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The Foothills of Happiness
They (her father, Stephen Ames, and Mums, her stepmother) had persuaded Compy to lie down for a few minutes before getting ready for her bridal dinner. She (Dr. Competence Ames) and Scott (Dr. Scott Eagle), her fiancé, had been up half the preceding night with an emergency operation at Episcopal Hospital. She had had a strenuous day and was tired.
She lay on her four-poster bed, wide awake, thinking of all the last minute changes that had been made and still had to be made to their wedding plans. It was 1945 and nothing in the etiquette books of the 1940’s covered the odd situation in which she found herself with two mothers of the bride present at her wedding.
The marriage of Compy’s parents had been annulled over twenty years ago when her mother’s first husband, long thought by her to be dead, had been rescued, very much alive, from a tiny Greenland village.
In 1915 Emil Le Beque, Professor of Literature at the Sorbonne in Paris, had married Mildred Manners, an American honor student. Two weeks later he stood alone on the upper deck of a trans-Atlantic steamer, bound for America to join his bride, who had preceeded him. The liner struck an uncharted reef and sank, allegedly with all hands.
Le Beque, thrown into the icy water, was hauled out, half dead, by a trio of Greenland men, fishing for their supper from the shore. They nursed the professor back to health, and he had lived with them, sharing their labors, twenty-nine years, unable to reach either America or his native France. There was no radio to reach the outside world.
His grief-stricken bride, Compy’s mother, eventually married Stephen Ames, who was kind to her. She neglected to tell him, or anyone else in America, of her marriage to Le Beque, as she could not bear to stay with her domineering father the statutory seven years for Emil to be legally declared dead. Her father would not let her learn to type or go to Nursing School.
Compy’s mother bore Stephen four children, Bonnie (a talented actress), Mark (an engineer, now building airfields in the Pacific), Andrew (a lawyer, teaching military jurisprudence at the Army Intelligence School at Fort Devens), and Competence (a lady surgeon) whom everyone except her mother called “Compy.”
Compy could remember the furor when word reached their home in Brookline (Massachusetts) that Mrs. Ames had been married before, and her first husband was very much alive. Stephen Ames felt defrauded and was justifiably upset. Lawyers tramped through the house like a herd of elephants. On their advice Compy’s parents petitioned for annulment of their marriage and the court granted their petition with stern admonitions, Compy’s mother had gone to France to find her husband. After the annulment, Compy’s father, Stephen Ames, adventure writer and publisher, had courted and married the lady next door. Now both Compy’s real mother and her stepmother would be here for the wedding.
Compy had invited her mother and Monsieur Le Beque to all the wedding festivities, blithely assuming they would not come all the way from France. Their letter of acceptance, sent—not by airmail, but by surface mail—had arrived, like a bombshell, only that morning. Mrs. Le Beque, Compy’s mother, had written that she expected Compy and Scott to meet them at Logan Airport that afternoon. That had meant a hasty reshuffling of plans. Compy had to cut short her luncheon with Scott’s grandfather, Admiral Malcolm, and his sister, Great Aunt Lavinia.
Compy chuckled as she thought of them. Admiral Malcolm had boasted about his grandson. “Scott’s a chip off the old block,” he said proudly to his sister. “He has my brains, hasn’t he, Vinnie?”
“Probably,” she answered. “I’ve still got mine.”
Compy dashed from the lunch table, skipping dessert, picked up Scott waiting on the curb outside the hospital, and they arrived at the airport just as the Air France plane touched down.
Compy had described her mother to Scott as a morose, rather dowdy woman with a whim of iron. The woman who shook hands with Scott (Compy got a nod but no hug or kiss) was not like that in appearance. She was a svelte, stylishly-dressed, self-satisfied person, but Compy suspected the whim of iron was still there.
Scott, helped by ‘Emil’, as he asked them to call him, loaded their luggage into his car and drove them through the East Boston tunnel to the Ritz Carlton Hotel.
Half way there, Compy’s mother said, “Be sure, Compy dear, that I am seated tonight between the senior Dr. Fielding and Professor Ames.” She had chosen for herself the two most distinguished men among the guests.
Scott, forewarned that his future mother-in-law might try to put a monkey-wrench in the wedding plans, remonstrated gently, saying the place-cards were already on the tables. The whole seating plan had to be rearranged in a mad scramble that morning after the Le Beques’ letter arrived.
“I’m sure you’ll be pleased with your dinner partners,” he said. “I like them very much.”
Compy liked them, too. She had given her mother Admiral Malcolm and Scott’s Great-Aunt Lavinia.
Compy and Scott left the Le Beques at the Ritz. Her mother’s letter had asked that they be housed with some of the wedding party. Seven phone calls had finally found accommodations for them with the parents of one of the bridesmaids only to have her mother change her mind, insisting on the Ritz.
Scott, shifting gears as they drove up Newbury Street, remarked that his future mother-in-law had taken it very well when she didn’t get her way about her dinner partners.
“Maybe,” Compy replied skeptically. “I wouldn’t put it past her to change the place-cards around to suit her the minute she gets to the party.”
“Oh, no!” Scott answered, grinning. “Doesn’t she know that two can play at that game? If she tries it, I’ll ask her for the honor of taking her in to dinner and then delay until the only vacant seats are mine, next to you, Compy, and one between my Cousin Willy, who is deaf as a post, and his brother, Rolf, who is always half seas over by seven o’clock and drunk as a lord by nine.”
Compy relaxed. Her mother had met her match. Scott was wonderful and could cope no matter what her mother did. And tomorrow he was marrying her—not Miss Ruby, the gorgeous nurse-anesthetist at Episcopal, nor the attractive, always cheerful nurse, Penny Straight, but herself, Compy Ames, with the ski jump nose and a figure that no one could possibly call glamorous. Compy gave her pillow a hug and snuggled down happily.
Tomorrow…TOMORROW! She would be Mrs. Scott Eagle!
Chapter 2
“It’s not too late to change your mind,” Dr. Tex Towers said, bending to see his dark hair in the mirror. “You’re sure you want to go through with it?”
The two young surgeons were dressing for the bachelors’ cocktail party at the Somerset Club the night before Scott Eagle’s wedding to Compy Ames. Tex, a tall, good-looking young man with an engaging grin, was Scott’s closest friend and best man. They had roomed together in Medical School. Tex had been a pillar of strength, making wedding arrangements for which Compy and Scott had scant time.
They had been busy on their twenty minute lunch ‘hour’—they never managed as much as a half hour away from the hospital—trying to find an apartment they could afford within walking distance of Episcopal Hospital where Compy was the first female surgical resident and Scott the new Chief of the North Surgical Service.
“You’ve got rocks in your head if you think I’m going to step aside and leave you a clear field,” Scott answered. Slender, smiling, with intelligent dark blue eyes, he wore a rented tuxedo. He had grown an inch while in the Navy and his own tux no longer fitted. He looked almost handsome in his tuxedo. “Have you just realized you might have won her yourself?”
Scott straightened his black tie and ran a comb through his sandy hair, noting with regret the light dusting of gray at his temples. “Find your own girl. Compy’s mine!” He smiled as he said it.
“I never thought you’d pull it off,” Tex said, polishing the toe of his left shoe by the simple expedient of rubbing it on the back of his right trouser leg. “Compy was harder to land than a blue fin tuna . . . . Come on. You’re as ready to be roasted as you’ll ever be. Let’s go!”
The pre-wedding party at Grandfather Ames’ Commonwealth Avenue house was in full swing when Compy, her father and Mums reached it. Isabel, the maid, took their coats, and they climbed the carpeted stairs, past all the ancestral portraits in their ornate gilt frames. Men’s voices in the hubbub of sound upstairs told them that the ushers had already arrived.
Someone spotted them in the doorway and struck up “Here comes the bride” on the piano. Cheers and applause greeted the new arrivals. Scott, detaching himself from the swirl of pretty dresses and neat dinner jackets, welcomed Compy with a hug and a kiss. One of the caterer’s men put a champagne cocktail in her hand, and a waitress proffered a tray of delicious canapés. Compy managed to dispose of the champagne in a potted plant.
“How was the bachelors’ party?” Compy asked.
“Ribald. I survived.”
Scott turned to introduce Mums and Compy’s father to Emil Le Beque.
Compy had a minute to look around her while Scott was talking with Emil. The Frenchman’s fluent English far outshone Scott’s labored high school French or even the vast French vocabulary that Compy’s mother had spent years drilling into her daughter.
Most of the men at the party were gathered around Bonnie, Compy’s sister, who was looking ecstatic, seductive and glamorous. Bonnie wore a filmy, low-cut crimson gown that left little to the imagination. Diamond earrings glittered below her ears. She wore pale green eye shadow and lipstick that was almost mauve. Her long eyelashes were heavy with mascara.
Compy remembered that in their girlhood, when she was eight and Bonnie thirteen, they had made lists of all their friends, deciding who would ‘paint’ (use makeup) and who would smoke, and who would do neither. Bonnie was undecided, but Compy put her own name down on the list of those who would neither paint nor smoke. She still didn’t. They took too much time. Compy thought that on her, the makeup Bonnie wore so effectively would look ridiculous. Bonnie always looked like a princess whatever she wore, and Compy was sure that, clad in some of Bonnie’s stylish outfits, she herself would look like a cleaning lady all dolled up for an evening out.
One of the men around Bonnie lit two cigarettes at once and handed Bonnie one with a flourish.
Compy noticed that Bonnie’s husband, Malcolm Fielding, was not one of those around her sister. He stood with one hand on the mantelpiece, his blind eyes turned toward the warmth of the fire. Compy worked her way through the crowd toward him, chatting with those she passed.
“What’s Bonnie so high about tonight?” she asked when she reached him.
“She’s been offered a contract as the leading lady in a movie in Hollywood.”
Compy felt a frisson of anger at her sister. Malcolm had had so much to bear. He had lost his eyesight and with it his promising career—a disaster for a surgeon. And now his wife evidently considered her acting career more important than their marriage.
