Kapitanleutnant Ensmann, along with the navigator, who was the third watch officer, and the bosun and two seamen stood scanning a blurry vista of snow and icy rollers that broke over the submarine’s bow. Now and then one wave, larger than the others, would travel the distance of the U-426 and slam against the tower, drenching those on watch. The constant buffeting, as the U-426 charged into the mountainous green swells and lifted, only to nose down heavily into the next, brought on a notoriously hypnotic fatigue. Since alertness was essential, even after hours of peering through binoculars at a monochrome gray sea and sky, and a dull gray blob that was the sun, the amount of hot coffee consumed by any watch to stay awake was phenomenal. In the North Atlantic, as the saying went, the enemy was the weather. The watch on the U-426 was aware that there was a fully-alerted human foe also searching for them.

Since the beginning of December, the U-426, patrolling from the tip of Long Island and into Massachusetts Bay had, with her sister ships the U-410 and the U-168, decimated Allied shipping in those waters. The U-426 alone had accounted for two tankers, both of which burned spectacularly off the tip of Long Island with few, if any, survivors, and a freighter that exploded and broke apart amidships, sinking in a matter of minutes after taking a torpedo in what must have been a cargo of munitions. A handful of the freighter’s crew, that those watching on the bridge of the U-426 could observe as shadows running about in front of the flames, had managed to drop life rafts in the water. But as the sea was only a degree or so above freezing there was little hope of their surviving. The watch of the U-boat had observed their fate in silence.

The previous winter of 1941-42 had been the worst on record in fifty years. A terrible season in which to wage war. By November, the crew suspected the coming months would be just as bad. In the North Atlantic, even that portion where Allied shipping hugged the shoreline on the way to Halifax was, for a U-boat crew, a dangerous place. Four-hour watches in foul weather along a course laid down by the High Command in Bremershaven gradually wore down a submarine crew. The U-426’s men badly needed a rest. None, however, would be forthcoming. Instead of returning to the U-boat pens in St. Nazaire, the U-426 had been ordered to rendezvous with a supply ship, one of the outsized submarines known in the German navy as “milch cows,” which had supplied the U-426 with provisions, much-needed torpedoes, and ammunition for its guns. ‘Keep up the good work,’ had been the message from Bremershaven.

At least, the Kapitanleutnant Ensmann told himself as he scanned the fog-dimmed ocean, the kriegsmarine could console itself that things had greatly improved since the beginning of the war. In 1939, the Greater German Reich had only 57 U-boats in its entire fleet, of which some 27 were actually fit to range the Atlantic. Now, in this third year of the conflict, there were that many U-boats alone off the east coast of the United States. A huge map at high command headquarters had several hundred little flags indicating the position of all the Reich’s U-boats at sea. From time to time, as the U-boats emitted short coded radio signals saying where they were, the flags at headquarters were moved accordingly. As soon as a U-boat signaled that it had sighted the enemy, particularly a convoy, other U-boats were directed to that area.

The U-426’s own radio room, which was not a room but an alcove next to Kaptanleutnant Ensmann’s own cramped, curtained area, transmitted and received messages twenty four hours a day from the U-boat net spread across the Atlantic. At any hour one could hear, if one knew radio code, a U-boat ordered to shift its position 80 miles westward, as a convoy was expected to pass through that quarter. Or a U-boat south of Greenland sending a coded message to headquarters, the steady dit dit dit of the signal going on for almost half an hour. Far southward at the western approaches to Gibraltar, another U-boat reported in. All pertinent radio messages were carried to the kapitanleutnant to be recorded in the submarine’s war log by the radio operator, a nineteen year-old who had apparently learned to listen in his sleep and wake at the U-426’s coded call.

In the last twelve hours the U-426 had monitored various messages concerning a convoy designated “VY” leading westward, already in sight of the waiting U-boats, who would then proceed to stalk it. At 05:00 hours, high command headquarters ordered a U-boat code name “T” to occupy “O”‘s previous attack area. Listening brethren could assume U-boat “O” was headed home. By late afternoon messages of the success of wolf pack attacks on convoy STXW, westerly course, 9 sea miles, west wind 7, rain, were coming through: three steamers hit, although one not actually verified sunk. An hour later, submarine U-431 reporting heavy seas, low temperatures, steamer B of convoy sunk. Then, U-boat U-82, ominously: depth charges from enemy. Then silence.

Sometimes in the waters east of Boston, the fierce winter storms hid freighters on their way to Nova Scotia and the convoy rendezvous at Bedford Basin. It was frustrating and wearying for a U-boat crew to stand watch for hours, with the freezing rims of binoculars biting into one’s flesh, trying to penetrate a swirling white curtain of snow, or fog, while never taking one’s eyes from the sea. There was no protection, either, from sudden mishaps. Lashed to the rail of the steel bulkheads, the leather safety belt, reinforced with steel, chewed into the ribs through rubber coats and layers of clothing. In spite of the belts, watches on U-boat bridges had been washed overboard. On one U-boat the relief watch had gone up to find the tower empty, no one there. The crew mysteriously gone.

Then there was the enemy. At any moment a US Coast Guard cutter could suddenly loom out of the snow and mist. The United States Navy, and even civilian spotter planes on the east coast had thrown themselves into a massive counterattack against U-boats since late November. A sudden break in the overcast could reveal a Navy anti-submarine Catalina bomber overhead. A U-boat watch was constantly on the alert, ready every second to scramble back into the tower to respond to the order to dive.

The cook’s helper’s accordion music had stopped. The boy appeared at the hatch with mugs of hot coffee. Kapitanleutnant Ensmann declined the coffee. He had just about decided to go below and spend an hour or so catching up on radio reports, when the bosun standing next to him cried, “Masthead off the port bow!”

The crewmen on the bridge froze. They were forbidden to look in any quarter but their own. Their orders were to continue scanning the sea. But excitement ran through them like a bolt of electricity.

Kapitanleutnant Ensmann turned. At that moment a breaker came over the U-426’s bow and raced down the length of the U-boat toward them. The cook’s helper quickly ducked down the hatch. The watch braced themselves. Only a second before the roller broke, Kapitanleutnant Ensmann could see the freighter standing off the port bow like a huge gray and black ghost, trailing steamer smoke. As insubstantial, in the snow-fog, as the legendary Flying Dutchman.

Then she was gone.

Ensmann knew that what he had seen was no ghost, no illusion of overtired eyes, but several thousand tons of Allied shipping. And he had to immediately decide whether it was possible, with poor visibility and the heavy swell that was running, to take her.

He turned to the officer of the watch. “Take this down, Brietmann. Unaccompanied vessel sighted, approximately six nautical miles.” The “unaccompanied” was optimistic. “Visibility poor. If we can find her again, we’ll run alongside.”

He unbuckled his safety belt as the navigator gave the orders to clear the bridge. The watch scrambled down into the tower. As soon as he was below the Kapitanleutenent issued orders to flood, and proceed at periscope depth.

With the hatches secured, the ventilators were promptly switched off. The U-426’s diesel engines shut down. At once the overpowering stink of fuel, unwashed bodies, and bilge, filled the air. The atmosphere began to steam over in wisps of vapor on the pipes and other metal surfaces. In the sudden silence they could hear the hum of the U-boat’s electric engines taking over.

The kapitanleutnant drew up a stool at the periscope tower. He had decided on a periscope attack because, in bad weather, the periscope caught more light. Even so, getting the steamer in the sights would be difficult; for the past three days the rolling sea swell in Massachusetts Bay had reached heights of eight to ten feet. Once the U-426 lifted on a huge wave and found, for a few terrifying seconds as it poised at a forty-five degree angle, that the screw was completely clear of the water. Then, as it nosed down again into the trough, every man aboard scrambled like grim death to find something to hold onto. The submarine shook like a rag doll in the jaws of a bulldog. Cups and saucers in the galley shattered, and a variety of loose objects sailed through the air.