“Is she going to accept?” Compy asked. “Do you want her to?”
“Yes and no in that order.” He looked bereft. “I’m afraid the honeymoon is over, Compy. She wants me to give up my work in the Rehabilitation Program and go to Hollywood with her. It’s odd, when you think of all she did to help me get the program started. She can’t seem to understand why I can’t ditch the boys and go with her. I’ve given those kids hope. I can’t desert them.”
“Of course you can’t.” Compy was grateful when Scott turned back to her. “Who’s that man talking to your grandfather,” he asked, “—the one looking like an amiable hawk?”
“That’s my Uncle Schofield, Father’s brother. You haven’t met him yet. He’s been in New York for the last three years working on something called ‘The Manhattan Project’ whatever that is. He’s a physicist.”
“And the broad-shouldered gent behind him? He was at the wedding rehearsal this afternoon, too.”
“He’s John Coulter. He used to be our paperboy.”
“Ours, too,” Malcolm put in. “He’s the only paperboy we ever had, who never threw our paper into the shrubbery or onto the porch roof. He’s a full-fledged cop now.”
Compy had not known that. She had noticed that he was never more than a few steps away from Uncle Schofield. Was he a bodyguard and if so, why did Uncle Schofield need one?
“Let’s go to the Coachmen’s Room and be sure the drivers have been given something to eat and drink,” Compy suggested, remembering a traditional family duty.
The Coachmen’s Room was a term left over from the days when guests arrived for dinner at Grandfather and Grandmother Ames’ house by horse and carriage. During dinner, the coachmen would blanket their horses and congregate in the small dining room off the kitchen for hot mulled cider and sandwiches. No one in the kitchen now knew how to mull cider. Grandfather Ames had laid in a supply of soft drinks and a few bottles of beer.
There were no horses tied to the hitching bar out front now. Even the bar was gone. A few well-preserved Pierce Arrow and Packard cars parked where the horses had stood. Such chauffeurs as there were, had already been invited in, out of the cold, by Grandfather, who had gone out without his overcoat, clad in his favorite twenty-yearold red velvet smoking jacket, to ask them in.
Younger guests had pooled their gasoline ration coupons and doubled up, three in front and four or five in back to save fuel. There was a row of dilapidated Buick and Ford roadsters, lining the curb behind the Packards and Pierce Arrows. No one had a new car these days. Until the Japs were beaten, automobile companies were making tanks, planes and jeeps, not pleasure vehicles.
A glance out the window showed Compy that one driver was still outside, sitting behind the wheel of Uncle Schofield’s big Packard. She recruited Malcolm to help gather a few goodies together and take them out to him.
The driver was the biggest, strongest-looking black man Compy had ever seen. He thanked them and said he’d eat their offerings just as soon as he got home.
“I never eat or drink anything while waiting for Professor Ames,” he said.
Was that because he was afraid of being doped or poisoned? Compy wondered again about Uncle Schofield’s job.
“We’re wanted in the dining room,” Scott told Compy, his arm going around her. “I’m afraid my efforts to thwart your mother’s place-card shifting plans scared her off. I told Andy to stick to her like glue, and she’s gone back to the Ritz, saying she felt one of her ‘sick headaches’ coming on.”
“Did Emil go, too?”
“No. He’s still here thoroughly enjoying himself.”
Compy was seated in the center of the long table of honor with Scott beside her. The waitresses hastily added two extra place settings for a pair of Army officers whose acceptances were “in the mail”.
When everyone had found their seats, dinner was served. In between courses there were toasts and speeches. Andy, Compy’s middle brother, recited a poem he had written about every minor transgression Compy had committed in her lifetime. “Just to show Scott what he’s letting himself in for,” Andy explained.
He must have gone to considerable trouble, Compy realized, consulting her college and medical school classmates and Molly Malloy, the Ames family’s housekeeper, who was the only one who knew about Compy’s lonely years when she had been isolated from the world by her overly-protective and possessive mother.
To the delight of Emil, Andy related the story of Rose (the little skunk Compy had raised from babyhood) spraying Compy’s mother, when she tried to shoo the little animal out of the tool-shed where Compy had a secret (from her mother) a hospital for little injured animals.
Andy told about the night Compy had walked home nine wet, cold and miserable miles from a petting party she had been tricked into attending and about the lumberyard clerk, who tried unsuccessfully to rape her.
Scott bristled at that. “Tell me where the wretch lives and I’ll beat him to a pulp.”
“You don’t have to. Charles did it for you,” Andy answered.
“Charles? You don’t mean Charles Miller, the mild-mannered little minister who’s going to marry us?”
“Yes,” Compy interposed. “All five feet four inches of him heard me scream and stormed to the rescue, looking seven feet tall.”
Compy was glad her mother had not stayed beyond the cocktail hour. She would have been shocked by Andy’s poem and would have berated him on the spot, not caring who heard her. The poem was not in the best of taste, but it rhymed and was funny for which everyone except Aunt Lavinia forgave him. She had the grace to disapprove in silence.
A trifle hastily to forestall any more of his son’s verses, Stephen Ames called on the senior Dr. Fielding (Dr. Paul Fielding, Compy’s well-loved former boss) for a toast. The elderly surgeon rose slowly, lifting his glass to Compy and Scott.
“Here’s to two of the finest young people I have ever known,” he said to a burst of applause. “May they always be incompatible?”
There was a muffled gasp followed by a roar of laughter as he added, “He with income and she pattable.”
Compy went forward to kiss him, noticing as she did that he did not look well.
“Could you call a cab for me?” he asked so quietly she hardly heard him. He left soon after that, insisting that he was quite all right and promising to dance at their wedding on the morrow.
The party broke up about midnight. Four of them, Scott, Compy, her father and stepmother, repaired to the kitchen for hot chocolate and some of Molly’s fairy gingerbread. Grandfather Ames had prudently retired at ten o’clock.
Compy wanted to know if the problem of precedence with two mothers-of-the-bride present had been solved. Mums offered to disappear for the duration, leaving the field clear for Compy’s real mother, but was shouted down.
“Thanks to Emil,” Compy’s father said, “he and Mildred have been reasonable about everything. He manages her a lot better than I ever did. He’s the boss, and she knows it.” He told them of the agreed order in which Andy would escort the two ladies one at a time, up the aisle and later back again. Mrs. Le Beque would be last in and first out. That would have been Compy’s older brother Mark’s job if he had been able to get home from the Pacific. A convalescent soldier had brought Compy a message from him. Mark wished her every happiness but couldn’t be at the wedding because of a little bit of bother at a place called ‘Guadalcanal.’
Compy hoped fervently that Andy wouldn’t show up at the wedding in his bathing trunks or his pajamas. As a lawyer he was a model of decorum, but off duty he was anything but. He was that sort of brother.
“After the service,” Stephen Ames continued, “Emil will take Miss Lavinia down the aisle, which will please her and put her into the first bus, which won’t.”
The wartime shortage of gasoline had ruled out a fleet of limousines shuttling from Trinity Church to the Country Club, where the reception was to be held.
“Then,” Stephen went on, “Mildred, taken out by Andy, will join Emil and they will leave immediately for the airport. He is apparently going to be the guest speaker at some sort of Educators’ Conference in New York this evening. Okay so far?”
“Splendid!” “Great!” Compy and Scott answered, relieved.
Compy turned to her stepmother.
“You’ll stand next to Daddy in the receiving line with us, won’t you, Mums?”
“If you and Scott want me to.”
“Of course we do. You’re our Mums.”
Even before the wedding Scott was taking possession of Mums as his preferred mother-in-law.
Stephen Ames looked across the table at his wife, who worried about his weight. Since she was not watching, he popped a fourth piece of fairy gingerbread into his mouth, grinning at Scott, who caught him at it.
“I’ve asked my brother Schofield to see if he can keep Miss Poltroon bottled up in her pew until the first two pews are empty,” he continued, “but, based on past performance, you two will be lucky if you reach the church lobby before she does. She loves being the first in line; always enjoying the limelight. What possessed you to invite that odious woman?”
“Politics,” Scott answered. “She’s the hospital’s largest donor.”
Scott’s Great-Aunt Lavinia was scandalized when she learned that the bride and groom planned to go to church together in the morning, go to the Ames’ home for cocktails and viewing the presents and then to a luncheon given by Mr. Thaddeus Stone, Chairman of Episcopal Hospital’s Board. They would change into their wedding clothes at the Stones’ and go on to the church with them.
Aunt Lavinia was convinced it was bad luck for the young couple to see each other on their wedding day before they met at the altar.
“They might change their minds,” she said.
“Not a chance,” Scott insisted. “I don’t want to let her out of my sight.”
On the way to the church the next day, he warmed Compy’s heart by asking, “When do we begin to get scared?”
Everything at the church went just as Compy hoped it would. Andy arrived on time and properly attired.
For a moment she felt a little odd, standing before the Reverend Charles Miller as he blessed their marriage and prayed that they would have children. If he had had his way seven years ago, it would have been he, not Scott, who put the ring on her finger. She was grateful that he seemed to have got over his infatuation.
Scott stood at her side in the chancel, handsome in his white tie and tails, with the ushers (three in uniform) and bridesmaids (in beautiful two-toned coral dresses) in a semi-circle behind them. He smiled down at her.
Going back down the aisle their faces glowed with happiness. Compy patted her father’s shoulder as they went by.
The minute they reached the lobby, Scott hugged her. “I’ve got you at last, Sweetheart,” he said. Compy started to answer, but was elbowed aside by the effusive Miss Poltroon. As Compy’s father predicted, she barged up, (swathed in furs) to buss Scott soundly on the cheek, unaware that she was interrupting their first married kiss.
Compy and Scott saw Emil and Compy’s mother off in their airport taxi and then rode together to The Country Club. With a handkerchief purchased from Woolworths (the bride’s requisite ‘something new’) Compy removed Miss Poltroon’s large red ticket for improper parking from Scott’s cheek.