Ensmann adjusted the periscope while the men at the hydroplane controls were joined by the chief engineer, who was in charge of the U-boat’s trim while it was running underwater. The navigator was on station inside the conning tower to feed the ship’s calculator data on the freighter’s position. Which would be directed to the gyro-steering mechanism of the torpedoes, and constantly adjusted up to the second of firing.

The sound man reported he had detected and confirmed propeller noises. Good, Ensmann told himself. The big freighter wasn’t an illusion after all.

He pulled down the periscope. “Port fifteen come to thirty degrees. Slow ahead.”

The U-426 was under the surface of the water, running on the silent electric engines and not the noisy diesels. Blind, and because of the limits of its batteries, living on borrowed time.

The steersman near Kapitanleutenant Ensmann sat before a panel of wheels, cables and levers. If you joined the Navy to see the world, service on a submarine was not the place for you. Some of the engine crew, the stokers and mechanics, would never go topside their entire tour of duty.

“Go to forty feet,” he said to the chief at the hydroplanes. “Periscope is still under water.” He knew the hydroplane crew was having their problems with the sea’s deep swell. Water had been pumped into the tanks for extra ballast but the U-426 was still bobbing like a cigar-shaped cork. It was not going to be a day when one followed U-boat ace Kapitanleutnant Otto Kretschmer’s famous dictum: One ship, one torpedo. “Tubes one to four stand by for underwater firing,” he continued. “Flood tubes, open torpedo doors.”

“Propeller noise at two hundred twenty degrees,” the soundman reported. “Sound bearing steady. No other noise.”

The freighter was still there, less ghostly as they closed on her. Hopefully, she was unescorted. Solitary freighters chugging along the way to Halifax could be bait for a U-boat, with a destroyer lurking nearby.

The chief said, “Boat balanced.”

The Kapitanleutnant stood up and called into the tower, “Switch on tubes one and two.” Then, to the navigator, “What’s the time?”

“Sixteen thirty-six.”

He took the cross bar of the periscope in both hands. “Once more, exact bearing.”

“Two hundred and twenty degrees.” Tension was thick. It showed in all their voices. They were running submerged, the freighter somewhere above them. “Target louder, moving forward.”

Suddenly the periscope broke through the green glassy wall of a wave. There was the steamship, enveloped in swirls of snow, wallowing in the sea swell. She looked vaguely familiar. The kapitanleutnant stared at her, trying to remember something. “Range twelve thousand feet, go to zero!” he told the helm. “Half speed ahead!”

There was a pause. He told the navigator up in the tower, “Prepare for comparison reading. Enemy position bow right, angle sixty, enemy speed less than three knots.”

He didn’t try to rotate the periscope. With such rotten weather there was hardly any need to look for enemy airplanes. Astonishingly, he could see the merchant ship was on an erratic course. Not tactically zigzagging to evade attack, but slipping sidewise crazily, making little or no headway. Taking heavy seas broadside. God, what was the matter? Was the crew all drunk?

All caution, now, he said to the sound man, “What’s the sonic bearing?”

“Commander, two hundred and seventy five degrees.”

The periscope cleared the waves again. In spite of her unpredictable course the freighter was still on target. Ensmann turned the periscope, looking for a lurking destroyer. He had no idea what was the matter with the troubled merchant ship, it gave the appearance of having lost its steering. If that’s what was happening, the men abroad were in a peck of trouble.

And if she was a decoy, so were they. In trouble.

The kapitanleutnant searched, but there were no destroyers, no enemy ships to be seen on the churning sea. And no planes, hopefully, in the snow-filled sky.

“Chief, a double shot from one and two,” he told the team at the hydroplanes. “Half speed?”

He saw the chief nod. To the tower he ordered, “Enemy course twelve knots. Torpedoes to sixteen feet. Hydroplane station, bow right, angle fifty, follow changing angle.”

Behind him the U-boat was absolutely silent except for the hum of the electric engines and the usual mysterious thumps and murmurs from the hull. No one aboard could see what was happening, except for the man at the periscope. Everything from now on required absolute faith. Ensmann was filled with tension. It was in moment like this, he’d been told, that he looked as though he was trying to jam his head up into the periscope.

The U-426 rose on the crest of a swell. The view was, for a lucky few seconds, unobstructed. The freighter was there in their sights. Suddenly Ensmann knew where he had seen her before. Damned if it wasn’t the British steamship Esher they’d nearly sunk off the coast of New Jersey a few months ago. Fired on, but not sunk. Now here she was, in the sea east of Boston, strangely crippled, but still alive.

“Tubes one and two, ready to fire.” It was time to put an end to this damned stubborn old cow. “Tube one, fire!”

There was a distinct jar felt throughout the U-426, caused by the ejection of the torpedo in tube one.

“Tube two, fire!”

The kapitanleutnant loosened his ferocious grip on the crossbar of the periscope and took a deep breath. Both torpedoes were on their way. Straedel, the first officer, was giving the order to flood some of the U-426’s tanks to make up for the loss of the torpedo weight.

They waited. Moments passed. No noise of the freighter’s propellers. Had the Esher finally gone down?

“Take her up,” Kapitanleutenant Ensmann ordered.

It was time to see what they’d done.

 

The weather in Massachusetts Bay north of the Cape Cod Canal had been extraordinary. More than what one would expect in the last days of a particularly storm-wracked year. From the Esher’s bridge there was a constant vista of waves whipped to foam as far as one could see. Which was not far. The lookouts, bundled to the eyes in foul-weather gear, had their work cut out for them.

A stubborn sea swell lifted the Esher’s bow up ten feet or more, raced on amidships, and when the center of bouyancy was passed, let the body of freighter down with a tooth-jarring thump in what was generally referred to as “pounding.” Each time this happened, the two anchors on the bow, weighing five tons apiece, slammed against the Esher’s hull. The heavy swells also lifted the stern out of the water, making the propeller race as it met nothing but air—a situation that, if left unattended, would shake the ship’s engines to pieces in short order. In the engine room the weary chief engineer compensated by constantly throttling down the steam valve, either opening it, or closing it at each lift and fall of the stern.

Captain David Griffiths had just come up to the bridge after taking a pot of tea in the officer’s mess in the company of the exhausted third mate, who had fallen asleep with his head on the table. As the captain appeared in the wheelhouse there was a sudden sidewise slip in the frieghter’s headway. He scowled. “What the devil was that?”

The first officer, a Scotsman by the name of Hogarth, had no time to answer. They watched through the windows of the wheelhouse in various degrees of disbelief as the Esher sloughed off several points heading and took a giant wave hard on her starboard beam. Tons of gray-green water swept the deck and foamed toward them. The next second, the wheelhouse windows were under water.

“Bloody hell,” the first officer said under his breath.

The second mate, who had been checking a weather report, looked up. As the water drained from the window they saw the long gray length of the freighter turn sidewise into the next sea. The impact was considerable. The floor plates under their feet shook as the ship took the weight of several tons of water on its decks.

The helmsman turned the wheel again. “She’s not responding, sir.”

“Not responding?” the first officer said. “But that was fixed!” Another wall of water came rushing toward them. He turned to David Griffiths. “Captain, we’ve lost steering.”

The second mate was already reaching for his sou’wester. “Yes, get going,” David told him. The helmsman stepped back from the wheel. “You, too, Winsley.”

The Esher took another wave side-on, rolling its bulk far to port until the rail was under water. The first mate, taken unawares, lost his footing and slid across the wheelhouse on his knees and came to rest against the door.

The emergency steering was located on the poop deck, out in the open on top of the housing known as the “steering flat.” One wouldn’t freeze to death out there, the flat had a door on each side and portholes and was kept warm by expelled steam. But it was still a hell of a job to steer from there with seas coming over the sides. The emergency steering wheel had a mechanical linkage to the steam engine directly below which drove a cog, which in turn drove the quadrant affixed directly to the rudder post. Once you got there—and God willing that you did—you were positioned more or less directly over the ship’s rudder.

The helmsman and the second mate plunged out the wheelhouse door. David Griffiths rang the beleaguered chief in the engine room. The Esher took another giant roller, listing steeply. Then they heard a deep, internal murmur, almost a sigh.

The First hung onto the binnacle and threw David Griffiths a tight-lipped look. With that sound their situation had become dire. Minus steering and taking swells broadside, they faced the immediate danger of the Esher’s cargo of tanks, army vehicles, and crates of airplane parts shifting, which would give the freighter a list. A list in these seas would breech the ship’s plates, opening her hull. That is, if the waves now washing over her didn’t break open the hatches and swamp her first.

The third mate clawed his way into the wheelhouse, eyes still sleep-swollen. “We’ve lost steering?”

No one had time to answer. Below, the chief was reporting that the second engineer had taken all available crew to search for the break in the hydraulic lines. Hogarth called for a seaman to come to the wheelhouse and stand by to run messages. Beyond the window two figures in oilskins struggled along the hand lines at the side of the bulkheads. A surge of water over the rails knocked the helmsman down. When it cleared he was still there, the second mate still holding onto him.

“I’m going outside,” the captain said, and opened the door and went out onto the lee wing of the bridge where he could look aft and see the poop deck. It was still snowing. The second mate and the helmsman had reached the steering flat. The Second struggled in the wind to get the coverings off the wheel and the binnacle, only to see the canvas carried away by another knee-deep surge over the deck.

The telephone rang in the wheelhouse. The seaman, Ellis, came outside to report that the navy gun crew doing lookout duty from the midships gun platform had spotted an object ten degrees to starboard. David Griffiths, binoculars to his eyes, swung in that direction.

At first they could only make out the boiling sea through a haze of snow. Then a gray-black oblong materialized like an upright metal crate floating among the whitecaps. It was followed by a black nose, foaming water curling under it, and the shadow of a hull.

There was a moment’s stunned silence. But no more than that. The wheelhouse door flew open again and Hogarth shouted, “Submarine off our starboard bow!”

On the Esher’s poop deck the Royal Navy gun crew scrambled to their positions at the antique gun. On the far end of the bridge the anti-aircraft gunners were vainly trying to lower their Oelikon enough to fire.

In the wheelhouse the third mate cried. “It’s a U-boat! She’s going to torpedo us!”

David Griffith stared through the binoculars with the feeling that the U-boat had already fired and had now surfaced to try again. All they had to respond with, outside the ineffectual aircraft gun, was the Boer War four-incher on the stern. And he was convinced it would blow a hole in the hull if the gun crew fired the damned thing.

“Tell the Second to order the gunners to hold fire,” he told Ellis. The Third already had a bellowing Chief on the telephone. “No, dammit, I said hold fire!”

The U-boat was closing, obviously not going to let a wonderfully crippled target like the Esher wallow away. The U-boat commander had brass; he was going to get close enough to shoot the next torpedo down their throats. Black clad figures swarmed out of the conning tower, headed for the submarine’s four inch deck gun.

The U-boat lifted, riding a swelling sea. Down in the steering flat the Second picked up the telephone. The helmsman hung onto the wheel beside him. Hand signals. We are connecting. Talking to the bridge at the same time, shouting into the telephone. We have—

The second officer didn’t finish. The Esher responded to the sudden grip on her rudder with a violent lurch. David Griffiths grabbed the rail. He could see the helmsman on the steering flat struggling to turn the Esher’s bow into the swell. He ducked back into the wheelhouse.

At that very moment there was a flash of light. The coaming of Number Two hatch just forward of the bridge exploded. Wooden hatch covers rose, shredding into splinters in the snowy air. Steel beams and wooden wedges ripped down the deck. A hole appeared where the hatches had been, edges slowly collapsing. At the anti-aircraft gun the gunners fell to the deck and lay still.

A split second later the cannon shell’s blast hit the wheelhouse windows. Missiles of glass flew everywhere. The Third staggered away from the binnacle, crying out, covering his bloody face. The gunner chief at the Boer War gun was howling for permission to return fire. On the other telephone Hogarth shouted orders to report the extent of the damage. The Esher rolled, taking another sea.

Suddenly there was a loud BANG! Followed by a quantity of black smoke which drifted away from the Royal Navy four-inch gun emplacement on the poop deck.

“Damn them!” The idiot gun crew with their Boer War antique had fired back. “God damn them to hell!” Blood pounding in his head, David reached for the telegraph, slamming it into position FULL SPEED AHEAD. Then he grabbed the telephone from the third mate and shouted down to the steering flat, “Hard to starboard! Hard to starboard!”

The helmsman obeyed the order. The Esher shuddered, gathering her ponderous tonnage, then heaved into the swell and the U-boat.

For a moment there was the sensation of all time, all motion, suspended. Followed by a dull, crunching noise that rose above the wind and the waves. The impact bounced them around the wheelhouse. Seaman Ellis fell on the broken glass-covered deck. On the bow the starboard anchor gave way and ripped from its base, the steam winch disintegrating and the chain running out with a screeching roar that shook the ship.

Through the wheelhouse window they could see the U-boat crewmen at their gun, others scrambling out of the conning tower. The Esher’s anchor hung crookedly from the rail around the U-boat’s deck gun.

The engine room rang. ‘We’re taking water in the forepeak.” The chief’s voice was loud with surprise. “Forward bulkhead may be ruptured. What did we hit?”

David Griffiths told the first officer, “Mr. Hogarth, order the aft gun crew to hold fire. If they fire again I will put them all in handcuffs!” He took the telephone. “Can you seal off the forepeak, chief? We’ve just rammed a damned U-boat.”

The chief’s voice rose several decibels. “Rammed a what?”

In front of them the U-boat hung poised in the receding swell. Hogarth left the wheelhouse at a run to take charge of the shattered hatches, shouting for the steward and the cook to bring the first aid kit for the felled gun crew.

“How is your face, Third?” His own face and hands were covered with splinters.

“It’s the glass, sir.” Blood dripping from his fingers, the Third seemed to be holding back a flap of his cheek. “I don’t know how badly I’ve been cut. If you don’t mind,” he said stoically, “I’ll attend to it later.”

They could see a signal light flickering on the U-boat conning tower. The AB cried, “They are signalling, sir. ‘We are sunking.’ That is the message. ‘We are sunking.’”

“We snagged her hydroplane,” the Third burst out, “when we rammed her. Sir, the U-boat ripped a hole in us with her hydroplane, I’ll bet ten pounds on it!”

David Griffiths leaned against the binnacle. “‘Sunking?’” The Esher’s damaged bow was slowly turning into the wind. He discovered his hands were shaking. He gripped the binnacle to make them stop. “Mr. Johnson, order nets over her sides and let go port rafts. Prepare to take aboard survivors.”

Below, the chief engineer was reporting the plates had opened along the port side. The pumps had been started, but there was no report on the search for the break in the hydraulic lines. Hogarth sent a seaman back to report Number Two hatch was not critical, only taking water from waves breaking over the deck. Two of the anti-aircraft gunners were badly wounded.

The dark form of the U-boat drifted off to the port side, nose down, stern elevated, her hull still bearing the Esher’s anchor. The frantic figures of the crew began jumping into the icy water to swim to the freighter. Life rafts from the Esher were already bobbing in the sea. Amidships, the Esher’s crew picked their way through the mess the U-boat’s shell had made, the bosun shouting orders to get cargo nets over the side.

“Ellis,” Captain Griffiths said, “tell the galley boy to prepare hot cocoa. Break out tarps for survivors. And blankets, if there are any.”

The Second had left the steering flat long enough to get the report of the chief petty officer of the four-inch gun crew. Their chief wished to report to the bridge. The Second shouted into the telephone, “He says the gun went off by pure accident, sir.”