Memory of little Grant Fielding’s reaction to Miss Poltroon a year ago came into Compy’s mind unbidden. She hesitated, not wanting to introduce a sad note at that happy moment. She and Scott had worked in vain; trying to save the little boy’s life after a drunk driver ran over him.
At a church tea, given at Grant’s parents’ home last year, he had been precariously passing sandwiches when he spotted Miss Poltroon. He stopped, as if transfixed, in front of her. A plethora of minks cascaded over her ample bosom.
“A penny for your thoughts,” Scott said, seeing Compy’s hesitation.
She regaled him how Grant had stood, his fascinated eyes fixed on Miss Poltroon, inspecting her minks. Then in a clear, carrying voice he asked her, “Can I pet your weasels?”
The reception at The Country Club started well. Tex Towers, Scott’s best man, marshaled the guests into a long serpentine line in the living room, so no one had to wait outside in the cold. Everyone chatted happily as they passed and re-passed friends in the line. Waiters and waitresses circulated between the lines, offering champagne and hors d’oeuvres.
Bridesmaids flirted prettily with single men, who persisted in trying to barge the line.
Tex had a mat put over the register in the floor so no ladies had to clutch their skirts to keep them from soaring upward like hot air balloons. Compy’s father and Mums were in the receiving line on Compy’s left. Scott and Compy had never been kissed so many times in one afternoon in their lives.
Compy slipped out of the line to go to ‘the ladies’ and was startled on her way back to see an ambulance drawn up outside the men’s entrance to the Club. Apparently a stretcher had just been loaded aboard, and an attendant closed the rear doors before Compy could see who was inside. Somewhere out of her sight three car doors slammed. The ambulance zoomed away, and Compy heard its siren start up as it turned onto Clyde Street.
Scott’s place was empty when she got back to the receiving line. No one knew where he had gone. Her insides quivered. Was he all right? It wasn’t Scott in that ambulance was it? Please, God, don’t let it be Scott!
Common sense stamped on her anxiety. Scott was in excellent health. Perhaps, he, too, had had to go to the bathroom. One of the male guests checked the men’s room for her. No Scott.
No one came to give her a message. Hadn’t Scott bothered to send one? Perhaps he didn’t send one because he couldn’t. Fear for him ate at the edges of her thoughts. For all she heard of what the guests in line were saying, they might have been saying, “The garbage is lovely today.” The strident voice of Miss Poltroon broke into her worries.
“He’s despicable!” Miss Poltroon boomed, as she sailed through the line a second time.
“Who is?” asked an elderly lady in a big purple hat.
“Scott Eagle! It’s scandalous, ducking out of his own wedding reception!” She flounced with indignation.
Compy heard her, pretending not to, and contrary to Miss Poltroon’s expectations, felt relieved. It sounded as if Scott had left of his own volition, not on a stretcher. What had happened? Scott was not the type to leave without a compelling reason, she told herself.
Miss Poltroon was still talking. “Probably too drunk to drive himself,” she said, enjoying herself. What made Miss Poltroon take pleasure in denigrating others, Compy wondered. Did it make her feel superior?
If Scott had not driven himself, who else went with him? Tex Towers was tall so she should be able to see him if he were in sight, but there was no sign of him. Who else was missing? She had heard three car doors slam.
Here came the maitre d’, telling her that guests were waiting for her to cut the cake. Reluctantly, she followed him to where a small crowd ringed a beautiful three-tiered silver and white cake. Scott’s Navy sword, polished by Compy, gleamed on the white damask, its scabbard discreetly hidden under the table.
It felt all wrong, cutting the cake without Scott at her elbow. Her mind was in turmoil, thinking of all the things that might have happened.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” she heard Andy’s voice. He had acquired a champagne glass and tapped on it with the caterer’s cake-knife. “Your attention, please. Contrary to rumor, the bridegroom has not escaped with the wedding loot,” he began in typical Andy fashion. “Right now he, Dr. Towers and Malcolm Fielding are half way to Episcopal Hospital for an emergency operation on Malcolm’s father, Dr. Paul Fielding, whom most of you know. Many of you have been his patients. Charge your glasses, everyone,” he said, as waiters came forward with more champagne, “and let’s drink a toast for his speedy recovery and another for three skilled surgeons, Compy, her husband and Dr. Towers.”
Andy came to Compy apologizing. “Sorry to have sprung the news on you like that, Comp. I know how fond you are of the old boy, but that Poltroon woman gets my dander up. She was starting all sorts of scurrilous rumors. I thought I’d better squash them P.D.Q.”
“Did Scott leave any message for me?” Compy asked.
“Oh, yeah. I almost forgot. As he was flying out the door, he yelled to me, ‘Tell Compy I’ll never be back in time to catch our plane. Call the Ritz and book the bridal suite, if it’s available.’ Then he was gone.”
Part of Compy rejoiced that Scott had realized she would be anxious and had sent word to her. Part of her was annoyed that Andy had obviously forgotten to deliver it. Mostly she worried about Scott’s Uncle Paul—her Uncle Paul, too, now they were married.
The trouble with being a doctor was that she knew so many things that could go wrong with the human body. Did Dr. Fielding have a leaking aortic aneurism that might kill him before they reached the hospital? Perhaps he had a ruptured appendix or a strangulated hernia. If he felt ill at the bridal dinner last night, he might have intestinal obstruction. The possibilities were legion. She feared for him.
Her mind went over all the wonderful things he had done for her over the years –not just treating her injured leg, when she was a teenager, but persuading her mother to let her go to college. Perhaps he had been the anonymous donor who funded the scholarship that paid her medical school tuition.
Compy realized suddenly that her father had joined her and had been speaking to her. What was it he had said?
“Come on, Compy. Nail the flag to the mast!”
He took Scott’s sword from her and laid it on the table.
“Dance with me so everyone will know it’s all right for them to dance.”
Taking her in his arms, her train over his right sleeve, he waltzed with her around the ballroom. He was a heavenly dancer, but it seemed weird not to be in Scott’s arms. She had looked forward to their dance together.
When it was time, she stood alone in front of the lovely fanlight window at the head of the back stairs to throw her bridal bouquet. Penny Straight, her maid of honor, caught it, as Compy intended. If only Tex Towers would get up his courage and propose to her!
Compy hoped Scott would be back in time for the joyous race down the stairs and out through the glassed-in vestibule, pelted with paper rose petals, but it was not to be. A phone call told her that Scott would be assisting Tex in the O.R. until long after the reception was over. She was to get someone to drive her to the Ritz, where he would join ‘his beloved’ just as soon as he could.
Clad in her pretty blue velvet going-away suit with its matching velvet cap, Compy ran down the stairs with Andy for escort.
Uncle Schofield, still with Officer Coulter at his heels, offered to take her to the Ritz. The same big black man, who had been at Grandfather Ames’ house the night before, sat behind the wheel. John Coulter held open the rear door for Compy and her uncle and then, to her surprise, instead of getting in to the front seat, squeezed in beside them in back. With the policeman on one side and Compy on the other, very little of Uncle Schofield was visible from outside at all.
“I’ll see you to the bridal suite,” Uncle Schofield said, when they reached the Ritz.
“Better not, Sir.”
“Oh, all right. Sorry, Compy.” He patted her arm and kissed her cheek, or at least he intended to, but with John Coulter hurrying him, he missed the target. The kiss
landed on the tip of Compy’s nose.
“Scott should be here soon,” he said.
The doorman took her and her suitcase through the revolving door just as Uncle Schofield’s car shot away from the curb.
Compy barely had time to take off her velvet cap, when a waiter wheeled in a wedding feast, whipped up by the hotel chef at short notice. Champagne stood, iced, in a silver bucket. Compy told the waiter not to open it until later. His expression suggested that he believed she had been jilted and he was sorry for her.
By the time she thought of buying a paperbacked Who-Done-It to take her mind off what was happening in the operating room at Episcopal, the little store by the hotel’s Newbury Street door had closed. She unpacked and put on the beautifully embroidered nightgown Bonnie had given her for her wedding night.
Since Scott still had not come, she fished out of her bag the list of wedding gifts not yet acknowledged and began writing thank-you letters on the hotel’s stationery. Letters to good friends were easy. She found it difficult to work up much enthusiasm for a pair of inlaid Chinese chopsticks given her by Scott’s Cousin Myra.
She had showed them to Scott, and he told her of the awful magenta necktie Cousin Myra had given him for Christmas last year. Since it came in a Brooks Brothers box, he took it to Mr. Frost, his favorite Brooks Brothers clerk.
“Dr. Eagle,” Mr. Frost told him. “You have been given the eternal Christmas present. We haven’t carried that tie since 1903.”
By ten o’clock she was weary of letter-writing and thought she ought to eat something, but had no appetite. She picked up a sandwich that the waiter kindly had brought her and put it down again as the phone rang.
“May I speak to Mrs. Eagle?” a man’s hoarse voice asked.
“I’m sorry. You must have the wrong number.”
“Compy, you dear little nitwit. Have you forgotten the ceremony this afternoon already? It’s your husband calling.” Scott was laughing, a wonderful hearty laugh, his voice no longer disguised.
“Oh! Scott, I am so glad you called. How’s Uncle Paul?”
“Rocky, but holding his own. He had a volvulus. The gut was tightly twisted. Tex had to excise about a foot of it. If no bacteria escaped from that necrotic gut before we got it out perhaps he’ll avoid peritonitis. Could you stand to have a hungry visitor in about twenty minutes?”
“I can’t wait.”
“I’ll collect our mail and be right with you. Get the waiter to uncork the bubbly, Mrs. Eagle, and mind you don’t say I have the wrong number the next time I call.”
GERTRUDE DISRUPTS THE HONEYMOON
It was a lot closer to forty minutes than twenty when Scott finally showed up. The enthusiasm of his voice on the phone seemed to have vanished. The words of love were there. He toasted his bride in champagne and drank more of it than she had expected him to, but he seemed pre-occupied.
“What’s wrong, dearest? Uncle Paul’s going to be all right, isn’t he?”
“So far, so good.”
“Then what happened between the time you phoned and you got here?”
“What gave you the idea that anything did?”
“Something happened,” she said. “Did you run over a policeman in your haste to be with me, or see one of your old flames and decide you married the wrong woman?”
“No. I didn’t kill anybody, and I’ve got the right wife all right.” He kissed her again to show he meant it.
“You went to get the mail. What was in it?”
“Oh! Lord. Have I married a mind reader?” He hesitated. “I suppose I’d better let you read the letter.”
He had hung his white tie and tails in a closet, neatly as always, and he reached in the tail pocket for an envelope with foreign stamps on it.
“Damn Gertrude!” he said with a scowl for his ex-wife. He handed Compy the letter. “Trust her to louse up our wedding night.”
“Dear Scott,” the letter read, (the handwriting unsteady:) “After you were so forgiving, you wouldn’t think I would have the gall to ask for your help, but I’m desperate. I’m dying, Scotty boy.”
(She called him ‘Scotty boy’ Compy thought.) “I’m riddled with melanoma,” the letter went on, and you know what that means. You were right, Damn it. I should have let you cut out that blasted thing that looked like a mole, even if it did leave a scar. By the time you get this letter, I may be dead, and what will happen to my darling little Chrissie, I dread to think.
“You used to say you’d do anything to get German children out of the hands of their Nazi masters, so that they wouldn’t grow up hating the rest of the world and, like their Prussian forebears, fomenting a war every generation. I’m asking you to save just one. Soon after I left you, I met and married Count Hans Wilhelm zu Grunwald, an expatriate German widower with one child. I won’t pretend that Chrissie is your child. You know too well that it couldn’t be true. Hans died nearly a month ago, and little Chrissie has no other relatives. Before I fell ill, I took all the necessary legal steps to make you the child’s legal guardian. All right! All right! Don’t grind your teeth about it. So I forged your signature again. They can’t put me in jail for forgery after I’m dead. When you come to the rescue, you’ll find the child’s passport and the guardianship papers all properly endorsed by the American ambassador, in the drawer of the little table by my bed. If you don’t come, Chrissie will be sent back to Germany to be raised by the state. I realize now that I was cruelly unfair to you. You were much kinder to me than I deserved and you owe me nothing, but for the child’s sake, please, please come!
Desperately, Gertrude”
There was a map of Geneva enclosed. Marked in red, was the route from le Gare de Geneve, Geneva’s only railroad station, to 24 Rue du Bois. Gertrude had been sure Scott would come.
“What in God’s name should I do?” Scott asked, when Compy, sitting beside him on the bed, had read the letter through. “I can’t saddle you with someone else’s child. It wouldn’t be fair to you. She made sure that I was legally responsible for the kid. All that ‘poor Chrissie’ stuff is just window dressing.” He hesitated and then burst out, “Damn it, I might as well tell you the rest. I am so upset. With Uncle Paul in his condition, I shouldn’t be going on our honeymoon at all.”
A wave of disappointment flooded through Compy, quickly swamped by compassion. Scott was sitting dejectedly with his face in his hands. He wanted to do as Gertrude asked . . . as Gertrude had forced him to by forging those guardianship papers. Compy longed for time alone with her husband before they started a family, and there wasn’t much time. She was nearly forty. She hated the thought of a strange foreign child always needing—perhaps demanding—her attention, but she could tell from Scott’s hunched shoulders and bowed head that he wanted to keep the child out of Nazi hands.
“You’d never forgive yourself if we didn’t do as she asks,” Compy forced herself to say. He nodded, wearily.
Against her will, as if someone else was speaking, she heard herself saying, “I’ll go in your place. You stay and take care of Uncle Paul, and I’ll go to Switzerland to retrieve Chrissie. We’ll just postpone the honeymoon.”
“Compy, you wonderful woman! Would you? Would you really?” He looked up, his face glowing. “How was I lucky enough to get you?” His arms went around her, and he kissed her soundly.
“I thought it was the other way around,” Compy said. “How was I lucky enough to get you? How old do you think Chrissie is?”
“Five or six, perhaps. It might be rather fun to have a ready made little daughter.” His natural optimism rose to the surface as he hugged Compy to him.
After that there was nothing to be desired in his lovemaking at all.
Compy’s taxi bowled down the well-plowed Rue de Lac from Geneva’s railroad station, sped past the lake, and turned into the Boulevard de la Tour off which the Rue du Bois ran.
What would Chrissie be like—a pretty, blonde, blue-eyed child, like most Bavarian children or, perhaps, Compy thought, an unattractive child, who needed loving. She wished Gertrude had sent a photograph.
The cab drew up in front of 24 Rue du Bois, a typical Swiss pension, and she told the driver to wait. A path through the snow to the porch steps had been shoveled wide enough for one person to pass. She climbed the steps and reached for the doorbell only to have the door open before she touched it.
A sullen-looking little boy of eight or nine stood in the doorway, clutching a satchel. Clad all in black—black jacket, black shirt, black trousers—perhaps trying to look like German storm troopers. He wore small replicas of Nazi jackboots, polished to a spotless shine.
“Heil Hitler!” he said, giving her the straight-armed Nazi salute.
Taken aback, Compy managed to say, “I am Mrs. Eagle . . . er . . . Ich bin Frau Eagle. Frau Grunwald ist hier?” Compy had had one year of German in college, but he seemed to understand that she was asking for Gertrude, Chrissie’s stepmother, Scott’s ex-wife.
“Ich bedaure sehr—I am sorry. Sie ist tod. She die since three weeks.”
Relief swept through Compy. She had been dreading a confrontation with Gertrude. Hastily, she re-organized her features to an expression more appropriate for someone who had just been told of a death. The boy’s face seemed to be undergoing the same change. He looked relieved, too. Why, she wondered. Perhaps he read on her face that she did not like his stepmother.
“And the child, Chrissie?” Compy asked.
“Ich bin—I am Christian.”
“I. . . . thought…”
“I do not know why she’s afraid Herr Doctor Eagle not come if I am boy,” he explained in his halting present-tense English. “She say I go to America. Frau Gefflein say ich mussen. I must. When your . . . ” he hesitated, trying to recall the English word he wanted. Unable to find it, he started again. “When your no-good country surrenders to great German Reich, I come back.”
Great heavens! The boy didn’t yet know that Germany had been defeated.
“You did not know that the war in Europe is over?”
“Your country and England have—how you say— surrendered?”
“No. Germany has surrendered.”
“You lie!” He stiffened with anger. “Hitler would not permit.”
“Hitler is dead. He took his own life. How could a passenger boat have brought me from New York to Le Havre, if there were still a war going on in Europe? I came on a Cunard liner.”
He looked crushed, but apparently believed her. Perhaps, he thought (wrongly) his hasty departure from Germany with his father, leaving behind everything they owned (except their passports and what money they had in their pockets), might mean that all was not well with Hitler’s ‘Thousand Year Reich.’
“She did not tell me.”
“Your stepmother was a sick woman. She may have forgotten to tell you.”
“Sie hat nichts vergessen—She forget nothing!” He spoke almost venomously. “I wish my fadder never marry her. She hate me. Viel mals—many times—she chat . . . nein. That is wrong word—she cheats me.”
“Then you have something in common with my husband, Dr. Eagle,” Compy told him. “She cheated him, too, stealing all his money . . . . May I come in? It is cold out here on the doorstep.”
He gave way, perhaps understanding her shiver rather than her words. He led her into a small, neat, sitting room that was hardly warmer than outside. Compy looked around her. There were no newspapers on the table. No radio or television set in a corner. He had had no means of learning of Germany’s surrender.
“Where were you going with that bag when I came up the steps?” she asked.
“Ich gehe nach Hamburg—I go to Hamburg, not to America. America ist nothing.”
Compy wondered how she could possibly persuade him to come with her, if that was the way he felt about America. She didn’t want to try raising a young Nazi anyway, yet Scott would be upset if she failed.
“How are you off for money?” she asked.
“Off?”
“Do you have money?”
“Javohl. Six Deutsche Reichsmarks.”
What a queer combination he was, Compy thought, one minute almost a man and the next just a little boy, who thought he could get from Geneva to Hamburg on his pitiful little savings. He told her he hoped he would find friends there, who would take him in. His friends might have been bombed out and moved away, she thought.
“You’ll need more money than that to get all the way to Hamburg,” Compy said. “You would be hungry long before you got to Hamburg. It is not fun to be hungry.”
“In Hamburg, we have hunger,” he answered, pronouncing it ‘hoongher’ in the German fashion. “Why you send bombs? We do not hurt you. Why you make war?”
“Germany started the war by attacking Poland. England and France tried to stop her. Hitler ordered the Luftwaffe to drop bombs on London. Hundreds of people were killed or injured. There is hunger in England, too.”
“Our unterseeboten sink many ships!” He sounded proud of it as he said it.
“Your submarines? Yes, I’ m afraid so, and I am afraid, too, that there will still be hunger all over Germany until American supply ships can bring in food. Your friends in Hamburg may not be able to take you in, even if they want to, because they do not have enough food for themselves.”
Christian didn’t like hearing that. “You do not have hunger in America?” he asked.
“No. We have plenty to eat.”
“Eggs? Butter? Meat? Milk?”
“Yes, butter is rationed, but we can make it from cream.”
“You can buy? It is not forbidden?”
“Yes. Will you come to live with me and Dr. Eagle?”
“Aber . . . but, I am boy.”
“Dr. Eagle and I want you to come even though you are a boy. When you are grown up, if you wish and earn enough money, you can go back to Hamburg. Will you come with me?”
“We eat before we go to boat?”
“Yes.”
“I have hunger. Ich . . . I go.”
“Good! We must tell the Frau that you are going, and then pack your things and find your passport and your guardianship papers.”
“Frau Gefflein ist nicht hier. She goes to her sister in Bern.”
“When did she go?”
“Since zwei woche.”
“Two weeks ago? When will she be back?”
“In zwei, drei monaten, I do not know.” When Compy looked blank, he held up ten fingers, closed them and opened them five more times.
“Sixty days—two months?”
“Ja.”
“Is anyone else here?”