If he saw the damned RN gun crew chief at that moment he would seize him around the neck with both hands and throttle him. “Order all Royal Navy gun personnel to remain at station and alert. I’ll speak to the chief later.” The engine room had reported the break in the steering lines located. Estimated time for repair: thirty minutes. He was about to tell the Third to go below and get his face attended to when the seaman said, “Captain, lookout reporting a ship approaching, twenty degrees to port.”

He spun in that direction. “Good God,” the Third exclaimed.

Slowly emerging from the snowy mists, a United States Coast Guard cutter moved toward them, a streamline three hundred and twenty seven-foot Secretary-class gray-painted presence of steel and lethal weapons. A column mounted high above her bridge supported a rotating coiled-wire doughnut with a horizontal six foot steel rod below.

Sparks, the radio officer, appeared at the wheelhouse door. “Captain, a message by Aldis lamp from the U.S. Coast Guard cutter Jacksonville. They say, ‘Do you need assist? What your situation?’”

The Third had found a handkerchief to hold to his face. He was grinning. So was Seaman Ellis.

“Reply to the Jacksonville with this message,” he told the radio operator. “We rammed U-boat. Now picking up survivors. Can you pick up remainder?”

The first of the U-boat crew were already scrambling up the cargo net and being pulled over the Esher’s rails by the bosun and his men. Among them a figure in an officer’s cap resplendent with gold braid, a pair of expensive-looking binoculars hanging around his neck, undoubtedly the U-boat captain. They saw him turn toward the bridge and salute.

“That’s for you, Captain,” the Third told him. “By God, the cheeky bastard is saluting the bridge!”

He grunted.

“They’ve got a kind of radar,” Sparks was explaining. “That’s how the Jacksonville popped up here so fast. They call it Huff-Duff. HF/DF, high frequency-direction finding. As soon as our friend the U-boat—”

He cut him off, impatient. “Continue message to Jacksonville: “We are taking on water and could sink. Can you give us tow?”

Under their feet they felt the pumps working. With a helping of luck and a tow from a sea-going tug, if one was available, they could possibly make Boston by the next day.

The Jacksonville’s signal lamp was transmitting. “Will pick up survivors. Congratulations on U-boat. Will fire line across your foredeck. Pull in tow line and secure. Have requested tug.”

David Griffiths took a cigar from his jacket pocket and jammed it in his mouth. He did not bother to light it. The Esher, that plodding, humble merchant ship, servant of a battered, war-torn nation, had done what the Jacksonville would no doubt give one of her expensive radio-wave gadgets to do. The old girl had picked up her skirts and rammed a U-boat and sunk her.

By God, it was something, at last, to go home on.

 


 

TWENTY TWO

 

“I don’t want to tell you any of this if it makes you unhappy,” Lee Dixon said. “We were all with you, Jen, the whole cast, you just don’t know how upset everybody was when Rodgers and Hammerstein double-crossed you. There was—well, you know, some of us were pretty outraged. There was talk of forming a committee, and going to face—”

Jenny interrupted him, saying, “They didn’t doublecross me,”

She had taken the telephone on a long cord into the living room and settled in the window seat there, her legs folded under her, as she watched the rain falling on the winter-bare trees in Riverside Park.

“Lee, I hope people aren’t thinking of it that way. You know I don’t want any bad feelings. All that is water under the bridge. Besides, Ockie Hammerstein was perfectly aboveboard. He told me he and Dick and Reuben weren’t certain, but they felt they wanted to audition someone else for Ado Annie. It was Dick’s idea to use the excuse that they still didn’t have an understudy. I love,” she said quickly, “hearing all the good news from you. Marty kept me posted on what happened when the show opened in Boston, it was though I was right there. And I agonized through the New Haven tryouts.”

New Haven was a notoriously tough town for new shows. It wasn’t necessary to discuss the opening, or the comments of the New York newspaper people who had followed it there. If ever a production had the theater critics gunning for it, it was Rodgers’ and Hammerstein’s musical. Even Variety dismissed Oklahoma! with the lukewarm statement that the show’s liveliness “was built on an old-fashioned foundation that seemed to ring a bell with first nighters.” Ockie Hammerstein, who called the smart theater crowd from New York “gravediggers,” watched them rush off to take the train back to the city to spread the word that the show would never make it. Their verdict: “Too clean.” Somebody in the cast joked, was “too clean” better or worse than Variety’s “old-fashioned?”

Mike Todd left after the first act in New Haven. That was a real blow, as everything Mike Todd did was in the white glare of the spotlight of publicity. Producer Max Gordon complained to Oscar Hammerstein that he had certainly warned him he’d have to bring on the girls sooner, in Act One.

Unfortunately, things got worse, not better, when the musical moved on to Boston. Marty Levin had called Jenny late one night in the depths of despair. Boston might well be the end of the show. Oklahoma could come to a stop and never make it to New York. Since the disappointing New Haven opening, work on the production had been frantic. Ockie and Dick Rodgers had made even more changes, dropping the song, Boys And Girls Like You And Me, and substituting a repeat of People Will Say We’re In Love, even though Ockie, particularly, hated reprises. It was during a discussion about the song’s title that Hammerstein, tired of having it picked on, said, “Why don’t we add an exclamation point to ‘Oklahoma’ and be done with it?” Suddenly Oklahoma! sounded a lot better.

Boston brought a veritable landslide of bad luck. The cast got terribly sick. Miriam, who had followed Marty there, did her best to urge her husband to stay in bed, but he managed to drag himself over to the theater every night to do a truly marvelous job as Ali Hakim the peddler. Celeste Holm, too, was a smash in the part of Ado Annie; everyone had to agree she was the right choice, after all. But Theater Guild Producer Terry Helburn caught the ‘flu and was so sick she held press conferences while she sat in bed with ice packs on her head to lower her temperature. The wildest moment came when Agnes de Mille, incredibly enough, came down with German measles, which spread to her dancers. The ballet kids went on and danced while running fevers, greasepaint covering their measles spots. The nightmare didn’t end there. The singers in the chorus all had sore throats and laryngitis and could barely croak. Ockie’s wife, Dorothy, came down with some bizarre ailment “of undetermined origin,” according to the doctors, ran a raging fever, and spent several days in Brigham Young Hospital with a frantic Ockie running back and forth from the theater to her bedside.

In spite of the catastrophes, though, something clearly had happened in Boston. The reviews were generally good. Even better, the audiences were notably enthusiastic. Oscar and Dick Rodgers kept their calm optimism, as they had from the very first day of rehearsals. In Boston the composer and lyricist played a game when everyone else was downhearted, in which they matched hilarious reasons why the show was sure to be a terrible flop. As for instance, they chortled, the chorus girls didn’t appear until the curtain had been up for forty minutes. Also, the first act had no plot except there was a young girl (Laurey) who had to decide which man to go to the dance with. There were virtually no new numbers in the second act. Worse, someone gets killed. In addition, what the critics had said in one form or another since the beginning: that this was wartime, everything much more sophisticated, everybody living on the edge. That meant no one was interested in farms and cowboys. And on and on. Ockie and Dick thought their “act” was hysterically funny.

But much later, walking with Dorothy a few hours before the show was to open in New York, Ockie Hammerstein, who hadn’t had a hit on Broadway in ten years, had said to his wife, “I don’t know what to do if they don’t like this. I don’t know what to do because this is the only kind of show I can write.”

On the telephone Lee was saying, “—some things people don’t remember, because it’s such a crazy smash hit now. But did Marty tell you that on opening night the show wasn’t sold out, we had empty seats in the theater? Then the raves started the moment the curtain went down. Larry Hart was there. When the show was over he came up to Dick and threw his arms around his neck and said he loved it. Poor little Larry, he’d still be Dick’s partner if he could give up his drinking. They all went over to Sardi’s to wait for the morning paper and the reviews.”