“Nein.”
Compy shuddered. Christian had been left all alone there for two weeks, perhaps with his stepmother’s body upstairs on her bed, although she had smelled nothing.
Again he seemed to read her mind. “Frau Gefflein stay until my fadder’s wife is bury,” he told her. Compy was still horrified. The boy had been all by himself for two weeks.
“Suppose I hadn’t come?”
“Stepmother say, Dr. Eagle comes.”
“Frau Gefflein left you here alone because your stepmother said my husband would come?”
“Ja. She left food for vierzehn tage—fourteen days. Her sister is sehr krank—bad sick.”
“Christian, what have you had to eat today?”
When he didn’t seem to understand, she tried to ask him in German. “Was haben sie heute gegessen?” Compy wasn’t sure of her German, but apparently it was intelligible.
“Brot.”
“Bread?”
“Ja.”
“And what else?”
“Nichts.”
“Just bread. Nothing else? What did you eat yesterday?”
“Brot. Meat finish.”
“All right. We pack and then find food.”
“Alles ist hier.”
Christian pointed to his satchel and managed to make her understand that everything he owned was still in Hamburg. The satchel itself was an old one. His passport and guardianship papers were now in his pocket. His stepmother had told him where to find them.
When Compy met him on the doorstep, he was leaving because there was nothing left to eat and the house was cold.
“O.K., Christian. Let’s go find a restaurant. Food!”
She rose and pointed to the door as if she were leading a cavalry charge. The change in Christian’s face was instantaneous. He smiled, the first smile she had seen, and it transfigured his face. She realized that he had been a badly frightened little boy, and the prospect of food set bells ringing and flags flying.
Together they went out, locked the door, hid the key behind one of the blue shutters and ran down the slippery walk to the waiting taxi.
Compy’s cable from Geneva reached Scott in Boston as Compy and Christian—well fed—sailed for New York from Le Havre.
“GERTRUDE DIED STOP CHRISTIAN AND
I ARRIVE BACK BAY SUNDAY EIGHT A.M.
STOP HE IS NINE STOP ALL MY LOVE NON
STOP Competence Eagle”
At ten minutes to eight, Dr. Eagle, dressed in a tweed overcoat and warm gloves with a pipe between his teeth, paced the platform beside the tracks in the Back Bay Station. Twenty minutes later Compy was in his arms. He told her that Uncle Paul was out of danger and turned to the small boy beside her. He took in the boy’s black shirt and jackboots and the belatedly-aborted straight-armed Nazi salute, as Christian remembered to shake hands.
Glad you could join us,” Scott said. “Are you hungry?”
“Immer. Always,” Christian grinned.
“He means it,” Compy interjected. “He’s a bottomless pit. We’ve done nothing but eat for seven days.”
“That is wrong,” Christian corrected her sharply. “You do not tell him I have been everywhere—in hold, in engine room, on bridge—everywhere. For two minutes I steer an ocean liner!”
“Good for you! Is the rest of your luggage in the baggage car?”
“I do not know ‘luggage’.”
“Suitcases? Bags? Trunks?”
“This is all he has,” Compy explained. “Most of his things are still in Hamburg.”
Leading them to his car, Scott told her he had taken advantage of her Chilton Club membership. “They’re going to give us breakfast,” he said, “and, if it’s O.K. with you, we’ll lock your suitcases in the trunk and walk over from here. The meter maids around the Club are predatory.”
“Fine,” Compy agreed. She had always found Continental breakfasts skimpy. The thought of bacon and scrambled eggs was ambrosial.
As they walked past the Copley Plaza, she recalled Scott of the ups and downs of her Trans-Atlantic crossing with Christian.
“He’s terribly down on women,” she told him. “He thinks men are the salt of the earth.”
“Well, aren’t they? He’s right, of course.”
Her husband gave her arm a little squeeze.
“You should have seen him when someone addressed me as ‘Dr. Eagle.’ He was sitting on a sofa at the time and all four extremities recoiled as if I were a cobra or something. When I told him I was a surgeon, he said ‘But you are vooman’, implying that no mere woman could be any good at surgery.”
“I seem to remember having thought the same thing myself once, when I was young and foolish,” Scott said ruefully.
“Thanks.” She smiled at him as they negotiated the traffic on Boylston Street.
“He’s all boy,” Compy went on, “into everything and offending people left, right and center with his master race stuff, but you can’t help liking him.”
Christian, a perpetual motion machine, ran on ahead of them, looking at everything. As he passed Mr. Weitz’s tailoring shop, they saw him stoop suddenly, pull up a brick from the uneven sidewalk, and, before they could stop him, hurl it through Mr. Weitz’s plate glass window.
“What the hell did you do that for?” Scott demanded.
“Juden! Swine!”
“We don’t persecute people because of their religious beliefs in this country.” Scott’s voice was tight. “You will go into Mr. Weitz’s shop and apologize to him. Tell him you will earn the money to pay for a new window.”
“Nein!”
“Yes! Now!”
Compy had rarely heard Scott’s voice so stern.
“No! Police! POLICE!”
To their surprise, there was a policeman within earshot, and a big burly Irishman answered, “Who’s calling for the police?”
“I am. That man’s a Jew lover,” Christian shouted, pointing at Scott. “Arrest him!”
“And just who might you be?” the cop asked.
Christian drew himself up, clicking his heels together. “I am Count Hans Christian Wilhelm zu Grunwald,” he replied. On the Trans-Atlantic voyage Compy had learned that he was proud to be able to say ‘zu’ instead of ‘von.’ ‘Von’ meant he was from Grunwald. ‘Zu’ meant that he owned it. He was not sure what had happened to the family property, nor why he and his father had left Germany precipitously. Compy learned that he hadn’t even been allowed to call his best friend, Rudi, to say ‘Goodbye.’
“Well, it’s nice to have a title, I suppose,” the policeman said, “but it don’t carry with it the right to break people’s windows. I take it this is your handiwork.” He indicated the shattered window. “Destroying other people’s property is against the law!”
“But you are police!” Christian blurted out, flabbergasted. “You can’t be on the side of the Jews.”
“I’m on the side of the law, and you’ve broken it, smashing the poor man’s window. Come along now!” Taking Christian by the collar, he propelled his captive into the shop.
Mr. Weitz, a small, balding man in his early fifties, looked up in surprise, mopping a trickle of blood from his high forehead, where a flying splinter of glass had nicked him. “You haf caught a minnow, Officer Toomey. Is he the vun who broke my vindow?”
“Yes, and he wants to apologize and help clean up the mess,” the cop said. “Tell him you’re sorry, Christian Wilhelm, or whatever your name is.”
“No!”
“Spunky, fery spunky.” Mr. Weitz mopped his brow again. “He has not yet visdom. Let him go.”
“If he gets away with this, it will be a bigger crime next time.”
Compy had managed to squeeze into the little shop after the cop and Scott.
“Tell him you’re sorry, Chrissie,” she urged.
“NOW, Christian!” Scott insisted.
Whether it was her plea, the authority in Scott’s voice or the slight tightening of the hand on his collar, Compy did not know, but Christian managed a rather halfhearted apology and bent to pick up shards and slivers of glass from all over the floor, putting them in a trash can he spotted in a corner.
“Will you press charges?” the big cop wanted to know.
“Nein. It vould be a shame for him to haf a criminal record before he is old enough to know vhat plate glass cost.”
“Would a hundred dollars cover it?” Scott asked, taking out his wallet.
“Ja, but I do not take your money, Dr. Eagle.”
“Why not?” Scott was astonished.
“Do you remember my vife, Vilhelmina Veitz? She was bad hurt, and you safed her life.”
Scott remembered the woman well. He had been sewing up a lacerated knee when she was brought in from a car accident on Morrissey Boulevard, bleeding profusely with her hand dangling from a fragile strip of skin. Scott remembered sewing the nearly-amputated hand back on in a seven-hour operation, painstakingly reattaching artery to artery, vein to vein, tendon to tendon and nerve to nerve.
“She was very brave,” he said. “I had to hurt her, and she thanked me. Is she sewing now?”
“Ja! She vill nefer forget you. Nefer! She thought she nefer sew again.”
“That’s nice to hear….This is my bride and the young man, who made that rather feeble apology to you, is my ward….Christian, before you slice your fingers to ribbons, use the dustpan and brush Mr. Weitz has found for you and be sure there is no glass left in the brush before you put it away.”
Christian did not understand all those instructions, but Mr. Weirz translated them into German for him.
They waited while Christian got up the last slivers, and returned the equipment Mr. Weitz produced for him to its closet. They thanked him for his refusal to press charges and departed. Christian’s thanks were a little weak, but in the face of Scott’s scowl, he complied. He was used to obeying orders.
The eggs and bacon with corn muffins and strawberry jam, followed by pancakes and maple syrup were delicious. Scott, well-fed, found his anger cooling.
“It will take time for you to adjust to our ways, Christian,” he said. “The fact that you called for support from the police showed that breaking a Jew’s window was acceptable in Nazi Germany. You did not know that in this country, and elsewhere in the world, such behavior is considered wrong. You hurt Mr. Weitz…not just by costing him money and nicking his forehead, but inside. Feeling unwanted hurts.”
“I know not wanted,” Christian said. “My stepmother, she pretend she love me when she write you, but, immer—always—she wish to be shut of me—to be finish with me.”
Scott felt a flicker of fondness for the boy across the table from him. After Scott’s own mother died, Scott’s father had married again, hoping his new wife would fill the void in Scott’s heart and in his own. Like Hans zu Grunwald, Scott’s father had chosen badly. His second wife had concealed from him her many admissions to mental hospitals. She was a manic-depressive, marrying him when her disease was in remission.
For years little Scott had been alternately neglected and abused.
Gertrude was a beauty, but no more fit to be Christian’s stepmother than she had been to be Scott’s wife.
“We want you to feel wanted, Chris,” Scott said, remembering only too well what it was like to be unwanted.
“Danke viel mals. Thank you many times,” Christian answered. “I plan to run away after we eat, but now I think I stay.”