Waiting for the reviews in the next day’s papers was a time-honored Broadway tradition. Vincent Sardi kept his restaurant open until someone brought in an armful of the New York dailies around one a.m., and everyone gathered around. The first review Theater Guild Producers Larry Langner and Terry Helburn, and Ockie and Dick Rodgers and their wives had seen was the one in the all-important New York Times. Lewis Nichols, substituting for drama critic Brooks Atkinson for the duration of the war, had written: “Wonderful is the nearest adjective, for this excursion combines a fresh and infectious gaiety, a charm of manner, beautiful acting, singing and dancing, and a score that does not do any harm, either, since it is one of Rodger’s best.”

When she was silent for a long moment, Lee said, “Oh shit, I see I have made you sad, Jenny darling, after all. I can’t get it through my head that you’re actually on the outside, now, of all the excitement.”

“It’s okay, Lee, I went out and got the reviews, too. It was four a.m. when they were delivered up here at Broadway and Ninety Sixth. I bought the New York Times, and the Herald Tribune and the Journal-American and carried them to the local all-night coffee shop and piled them on the table. Of course everyone in the coffee shop thought I was crazy because I kept screaming and crying while I was reading what the critics said, I was so happy for all of us. We all knew it would be a marvelous hit from the beginning, didn’t we?”

Marty had told her what happened when Ockie and Dick Rodgers had gone to the theater at noon the next day. The rave notices in the newspapers had sent crowds of people to the Oklahoma! box office to cue up early to buy tickets. By the time Dick and Ockie arrived, the pushing and shoving had become almost a riot. The theater management had sent for the police to keep things calm.

By then Oscar Hammerstein and Dick Rodgers were as excited by the show’s smash success as anyone else. They discussed whether they should go to lunch at some place quiet and enjoy their victory, or go to Sardi’s where all the theater crowd would be and, in Ockie’s words, “show-off.” They elected to go to Sardi’s and flaunt their triumph, especially in front of all those who during the long months had bet Oklahoma! would be a terrible flop.

“I just wanted to talk to you,” Lee was saying. “I haven’t talked to you since the New York opening, but I’ve been thinking about you, Jen, you know that. Are you still getting along all right? How’s your husband, Major Haller?”

She knew he needed to be reassured. “But I wanted you to call me, it was very sweet of you. Lee darling. You know I want to hear how things are going. When you work on a Broadway show you become a family, you know what I mean. I miss all of you. God, I even miss Dick Rodgers and Reuben Mamoulian and all the fights!”

They laughed. “And my husband is fine, as far as I know, thanks for asking. I’m beginning to get some mail from him now, and I didn’t for a long time. It appears my mail was going to London, and he was sent to North Africa. Even now his letters come in spurts.”

“Jen, you don’t worry about getting another job, do you? Hammerstein’s already talking about a new show—”

“Yes, I know about it,” she said quickly. “It’s Ockie’s pet project, Dorothy told me about. He wants to do an updated, all-Negro version of Carmen. You know, Bizet’s opera. He wants to call it Carmen Jones.” She added, wryly, “It’s a wonderful idea, I’m sure it’s going to be another hit show. But I have to agree with what my agent said to me when I had lunch with him. That he can’t see much of a part in Carmen Jones for me.”

He didn’t laugh. She knew Lee was genuinely concerned for her, but at the moment Jenny wasn’t particularly worried about another job. “My agent wants me to do a USO overseas tour, Harold thinks he can get me into a company going to North Africa, so perhaps I could see Brad somewhere. But I don’t know, I’ve been feeling lazy, sleeping a lot, puttering around the house—I’m actually painting the back bedroom.” When he made a sound of amusment she said. “Really, Lee, painting walls is fun, I didn’t know I was so accomplished. I’ve also been doing my usual sessions recording with Talking Books For The Blind, and the Stage Door Canteen. The Canteen is always frantically busy. They do the weekly Stage Door Canteen radio shows, they’ve got the Stage Door Canteen movie coming out, and they’re opening more Stage Door Canteens all around the country. Even overseas. To hear the board of directors talk, they’re not going to settle for anything less than a Stage Door Canteen global empire. That’s show business people for you, we always have to prove something to ourselves. This time, I guess. that we’re more patriotic than anybody.”

“Well, I’m glad you’ve got something to keep you busy, love. So you can’t brood about what happened. I know I don’t express it very well, but you’re one of the most beautiful, kind, talented people I’ve ever met. You know how I feel about you. Listen, the part just wasn’t right for you, that’s all.”

She watched the traffic crawl along Riverside Drive below in congested ribbons. The conversation made Jenny uneasy. She really didn’t know how Lee Dixon felt about her, and she didn’t want to find out. Was he in love with her, as Marty maintained? She didn’t want to think about it. Actually, it would be better if Lee and other friends from the cast stopped trying to comfort her. She frequently told herself that all the anger and disappointment had faded away. She’d been working on it. One of the first things she wanted to forget was the awful drunken episode that had landed her in bed with the sea captain. Might as well face up to it.

On the other hand, she told herself, the only way to cope with that self-inflicted disaster was to try to put the memory completely out of her mind. Hard to do, but she was working on it.

Now she was painting the back bedroom in a cheery shade of pale yellow. Since it was a rather dark room the warmer color was an improvement over the original off-white that Brad had put on the walls.

When Jenny hung up she was glad Lee had telephoned. He was right; she was out of the show, out of its action and excitement. Oklahoma! really no longer concerned her. Perhaps losing the part of Ado Annie was a stroke of luck after all; something better was undoubtedly on the horizon. One had to look at it that way.

By noon the rain had become a drizzle, and the air was colder. Jenny had a doctor’s appointment at one thirty. The worsening weather made her decide to take a cab, if she could find one, rather than the Broadway bus.

The doctor’s waiting room was crowded and overheated. Jenny waited for an hour before a nurse called her into an examining room. She took her clothes off and put on a white cloth wrapper, but it was three-quarters of an hour more before Dr. Chorba came in.

After the examination he said, “It’s only been six weeks since your last menstrual period, Miss Rose. That is, according to what you remember.” He sat behind his desk, busily writing. “You find your breasts more than usually tender, you say you’ve been sleeping more than usual. Upon examination I find your uterus a little enlarged, but that doesn’t mean much. In my experience, you could have all these symptoms and still begin your period tomorrow. If there’s anything certain about a woman’s menstrual cycle it’s that it’s very uncertain. I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you. You’re in excellent health, you’re still under thirty—” He consulted the folder that held her records. “Well, right at thirty, not a bad time to start a baby. I’d recommend a rabbit test, but they can take several weeks, and the situation’s usually evident one way or another by the time the results come in.” He put the folder down and stood up. “Make an appointment with the nurse to see me in a few weeks, take good care of yourself, Miss Rose, exercise regularly and you might want to consider taking a daily vitamin regimen. Make it the end of February.”

Jenny left the doctor’s office, deciding to walk over to Broadway and 44th Street. She had a few errands to run, but she couldn’t seem to collect her thoughts. Her mind was in a muddle. Then, as she crossed Time Square, the undulating moan, loud and inescapable, of air raid warning sirens suddenly started up. The citywide air raid drill had been announced in the New York newspapers, but she had forgotten. Men in white-painted helmets and armbands marked with the red letters CD, for Civilian Defense, appeared, and directed people on the sidewalks into nearest bomb shelters in the lobbies of buildings or, in Times Square, down into the subway. Jenny dutifully went to stand inside the lobby of the Merchants Hanover Bank office building. Traffic in Times Square stopped. Drivers left their vehicles where they were and went into the nearest designated shelter marked with the Civil Defense symbol of a red triangle.

Abruptly, the hair-raising whoop of the sirens stopped. Those standing in the lobby of the bank with Jenny looked out on a Times Square suddenly abandoned and motionless, the streets clogged with empty vehicles, eerily empty of crowds. Even the Civil Defense wardens were out of sight.

After a few minutes someone said, “We haven’t had one of these in a long time.”