“Then we had better decide what you are to call us,” Scott said. “How about Uncle Scott and Aunt Compy?”
“That mean family, not?”
“Yes.”
“I do not lie. You are not family,” Christian said firmly. “I call you Dr. and Mrs. Eagle. That is my decision.”
From the very beginning Christian deliberately upset both Compy and Scott almost daily. He had been taught to hate Americans and he saw no reason to make an exception for them. He took pleasure in annoying them and causing them trouble. In a mixture of German and bad English, he gave them to understand that Americans were sloppy, undisciplined, and inefficient. He said that the streets of Boston were a disgrace, and they had to admit that littering seemed to be a national pastime.
Christian objected to untidiness in the house on River Street, berating Compy because unpacked suitcases and boxes stood everywhere. “German housewives keep everything in order,” he said scornfully. Compy explained that she and Scott had rented their little house and moved their things into it only three days before their wedding. They were working full time at the hospital in order to have a few days off for their honeymoon and had had little opportunity to unpack before their wedding. Compy had left for Geneva the day after their marriage.
Christian snorted, “Excuses! Excuses! Failure a fact is. Explanation most times fiction.”
Christian, obviously held the Prussian view that women were inferior beings and should confine their efforts to “Kinder, Kirche, and Kuche”—children, the church and the kitchen.
Since Compy would need extra time off to take Christian to see local schools when Christmas vacation was over, the hospital insisted she return to work at once. Compy could not stay at home all day with Christian. She had already extended her leave of absence and was wanted back at the hospital.
Her first day back was a hectic one, and she looked forward to sitting by the fire with her feet on the fender for a half hour before she had to cook supper. Christian heard her on the front steps and met her at the door, his face beaming.
“Were you bored and lonely?” she asked.
“Nein. Not.” he said, adding proudly, “I have for you a present made—an—how you say—orderful pantry.”
“Orderly?”
“Ja. Orderly. Come!”
He led her down the hall, through the kitchen and into the pantry, where she had spent the early morning two days before her wedding stocking the shelves, baking goods on one shelf, cereals on another, soups on a third, canned vegetables on a fourth and so on. Each shelf was in alphabetical order. Christian had reorganized everything with military precision. It was indeed “orderful” as Christian said, with everything lined up according to height. It looked beautifully tidy, but Compy knew she would spend hours trying to find everything. She tried to appear grateful, but Christian read her face, not listening to her words, and was sullen and resentful all evening. It would be weeks before she discovered where he had placed the odds and ends like pepper and vanilla.
She had to leave him at home alone again the next day.
“How was your day?” she asked when he again met her at the door.
“I have for you and Dr. Eagle space made,” he said, “Orderly like our house in Hamburg.” He had learned not to say “orderful.” His English was improving by leaps and bounds, although he still tended to put verbs at the end of his sentences. “Beautiful space I make,” he said.
He seemed proud again, but was there, or was there not, a little apprehension in his face? Compy wasn’t sure. He led her into the sitting room where the day before their wedding she and Scott had arranged the furniture as they wanted it, putting the comfortable sofa in front of the fireplace with soft arm-chairs beside it and little tables next to each chair. Christian with a wave of his hand showed her his accomplishment.
She stifled the “Oh, No!” that rose in her throat. Christian had certainly made a lot of space. Every piece of furniture now lined the walls, tall pieces near the window with short ones by the door.
“It is spaceful. Is it not?” He corrected himself at once. Since ‘orderful’ was wrong, he presumed that spaceful was wrong, too. “I mean it is spacely,” he said. Christian was surprised that Compy did not seem delighted by the improvement he had made.
“It is certainly spacious,” Compy managed to acknowledge. “but I’m sorry, Chris, it will all have to be put back the way it was before Dr. Eagle comes home.” Christian looked deflated like a football that has lost its air.
“You do not like?” he asked. “There is now much space.”
Compy tried to be tactful. “It would be fine for a German house,” she said, “but Dr. Eagle himself arranged the furniture the way he wants it. We will have to put it all
back. How did you manage to do all this by yourself?”
“German boys are strong,” he answered.
Compy wondered whether there was again something guilty in his expression. He was standing with his back toward the dining room where he had placed two ornamental Japanese screens.
Compy had grown up with those screens. They had tall storks on them with mother-of-pearl eyes. She remembered what guilty fun she and Andy had one rainy afternoon years ago, poking in all the mother-of-pearl eyes. They made a delightful popping sound. Their indignant mother had sent them both to bed without supper and took away their allowance for three weeks.
“What’s behind those screens, Christian?” she asked.
“It was unoperative,” he answered evasively.
“Unoperative? Do you mean uncooperative?”
“Ja. It was er . . . what you said.”
“What was?”
“The pinamo.”
“The piano! Christian, you didn’t try to move the piano by yourself?”
She and Scott had decided to leave her father’s wedding present, a baby grand piano, in its crate in the dining room until they had more time and manpower available. Scott was an accomplished pianist and was looking forward to playing the beautiful instrument.
“Is stupid built,” Christian replied defensively. “Germans make pinaanos solid, not with three weak legs.”
Apprehensively, Compy rounded the screens. The crate stood empty, hammer, screw driver, and chisel beside it on the floor. Christian had tried to push the piano through the double doors to the sitting room, and one leg had caught on the sill. The leg buckled, tilting the piano onto the floor. The keyboard pointed drunkenly at the ceiling.
Compy and Christian strained to put as much of the furniture back in place as they could, but were nowhere near finished when Scott came home. The explosion that followed would have put Vesuvius to shame.
Stunned that Scott and Compy failed to admire his hard work, Christian refused to speak to either of them for a week, and then became irritatingly argumentative, fighting about everything, refusing to help with the household chores (‘women’s work’), being both rude and disobedient. Finally he managed to provoke the first quarrel between them.
Scott had given Compy a comical ceramic elephant for a coming home present. Christian disapproved.
“That is nothing,” he said, scoffing. “Junk.”
When Compy decided to put the little elephant on the stairway, he demanded, “What use is it? . . . None!”
“I like it,” Compy said, sitting on the sofa with Scott’s arm around her, “and it’s just the right size for one of the coffin niches.”
“Coffin niches?” Christian was puzzled. “What means coffin niches? Coffin means tod—dead—nicht wahr?—Is it not true?”
“Yes,” Compy told him. “In these old houses with narrow circular stairs, a coffin could not be brought downstairs without turning it up on end, unless there were little openings at the turn of the stairs. Some people put vases in their niches, I shall put ‘Elphie’ in the top one of ours, then I can pat him, thinking of Scott, every time I pass him.”
Christian thought that was sentimental nonsense and said so.
“I suppose we’re stuck with him after all those papers Gertrude forged my name to in Switzerland and had the American ambassador endorse,” Scott said at the end of Christian’s second week with them, “but he’s been nothing but a pain in the neck ever since he got here. I’m not going to let him ruin our lives. We’ll send him to boarding school in winter and camp in summer.”
Compy had had a tiring and frustrating day. She was in no mood to be conciliatory.
“You’re taking out your anger at Gertrude on Christian. He’s only a little boy,” she said.
“A damned National-Socialist brat. Plato was right. By the time a child is seven, the twig is bent. He’ll probably go on thinking he’s God’s gift to the world as long as he lives.”
“You’re just as insensitive and domineering as you were when I was an intern,” she snapped, losing her temper. She turned her back on him, heading for the stairs, ignoring Scott when he called her back and stomping downward without touching Elphie, the little elephant, in his coffin niche.
Still boiling, she stood at the window of their bedroom, looking out at the falling snow. She knew she had dealt Scott a blow below the belt. They had agreed never to mention the rough times in the past when he had made her miserable by trying to make her abandon the idea of becoming a surgeon.
Getting ready for bed, Compy felt awful. She knew she shouldn’t let Christian be a bone of contention between them. Was he trying to destroy their marriage? Perhaps that was just what Gertrude, Scott’s ex-wife, had intended when she wrote all that malarkey about poor little Chrissie. Well, she wasn’t going to succeed! Scott’s Great-Aunt Lavinia had told them never to go to bed angry.
Wiping her eyes on her sleeve, Compy hurried back toward Scott, meeting him trying to climb the first step, just as he was hurrying up to her.
“Aunt Lavinia,” they both said and then stopped, linked little fingers, pressing their thumbs together.
“Dickens,” she said, while he said, “Shakespeare.” Compy had never known what was supposed to happen if they both named the same author.
“We’ll send Chris to boarding school just as soon as we can,” Compy said, giving in.
“No! He stays here. He can go to Houghton or Milton or Country Day as a day student.”
“You’re stealing my lines,” Compy said severely. “Just which side of this quarrel are you on?”
“Yours,” Scott said, and they got the giggles and fell into each other’s arms. Christian, aroused by the noise, appeared at the head of the stairs in his pajamas. They asked him whether he’d like to go to a boys’ boarding school or be a day student, living with them.
When Christian understood the question, he said solemnly, “Too long, I do not hear laughs. I am liking to hear you. I stay here.”
“All right,” Compy told him. “I’ll see if I can get another leave of absence and we’ll have a look at the local schools so you can decide which one you like.”
“I have choice?” he asked, his eyes wide. “In Germany, I must not say what I like. Never! The officer of my Hitler Youth Group tells me what I must do and I do it. I begin your crazy country to like a little.”
“I think,” Compy said as she helped Scott into bed, “that with a liberal dose of affection, he might settle down and be the nice little boy I saw flashes of on the voyage home.”
Scott reached over and pulled her to him, putting his finger on the tip of her nose. “You’ve always liked challenges, haven’t you? If anybody can make something of him, I bet you can.”
After the New Year, Compy took Christian to see schools in the mornings and to see Boston in the afternoons. They went to the Art Museum, which he tolerated, and the Science Museum, which fascinated him. In Filenes’s and Jordan Marsh’s department stores he could not believe the quality and quantity of goods available. “You mean all this is for everyone, not just for party members or government officials?” he asked, incredulously.
He was thunderstruck by American supermarkets. He had never seen so much food. He very nearly got himself arrested when he inadvertently bypassed the checkout counter and went out the “In” door by mistake.
Compy had to be at her most persuasive to keep him out of trouble when he was caught ducking under the turnstile in the subway. Fortunately she was able to show the policeman that Christian had put the coin she had given him in the slot, but didn’t know what to do next.
At the family Christmas party he was reasonably well behaved and sang the Christmas carols in a pleasant boy-soprano voice. He especially enjoyed “Oh, Tannenbaum” and “Stille Nacht” (Silent Night), which he sang in German.
He was surprised that everyone had a Christmas present for him, and proudly produced toaster tongs he had made for all the grownups. Scott taught him how to make them out of two tongue blades and a short piece of doweling.
He didn’t think much of the pocket German-English dictionary Compy gave him, although he used it a lot, but what delighted him most was Scott’s gift, a year’s subscription to Popular Mechanics.
On the day after New Year’s Christian started as a student in Class Six at Houghton School, the school he had chosen after seeing five others. He was persuaded to wear a blue shirt, purchased by Scott instead of his black Storm Trooper one, but wanted to wear his beloved jackboots. He was proud of them. He had won them as the outstanding member of all the Hitler Youth groups in Hamburg. Dr. Eagle urged him to leave the boots at home, but Christian carried them, hidden in his new school bag and put them on every day before the school bus picked him up. Compy knew that he carried them and suspected that he felt more German in them. She kept his secret.
He got on well with his teachers, doing exceptionally well in science, but abysmally in spelling.
“Why are you without logic?” He complained to Compy as soon as he knew the word ‘logic.’ “If the plural of pan is pans, the plural of man should be mans, not men. It is nonsense,” he said emphatically. “And you have one spell for three words. You make tears when you cry, but you say ‘he tears the paper’ and ‘he tears around the corner.’ It is crazy. As for the words ending in o-u-g-h…” Christian made a dismissing gesture with his hands. “Your language is ridiculous!” He was proud of being able to use that word, ridiculous. “You say b-o-u-g-h to sound like cow, and d-ou-g-h like low, r-o-u-g-h like stuff, and c-o-u-g-h like off: bough, dough, rough, cough. All sound not the same. Nonsense! But the worst is h i c c o u g h which Mr. Nelson say is hiccup! Is he—how you say—‘kidding me’—or are you all out of your heads?”
“Out of our minds,” Compy corrected, agreeing that Mr. Nelson was right and that English is absurd.
At first Christian expected the other boys in his class to like him. He had many friends in Hamburg, but there was a chill in his relations with American boys. When Scott asked him how things were going at school, he admitted that the boys did not seem to like him.
“You haven’t given them the idea that you think you’re better than they are, have you? They wouldn’t like you for that.”
“But some of them are so stupid. They think that the only way to do something is the way they do it, and they do not change even when I show them how in Germany we do it better.”
“Would you like it if someone said the way you do things is wrong?”
“But many times our way is better!” Christian insisted.
“You tell them that and you will lose friends and alienate people.”
“What you mean?”
“Being sure you are right and everyone else is wrong is no way to make friends.”
Matters came to a head, when Christian discovered that to be really accepted, he should join the Houghton Club, whose members went on ski trips in winter and white-water kayaking in summer. Christian promptly applied for membership.
Raleigh Cooper, the tall, handsome boy, who was the club president, decided he’d be damned if he’d let that arrogant, boastful young Nazi join his club. He informed Christian, rather coldly, that to be a member one had to go through an initiation to test his courage and then be voted on.
“The initiation is unpleasant,” he said, hoping to discourage Christian. “You would not like being voted down after you had endured the pain of the initiation.”
“I want to belong. Where I go? When?”
“Thursdays after sports in the Club Room behind the locker room. The initiation takes four weeks. There is fear and pain. I advise you not to try it.”
“Germans do not fear pain,” Christian replied stiffly, quoting from the leader of his Hitler Youth Group. “I try.”
The following Thursday, when Christian entered the Club Room, he did not like the expressions on the faces of the boys confronting him. He guessed that they really wanted to exclude him and were thinking up ways to make him withdraw his application. If he had any sense, he would turn on his heel and walk out, but he went on standing there like a log in the black forest.
“You will come to attention and remain so,” a thin-faced boy told him with a smirk.
“Your name?” Raleigh Cooper asked.
“Christian Grunwald.”
“Your full name?” Raleigh insisted.
“Count Hans Christian Wilhelm zu Grunwald.”
There was a titter of laughter.
“In this country, we do not have counts,” Raleigh told him sternly. “Here you are no better than anyone else. To become a member of this club, you must be tested for courage and obedience to the club members.”
“Ja….er…I mean Yes.”
The thin-faced boy spoke again. “Promise never to tell anyone what is done to you here, not to teachers or other grownups or friends, if you have any.”
Christian promised, guessing it was going to be bad if grownups were not to know about it.
“The first test is the easiest,” a stout boy told him. Each succeeding test will be harder.”
“Sit on that chair and stay absolutely still,” the thin-faced boy said.
Christian noticed that there were marbles on the chair and started to remove them before he sat down.
“Leave them!”
“I sit on those stones?”
“Yes and you must stay absolutely still. If you move, you will be punished both this week and next week.”
Christian sat, uncomfortably aware of the marbles underneath him. A wooly ski hat was pulled down over his eyes. He could see light through it, but could not see what the boys were doing.
A new voice piped up, “Put your arms out at shoulder height, palms up.”
“What is palms?” A stinging pain as a ruler struck first one hand and then the other told him where his palms were.
Christian heard whispering and then furniture being dragged across the floor. His English was not yet good enough for him to understand what was said.
Another voice told him, “There are now tall tables covered with blue chalk on either side of you. If your hands touch the chalk, you will have failed today’s test. You must bear the agony in your shoulders. Keep your arms up. Understand?”
Christian did not know the word ‘agony’ but he could guess its meaning.
“Yes.”
“Good. Your testing begins.”
Presently Christian’s shoulders began to ache, and he was increasingly conscious of the marbles beneath him. He tried to tense his buttock muscles to shift his position a little without appearing to move, but he was told sternly that he would be punished both now and next week for disobeying. He heard some more moving around and tensed, wondering what else was in store for him.
“Because you moved, weights are being added to your fingers. You must still keep your hands from touching the chalk. Next week’s punishment will be much more painful.”
He felt the weights being tied to his fingers, making it harder to hold his arms up.
“Stay still!”
Time passed. The ache in his shoulders progressed to pain. How much longer would he have to endure it? Had his initiation in Hamburg been as bad as this? He tried to take his mind off the pain by thinking of the ballgames he’d pitched there, and the wonderful imaginative games he’d played with Rudi, his best friend. They had stalked each other through the trees and bushes behind his house, pretending that one of them was a brave German Junker and the other a hated poilu—a French soldier. He had been captured and had submitted to horrifying imaginary tortures without giving up military secrets.
The pain now felt like a burning needle in each shoulder. He tried counting from 1 to 100 in English and then backwards in German from 100 to one by threes to keep his mind off the pain. It didn’t help. He heard the warning bell for the last bus with a sinking sensation in his stomach. The strength was going out of his muscles, and he had to tense them to try to keep the weights from dragging his hands down to the chalk. He fought against the weights, but it was no use. Inexorably, his hands began to descend. With a something like a sob he lowered his arms, expecting instant punishment, but there wasn’t a sound. He tore off the ski hat and discovered that he was alone. There were no tables with blue chalk on them under his arms. He got to his feet rubbing his sore bottom.
The clock on the wall told him that he had missed the last bus. He didn’t know how he was going to get home. He had no money and was not even sure of the way, since the bus traveled all around the city, picking up and discharging Houghton boys. He found a paper towel in the locker room, washed his face, blew his nose, and made his way to the coatroom.
One of the masters was coming down the stairs as Christian reached the door.
“Hello! You’re the new boy, Christian Grunwald, aren’t you?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Missed the late bus?” He didn’t wait for the answer. “Where do you live?”
“On River Street at the foot of Beacon Hill.” At least he knew that.
“Sign out, and I’ll drop you there.”
“Damle viel mals—I mean, thank you many times.”
Christian was grateful not only for the lift, but also that the master, who introduced himself as Mr. Pomfret, asked if he was all right, but did not pry.
“Christian Wilhelm Grunwald, do you still want to become
a member of this club?”
“Yes, please.”
For the second time Christian stood, blindfolded, at attention, forbidden to move until told to stand at ease.
“You will repeat your promise never to tell anyone what is done to you here.” Christian did so.
“You will remove all your clothes.”
Christian hesitated.
“Take off your clothes!”
Christian started to take them off and was stopped by a sharp command.
“You were told to remain at attention until told to stand at ease. You have disobeyed. Each member of the club will now give you a ‘hot potato’ as punishment. Hold out your wrists!”
Christian did not know what a ‘hot potato’ was. He thought it was a heated vegetable, but immediately his right wrist was grabbed between a pair of hands, which began twisting the skin, one hand rotating clockwise and the other counter- clockwise. A burning pain started at once in Christian’s wrist.
Another pair of hands gave the same painful twist to his left wrist, and then they were back at his right again, back and forth between his hands until every member of the club had given him a ‘hot potato’.
“Now take off your clothes!”
Christian remained stiffly at attention, his wrists smarting. They would not catch him twice for moving before his persecutors gave the ‘At ease’ command.
“At ease! Take off your clothes!”
Christian obliged, although he felt more vulnerable naked.
“Lie down on the table. Spread your legs apart!”
Christian did not want to lie on the table, and especially did not want to spread his legs apart, but he submitted, trying to hide his apprehension, as they tied his ankles to the legs of the table. A rope across his chest fastened him down.
“Last week you were told not to move. You disobeyed. Your punishment is to have this jackstone placed under your back. Raise your hips!”
Christian recognized the voice of the thin-faced boy. He had learned his name now. He was Sheridan Butcher, who sat two rows behind him in class. He seemed to be in charge. Christian obeyed again, and Sheridan placed the jackstone under his lower back where there was no muscle padding. It started hurting at once, the prongs digging into him.