No one said anything. A man standing in front lit a cigarette.

Minutes passed. Then, just as suddenly, the air raid sirens on top of the buildings around Times Square began a solid, unwavering tone. The All Clear. The bank’s glass doors opened and the crowd left the building. It had begun to drizzle again. Jenny needed to go the canteen after all and pick up her umbrella. At 44th Street she started to buy a Variety at the newsstand, but instead stood somewhat distractedly, reading the headlines. General Rommel was holding the Allied armies at the Mareth line. Brad was there, she told herself, hopefully not up front, in combat. In the Pacific, after six months of deadly fighting on Guadalcanal, the Marines were driving out the fanatical Japanese forces. While on the other side of the world, General von Paulus had surrendered the decimated German armies at Stalingrad.

Jake hadn’t been behind his newsstand counter since early December. Ernie, who’d taken his place, didn’t know if Jake would come back. He’d heard that Jake’s oldest son had been killed somewhere in North Africa. There was a rumor that Jake and his family had decided to move to California, but no one knew if that was true. Ernie, the current newsie, didn’t know, either.

Jenny turned down 44th Street. It was early, there were no servicemen waiting in front of the canteen. The front door was locked. No one responded to her knock, so she went around to the alley entrance and rapped on the door to the kitchen. George Kanarakis let her in.

“I didn’t know you were going to come in today,” he said.

“I’m not. I left my umbrella and I need it. Ugh, it’s sleeting now.”

In the main room, volunteers from the cast of stripper Gypsy Rose Lee’s show, Star And Garter, were scrubbing tables under the glare of the unshaded house lights. No one was in the office. Ann Bennett was in Chicago to open a new Stage Door Canteen, and no one had replaced her as yet. In fact, Jenny was reminded, many familiar faces were missing. Madame X, the famed star of stage and screen. no longer came in to clean the canteen garbage cans while wearing her diamond rings. Her Wonder Child’s bomber had been shot down over France and he survived as a prisoner of war in a camp somewhere in Germany. It had been in all the newspapers. After the Christmas holidays most of the debutantes had gone on to do other volunteer war work, leaving only a faithful few society girls like Annemarie and Jane. Jenny located her umbrella in Charlie Hanrahan’s Lost and Found box, and left, turning out the hall lights.

She came out of the front entrance of the Canteen and out into roaring rush-hour traffic. The city was enveloped in the somber beauty of the brownout, and a chill, sleety twilight. She took the subway rather than the bus; the packed crowds suited her mood. On Broadway she stopped in Gristede’s for ground coffee and some unrationed salami and potato salad.

The telephone was ringing as Jenny let herself into the apartment. She dropped her packages and ran, but it stopped ringing just as she reached it. Disappointed, thinking it might have been her agent, she put the groceries in the kitchen, turned on the radio for the six o’clock news, and fixed herself a cup of fresh coffee. William Murrow was broadcasting from London. His voice followed her as she took her coffee into the back bedroom and sat down on the bed and and regarded her handiwork, the freshly-painted pale yellow walls.

She was so satisfied with the job she’d done that she was considering painting the bathroom. It was something to do. Without Brad, without a part in a play, she had too much time on her hands.

She put down the coffee cup. The walls would look better, she told herself, when they were finished. She’d bought a yellow tufted bedspread from Bloomingdale’s for the double bed. The whole room would be sunny, brighter. Entirely different.

Jenny went into the master bedroom to change. She got out of her tweed suit, hanging it up in the closet, putting on the dungarees she’d bought for painting, and one of Brad’s old shirts. In the mirror she looked rather Bohemian, rather Greenwhich Village, she thought. She pulled back her hair and tied it with a ribbon.

She almost didn’t hear the voice on the intercom from the lobby. William Murrow and the evening news had become the Amos And Andy Show and all but drowned out whoever it was holding down the intercom button.

“Jen it’s me,” a voice said. “Are you there? You didn’t answer the phone. I wanted to give you a warning—I’m coming up.”

Brad?

She felt her knees give way. But only for a moment. She ran into the hallway and down the length of it, and skidded into the foyer. She couldn’t mistake that voice. Somehow, miraculously, Brad was downstairs.

She wrenched open the front door and threw herself out into the vestibule. She could hear the elevator running, the sound of the cage coming up. That much was real.

She laid her head up against the metal elevator door and told herself that it couldn’t be happening. Brad was in North Africa. He wouldn’t show up in the lobby of the apartment building with no advance notice and just ring the intercom buzzer. Things didn’t happen that way. It was some sort of horrible trick of her mind.

The elevator stopped, and the doors opened.

He stood there, tanned, fit, quite a bit thinner, and very handsome in his Army Air Force officer’s uniform.

“Jenny,” he said, grinning.

He was real. She threw herself on him with a scream. “How did you get here? What happened? Is something wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong.” He picked her up in his arms while she covered his face with kisses. He couldn’t stop laughing. “We had to put down at Mitchel Field in Hempstead because of the weather. Tooey Spaatz kicked me off the airplane saying, ‘What the hell, go find your wife.’”

He carried her into the apartment, dropped his small duffle in the foyer, and carried her down the long hall to the bedroom. “I have to take the train into Washington in the morning.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck. “I don’t care, I don’t care—oh, this is wonderful!” She kept kissing him, idiotically. “Oh Brad, Brad, I love you so much!”

“Don’t cry.” He laid her on the bed carefully, and stood over her, loosening his tie.

“No, I’m not going to waste time crying.” She wiped at her eyes, then sat upright and began ripping off her clothes, the shirt and the dungarees, the canvas sneakers, finally her panties and bra. Throwing them out into the room.

“Hey, that’s one of my shirts! It’s all full of paint.”

“Don’t complain. I’m painting the back bedroom. I’m saving you a lot of money.”

She flung herself on him, helping him out of his uniform shirt and pants, then the khaki underwear, shoes, virtually stripping him. Suddenly they were naked, their warm, seeking bodies coming together. Hardly kissing, barely caressing, throwing themselves on each other greedily, laughing, then groaning, then making loud noises of release.

He lowered himself on her, sweaty, gasping for breath. “Jenny darling,” he managed, his mouth against her hair. “God, I’ve missed you. When I’m away from you I need you so much. You’re my star, my dream that I hold onto.”

He had never said things like that to her. My star. My dream. She gripped his naked shoulders with her hands as he moved within her, still hard and big, ready to begin again. He put his head down and kissed her long and ardently. He began to stroke and kiss her, nuzzling her breasts until she moaned. Then he put her under him and pulled her to her knees, and took her like that.

“This is for damned Silver Springs,” he growled in her ear.

She managed to laugh. It was wild. They were all over the bed, once nearly falling off onto the floor. Then she was on top and he was delighted. He held her hips in both hands and thrust her up and down until she screamed and climaxed. They had never made love with such delirious frenzy. After it was over they lay side by side, her head on his shoulder and the sheet pulled over them, while he smoked a cigarette.

“I don’t intend to get out of bed.” His voice was hoarse. “I promised myself if I ever saw you again I’d take you to bed and we’d stay there for three days. The bad news is, I’ve only got a twenty-four hour pass, so this will have to do.”

She rolled over on her elbow and pulled back her hair with one hand and looked down at him. “Oh, Brad, sweetheart, did you really think you wouldn’t see me again?”

He looked up at her. “Yes.” He reached up and stroked the side of her cheek with his fingers. “Actually, I was plucked out of the desert because the Supreme Commander missed me in a meeting one day and asked where I was. When he found out I’d been lent to Patton’s CCB and was wandering around with a tank corps speaking French and getting shot at, he was not pleased. Eisenhower can really blow off when he’s a mind to, they all run for cover when he does. He was apparently under the impression I was busy preparing for the Casablanca conference with Malcolm, and writing reams of position papers. Within hours I was taken from an olive grove outside of Bizerte by a pair of very annoyed Brit officers and put on a rickety B-17 to Algiers, then to Morocco, where ISPD had gathered along with a cast of thousands, as they say in Hollywood, of Allied brass for the summit meeting between Churchill and Roosevelt. After the conference I was ordered to accompany General Arnold to Washington. We picked up General Spaatz and other Air Force staff in London, had a shaky trip to Gander, and then had to put down on Long Island because of this lousy weather. General Arnold has gone on to Washington by train, and I,” he said, reaching for her, “have a twenty-four hour pass to do this. By orders of the general himself.”

She snuggled against him, sighing. “I can’t believe the Army has finally done something nice for you.”

He said, somberly, “Hell, it’s Hap Arnold and General George Marshall and Admiral Ernie King they should do something nice for. I can’t believe the week I’ve just spent. I’ve had a flunky’s-eye view of this summit, Jen, and it’s not hellishly reassuring. Roosevelt arrived incognito—nobody seemed to see the irony of sneaking in a man in a wheelchair and pretending he’s in disguise. Eisenhower flew in and finally got to explain why he had to leave the Vichy French government in place in North Africa so he could concentrate on fighting a war. Ike was in a helluva bind. That damned de Gaulle had been politicking all over London, and British public opinion was in an uproar. Worse, Ike hasn’t pulled the rabbit out of the hat yet. The Allies still can’t seem to bottle up Rommel.”

He sat up in bed and ran his fingers through his short-cropped hair. “Overnight I went from one of Patton’s units mopping up the desert to a summit meeting at a luxury hotel on the beach in Morocco. But I managed to scrape through it, Jen. General Marshall thinks ISPD is a good idea. And I seem to have the reputation now of being a pretty handy guy to have around. This whole thing has been so haphazard, so downright crazy. Churchill had apparently told the president that this would be a just a little meeting with ‘very small staffs.’ Churchill and Roosevelt hadn’t even worked up an agenda. When General Marshall and Admiral King landed they knew right away something was up. The British field marshal arrived with practically a brigade of Brit military planners. They anchored their damned communications ship, the HMS Bulolo in the harbor. That ship is a floating library of strategic studies, plans and maps. The Brits could forward all sorts of reports immediately on to their general staff in London. General Marshall and Admiral King had brought only two planners with them—remember, ‘small staffs’? Brigadier Wedemeyer and Rear Admiral Cooke. Malcolm and I labored mightily to match the Brits and that blasted ship of theirs with what we had. We couldn’t of course, but we got A marks for trying. Then there were the Abominable French. De Gaulle cleverly didn’t show up until after Eisenhower had left, and wanted Churchill and Roosevelt to declare him supreme commander of the Free French. Which they damned well weren’t going to do. The gossip around the hotel was that de Gaulle was the one who had Admiral Darlan assassinated on Christmas Eve. And of course the Brits were behind every potted palm, conniving to keep control of their war, and hold the bloody Empire together at all cost.”

He abruptly swung his feet over the edge of the bed and stood up. “Hell, I’m going to go fix a drink. Can I bring you one?”

She nodded. She watched him, naked and tanned, make his way down the hall toward the kitchen. He moved differently, he was changed in some indefinable way. She heard him at the liquor cabinet, then the door of the refrigerator opening, getting ice.

He said from the kitchen, “Originally the summit was supposed to be the three Allied heads, Roosevelt, Churchill and Stalin, but Stalin declined. The Soviets still have their backs to the wall, and have to make it through the Russian winter. My own feeling is that Stalin didn’t have many chips to play with, so he decided to stay home. Hell, I’d stay away from Churchill myself.”

He came into the bedroom and handed her a bourbon and ginger ale, and sat down on the edge of the bed. “Patton had anti-aircraft guns all over the Anfa Hotel, and ringed the whole place with machine guns and bazookas, yet incredibly everything was supposed to be super-secret. Roosevelt held court in a cottage called Villa Number Two. I saw some of the US brass’s reaction to the party atmosphere. The joking, the tremendous amount of highballs, Churchill’s brandy and Roosevelt’s martinis, and talk by the hour. That left the combined Allied Chiefs of Staff in another part of the hotel to thrash their way through the real business. General Marshall was fit to be tied. That’s where Malcolm and I came in. We were there to fight our way through the Brit’s flood of position papers and generate one of our own if we could. Churchill and Roosevelt went down into town and took sightseeing trips. And oh, yes, the VIP families. Both Roosevelts showed up, FDR Junior from his destroyer in the Atlantic, and Captain Elliott from his unit in Algiers. Then Major Randolph Churchill came from the Brit Eighth Army in Tunisia. Have you seen what the newspapers are saying?” When Jenny shook her head he said, “They said that at least Roosevelt and Churchill could have gotten away from their hotel party long enough to go visit the troops in the field. Hell, visit the field hospitals, do something for their soldiers’ morale!”

“Brad—”

“Meanwhile, the Combined Allied Chiefs of Staff were in the other part of the hotel, and our own Ernie King was trying to hang onto our war with the Japs in the Pacific and not have any more money cut from it by our damned Allies. Do you want to hear a true story? At one point things were going so bad that British General Alan Brooke said to Field Marshall Dill that the jig was up, there was so much squabbling among the Allied staffs nobody would ever agree to anything. Dill told him he thought General Marshall was ready to make some concessions, and asked Brooke how far he would go to reach an agreement. Brooke told him, ‘I will not give one inch!’ They say Dill yelled at the top of his lungs, ‘Oh, yes you will. Because you can’t bring this to Roosevelt and Churchill, you know what a sorry mess they will make of it!’”

She put her hand on his arm. “But they reached an agreement, didn’t they? It was in all the papers.”

He snorted. “Our side caved in, is more like it. Marshall warned Roosevelt that opening a front in the Mediterranean was going to be a dark dangerous hole. Then somebody had to break the news to Stalin. Roosevelt cabled Stalin that General Marshall would fly to Moscow right away to explain the decision to open a front in the Mediterranean. Stalin blew up. He’s been holding out for an invasion of France or Belgium this year. He says that’s what Churchill and Roosevelt promised him initially.”

He turned to her. “Christ, Jen, through all this high level melodrama and the two giant egos chatting and partying down in Villa Number Two, I kept thinking of the kids with the tank corps I left in the desert. The ones who are dying out there while Roosevelt and Churchill piss around.”

He abruptly got up and went back to the kitchen to fix another drink. When he returned he sat down on the edge of the bed, holding his glass, and said, “Do you want to go out somewhere for supper?”

Jenny sat up, took the drink away from him and put it on the night table. “You said you weren’t going to waste a moment of your twenty-four hour pass.”

“Well, we’ve got to eat.” He looked at her, frowning. “Jen, do you ever ask yourself why we’re fighting this war?”

“The Japanese attacked us at Pearl Harbor.”

“No, before that. There were plenty of Americans who wanted to stay out of it. A worldwide war has happened for the second time in twenty years. Sure, we’re on the right side, we’re fighting for a better world than one that Hitler and the Japs can deliver. But when you see the bodies of young men lying by the side of some desert road they’re hellishly real. I have nightmares about them. We’re going to win, Jen, but we’ve got to make it right.” His voice cracked. “It’s got to be worth all this goddamned sacrifice.”

She kissed him, her arms around him, holding him. “I know. I know.”

He put his arms around her. “I love you, sweetheart. I know that much when I’m not sure about a whole lot of other things.” He started to kiss her, then pulled back. “God, I’m a bastard, I haven’t even asked you about the show. I got some of your letters before I left London. Are you okay?”

They had gone from war and the summit in Casablanca to Oklahoma! in a giant leap. But Jenny was used to it.

She smiled. “Yes, I’m fine. Harold is looking for parts for me. He knows I don’t want to go overseas with a USO troupe, not just yet, although he thinks it would be good for me professionally. Entertainers who do a USO tour get plenty of publicity.”

He pulled her close. “Yeah, don’t go overseas unless you can follow me around.”

“Mmmm, that would be the idea.”

She stroked her fingers through his hair. It had stopped raining. They could hear the westerly wind coming up from the Hudson River, moaning around the sides of the building. The room was growing cold.

“It’s so wonderful the show is a smash hit,” she murmured, “but I’m not sorry, now, about Oklahoma!. It’s a gigantic hit. Walter Winchell writes about it in his column as though he supported it from the very beginning, when actually Winchell couldn’t do enough to make fun of it. Every New York critic raved about it, Brad. Somebody at the Canteen told me you can’t get tickets for Oklahoma! at all, not until the fall some time.”

He murmured against her shoulder, “Are you going to go on with what you’re doing there?”

“I guess so. We have such a big turnover, volunteers just seem to come and go. They need everybody, especially theater people.” She hesitated. “Oklahoma! was such a gamble for Dick Rodgers and Ockie Hammerstein because it’s so different, but audiences seem to catch on right away. The armed forces get free theater tickets, you know, mostly SRO. Marty Levin says every night there are the guys in uniform in the back of the theater, three deep, watching Joanie Roberts and Al Drake sing Oh, What A Beautiful Morning, and the chorus do Oklahoma! and Agnes’ dancers in the Laurey ballet, and oh, God, Brad—they stand there with tears running down their cheeks! Would you believe this Broadway musical has come to mean something very special?”

He kissed her again. “I’m not surprised.”

“You’re not? Brad, you know the old saying, ‘Vita brevis, ars longa’? That while we were putting on a musical it was more than that? Somehow with the war and everything, Oklahoma! has become really important. More than we ever dreamed.”

“Sure, it’s important as hell for those kids at the back of the theater. It’s what we want to believe in. Pioneer America, freedom, cowboys and cowgirls, liberty. The American Way of Life, the pursuit of happiness, Mom’s apple pie, you name it. Rodgers and Hammerstein have a gold mine. Look, I’m getting hungry. Let’s go out to eat. We’ll walk over to Broadway.”

She said, “You don’t have to be flip about it.”

He sat up and pulled her up beside him. “I love you, Jenny Rose. Loving you has saved my life a couple of times out in the desert when I wanted like hell to survive so I could come home to you. You don’t have to look like that. I know what you mean about the show.”

“I was serious about the standees, Brad. Oklahoma! really is different. It says something about America. It may be corny, but it’s what we want to believe in. The whole country seems to want to.”

He took her in his arms. “Genevieve, my darling, my own, when the hideousness of this war has just become a faded memory, people will still be singing Rodgers and Hammerstein’s music. They’re already playing it on the Armed Forces overseas radio twenty-four hours a day, I heard Surrey With A Fringe On Top a hundred times in London. People need the prospect of a beautiful morning, just like it says in the song. Keep that in mind, darling, that we’re going to have a beautiful morning. The whole world is. That,” he told her, kissing the top of her head, “is why we’re going to win.”

She put her head against his shoulder. “I keep telling myself that eventually this will all be over. It’s got to stop sometime.”

“Yes, Jen darling, we have the men and the guns and materiel. We’re going to overwhelm Hitler and the Japs, time is on our side. It’s coming.”

“But how long—”

“Jenny, don’t worry your lovely head about it. Peace will come, I guarantee you. We’ll get the beautiful morning Rodgers and Hammerstein promised us. And we’ll live happily ever after.”

He took a sip of his drink and his arm tightened around her. “Well, okay, that one’s no guarantee,” he said after a while. “The ‘happily ever after’ part. But at least this time around, God help us, we’ll have another crack at it.”

 


 

Author’s Note

 

Except for the main (fictional) characters, Stage Door Canteen is based on fact, including the difficulties surrounding the original production of Rodgers And Hammerstein’s innovative Broadway musical Oklahoma!

British and U.S. intelligence certainly knew of Nazi death camps like Sobibor, but no acknowledgement of them was made by either government during the war. Arnold Foster of the Anti-Defamation League tried to publicize the plight of the Jews in Europe, but the Allied position was that the Nazi death camps were an issue that did not advance the war effort.

Nevertheless, a woman correspondent, Marguerite Higgins, had a major “scoop” when she and photographer Peter Furst, scouting ahead of the US Seventh Army in a jeep, arrived at Dachau near the end of the war. They somewhat unwillingly accepted the surrender of the death camp personnel.

Former members of the International Brigade who fought in the Spanish Civil War were largely regarded by the U.S government as Communist “fellow travelers.” Most were kept under covert surveillance.

The story of the B-17 “Cincy Gal,” a fictional aircraft, was based on the events surrounding a Flying Fortress in the western Pacific as related by President Roosevelt in a radio Fireside Chat in May, 1942.

The account of a B-17 mistakenly trying to bomb a U.S. submarine at Midway was related to me by Lt. General James Edmundson, USAF, who piloted a B-17 in the same squadron. After the battle of Midway the crews of the Navy sub and the bomber crew met on the north shore of Midway Island to try to smooth things over.

German U-boats frequently surfaced off thre coast of the United States in the first year of the war. U-426 was an actual submarine commanded by Kapitanleutnant Christian Reich. It was sunk by depth charges from an Australian Sunderland aircraft with all hands lost on January 8, 1944 off the coast of France.

The actor who played Ali Hakim in Oklahoma! was from the famed New York Yiddish theater, but the character of Marty Levin is fictitious. Lee Dixon, though, brilliantly played Will Parker, but made life miserable for Celeste Holm (playing Ado Annie) when he chewed garlic to hide the odor of liquor on his breath. Agnes de Mille’s battles with Reuben Mamoulian were notorious. Mark Platt did stick her head under a water tap backstage during a bout of hysterics, as noted in several biographies.

Genevieve Rose is a fictional character. Celeste Holm, the original Ado Annie, went on to an illustrious film career, winning an Oscar for her role in All About Eve with Bette Davis. She auditioned for her part as Ado Annie by doing some authentic hog calling.

The Pentagon was under construction for most of the war. The Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps (WAAC) became the Women’s Army Corps (WAC) in 1943. They were segregated, as were regular Army units, during World War Two.

Walter Winchell, flattered and encouraged by FDR, who used him as a valuable public relations tool, considered himself a super-patriotic spokesman for the American people. Winchell was surprisingly powerful in molding public opinion.

The US military tried to keep women war correspondents out of combat areas for most of the war. The women’s press corps worked around this, sometimes successfully.

Matha Raye was, with Bob Hope and singer Frances Langford, one of the war’s most-traveled USO entertainers, often covering the front lines in a jeep.

The ongoing conflict between the U.S. and the British (and early in the war, the French) continued at high levels until the end. Churchill, especially, would not concede Britain’s weakening empire, even though there were serious demonstrations for independence, particularly in India. Field Marshall Dill’s remark at Casablanca about Roosevelt and Churchill “making a mess of it” was eventually quoted in histories of the era.

Roosevelt and Churchill decided to do something at Casablanca about the German U-boat devastation of Allied shipping in the Atlantic, which had been stepped-up in the fall and winter of 1942-43. Radar or high frequency radio wave direction finding (Huff Duff) was installed on Allied ships with the result that by May of 1943, U-boats were sustaining terrible losses.

Several merchant ships as well as Allied warships tried to ram U-boats. The message “We are sunking,” was transmitted by Commander Otto Ktretchsmer’s submarine after it had been rammed, then shelled, by a British warship. Kretchsmer, a leading U-boat ace, and most of his crew survived, and spent the remainder of the war in a Canadian prison camp. U-boats cruised on the surface and their speed, a maximum of 17 knots, enabled them to outrun most warships. Contrary to popular belief, they fired the majority of their torpedoes when surfaced, and often used their deck guns to finish off wounded ships.

All the leading characters in Stage Door Canteen are fictional with the exception of well known stage and screen personalities. Oklahoma! opened on Broadway not in January, but a few weeks later, in March, 1943.
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