“Put another rope across his hips.”
Christian felt a second rope tighten across him.
“Have you ever heard of itch powder?”
“No.”
“It is a God-awful irritant. We are going to brush some of it on your fingers. You will find the itch unbearable. Put your arms out sidewise palms up,” Sheridan ordered.
Christian knew where his palms were this week. It was unfortunate that they were sweating. The boys would guess that he was afraid. Then he felt a brush moving over his fingertips, and the intense itching began.
“Sooner or later,” Sheridan said, cheerfully, “when the pain from the jackstone gets bad enough, you’ll try to lift your hips for an instant’s relief. To do that you’ll have to shift the rope across your hips up or down. When you do, some of the itch powder will fall from your fingers onto your privates. You’ll love that!” Sheridan gloated, seeming to take delight in what he was saying. “Scratching will only make the itching worse. If you don’t want to go stark, staring bonkers before the janitor finds you in the morning, keep your hands still!”
“In the morning!” Were they really going to leave him here with this maddening itch and the jackstone boring into his back all night? Or were they just trying to make him plead for mercy so they could vote him out of the club?”
“We’re going now,” Sheridan said. “The pain from the jackstone and the itching will keep you awake all night. You won’t sleep. If you call out, you will have failed the test.” Sheridan managed a laugh. “The janitor comes in at seven. Have a pleasant night.”
Christian heard the shuffling of feet and the door closing. The sound of their footsteps faded. He did not want to believe that he would have to bear the pain and itching all night. The club members were barbarians! He hated them all. Why had he ever wanted to join their stupid club?
The only saving grace was that they had not turned off the lights. He could see light through the ski hat. The thought of being tied down and helpless in the dark with the Horror creeping up on him made his skin break out in a cold sweat and his guts squirm.
He turned his hands over to rub the itching fingers on the table, but it brought no relief. He tried to find the knots in the ropes that held him down, but they were fastened under the table out of reach.
The discomfort at the base of his spine progressed to pain. When he could no longer bear it, he shook and wiped as much of the powder off his fingers as he could before trying to slide the rope across his hips down toward his knees.
Even though he moved carefully, some of the powder sticking to his fingers fell. In an instant he writhed, trying to knock the powder off and quell the fire between his legs. The jackstone, driven further into his lower back, punctured the skin.
He tried to be brave, thinking what it must be like to be a prisoner-of-war, being questioned by a merciless enemy. The itch was driving him crazy, and he was going to be here on that verdamte jackstone all night.
He had quarreled with Dr. and Mrs. Eagle that morning because he could not eat his oatmeal. Would they care if he didn’t come home? Would they start looking for him? Perhaps they wouldn’t. He was only a burden to them anyway. He wished he hadn’t tried to annoy them. They might be glad to be rid of him. He regretted every mean trick he had played on them.
He tried not to cry, but the tears would come, hopeless tears under the ski hat, that he tried to shove off with his forearm, only to start up a new itch beside his nose. If he cried out, a teacher might hear him, but if he did, the boys would call him a coward and vote him out of the club. He had been through too much to be told he had failed now. He must not cry out. He had never felt more wretched.
After what seemed like months he heard the door open.
“I thought you’d be screaming bloody murder by now.” It was Raleigh’s voice. “Sheridan was a louse, telling you that you’d be here all night.” He was undoing the ropes that held Christian down.
“I found some anti-itch cream in the nurse’s room,” he said. “I knew where she kept it, because I had a big spider bite last fall. Wash as much of the powder off as you can and then put the cream on. You’ll have to hurry if you’re going to be dressed in time to catch the last bus.”
The third week Christian wanted to stay home, to pretend to be sick, to plead exhaustion because of recurrent nightmares about running, gasping, through the streets of Hamburg with something terrible chasing him, and his father begging him to go faster.
He did not want to go to the Houghton Club again. What was the use? They didn’t want him in the club and would vote him out when the initiation was over. Yet, if he failed to go they would say that German boys were ‘chicken.’ He had learned that derogatory word from Sheridan. He had to go.
Compy noticed that Christian ate only a bite of the French toast he liked for breakfast and she was concerned about him. When she questioned him, he insisted that nothing was the matter and told her to stop bugging him. He could see that he hurt her feelings, which made him feel worse, but he could not recall his angry words. “Nag, nag, nag” he had said.
In class he couldn’t concentrate. He wanted to go home. Reluctantly he walked to the Club Room after sports.
The third session started harmlessly enough. They blindfolded him with the same ski hat, ordered him to stand at attention and repeat the usual promises. They asked him if he had ever smoked or drank liquor and he told them that he had promised his father he would not touch either, “until I have twenty years,” as he put it.
They told him that this session was going to be devoted to fear. They seemed determined to make him afraid to come next week.
“What are you afraid of?” he was asked.
“I’m afraid of not being accepted in this club,” Christian answered evasively. He did not want them to know that he was terrified in the dark.
“Are you afraid of dogs? Cats? Or rats? How about snakes? We could tie you naked with snakes crawling over you.”
That didn’t bother Christian much. They would have a tough time finding snakes in mid-winter and he had had a pet snake in Hamburg.
“How about heat and thirst or cold? Ah! ha! That gets you, does it? Why?” Sheridan asked. He had seen Christian’s involuntary shiver.
“In Hamburg, there is no oil or coal anymore. Sometimes we burn our furniture to keep from freezing.”
The boy, who seemed to be in charge this week, said that each member in turn should suggest something that would make Christian afraid to come back next week. Some of the suggestions made Christian’s flesh crawl.
“Make him swallow a bowl of shit laced with castor oil,” one boy with a pitched voice suggested. “Tell him if he upchucks, he’ll have to eat his vomit.”
“Have him tell Dr. and Mrs. Eagle that we’re taking him camping for the weekend,” suggested a boy who stuttered, “and then t-tape him to a stool without a b-back for two d-days without food or wa-water.”
“Three days,” corrected an older boy whose voice was changing. “There’s no school next Friday because of the Regional Teachers Conference. On the third day, when he’s craving for water—his lips and his tongue cracked and his eyes sunken—we could put a glass of water within his reach and tell him if he touched it, he’d never be a member of the club.”
Sheridan suggested propping Christian’s jaws open with short pencils, sharpened at both ends, and using heaters and a hair dryer to dry his mouth and intensifying his thirst. Christian shuddered, and Sheridan gave a whoop of delight.
The only bright spot in the afternoon was when someone named George, was called on for his suggestions. “I don’t like this,” he replied. “I pass.” Christian was grateful to George, wishing he knew which classmate George was. He was even more grateful when some of the other boys passed too, once George had the courage to do it. Raleigh was glad his own initiation hadn’t been anything like this. He was sorry that he’d told the others he had threatened Christian with four frightening or painful sessions. He did not want a budding Nazi in his club, but he admitted to himself that the German kid had guts. Sheridan was a beast.
“That’s enough suggestions for Christian’s final week,” Raleigh said, interrupting Sheridan’s enumeration of additional refinements for Chris’ torment. “We haven’t much time before the last bus to take care of those damned Nazi boots. Chris, do you know what happens to leather when you put it in hot water?”
“It gets smaller.”
“Yeah. It shrinks. Your test of obedience for today is to put your boots in the locker room tub.”
“No, please. Not that! I won these boots as the outstanding member of all the Hitler Youth Groups in Hamburg.”
“Stop boasting! You promised to obey. Take off your boots!” Christian still stood stiffly at attention. “At ease, is it?” he asked. “At ease! Now, take off those damned boots! Quit dawdling.” Christian slowly and reluctantly removed his boots.
He took pride in having won them.
“Put them in the tub! Hurry up!”
Raleigh had no intention of ruining Christian’s boots, but told somebody, named Bill, to take Christian to the other side of the room and take off the ski hat.
“We want to see his face when he hears the water running,” he said.
Raleigh had the boots out of the tub, hidden behind his back before Bill got the ski hat off. Raleigh made sure that Christian could see him turning on the hot water.
Suddenly, Mr. Pomfret was in the Club Room, telling the boys to line up. The master had been thinking about young Grunwald on and off for two weeks. Had the boy been crying? Mr. Pomfret hadn’t been able to check up on what was going on in the boys’ club last week, because he was coaching the senior basketball team. This week he decided to drop in on the boys unexpectedly.
Raleigh tried to hide the boots behind one of the lockers, but in his haste one of them slipped out of his hand, landing on the edge of the tub.
“Line up, Raleigh.”
While Raleigh was joining the others in line, the top of the boot sagged sidewise. Christian from where he stood in the line could see the other boot, hidden behind the locker. He realized that Raleigh had never intended to ruin his boots. He watched helplessly as the boot on the edge of the tub toppled into the hot water. If he dashed to rescue it, there would be questions. He had promised not to tell anyone what had been going on in the Club Room and he would keep his promise, but one of the other boys might feel obliged to tell Mr. Pomfret about the initiation. Christian did not know enough about discipline in American schools. In Germany Raleigh, as President of the club, normally in charge, would be expelled in disgrace, a black mark against his whole future career. Christian did not want that. He guessed that if Raleigh was expelled, the boys would never vote him (Christian) a member of the club. All that he had suffered would have been for nothing. Christian did not move.
By the time Mr. Pomfret left, the hot water had damaged the boot beyond repair. Raleigh and Christian both dashed to save it, but they were far too late. Christian would never be able to force his foot into the shrunken boot again.
A week later on the morning of his fourth session in the Club Room, Christian had to force himself to get on the school bus. None of the boys had any intention of doing to him the things they had suggested the week before, not even Sheridan, but Christian did not know that. All the boys had wanted was to scare him so badly that he’d be afraid to show up for the final session. They nearly succeeded. Thinking of what he might have to swallow nauseated him and he could not eat his breakfast.
During recess the boys decided that if Christian dared to turn up, they would make him smoke. Sheridan had brought cigarettes and matches to school.
As Christian came apprehensively through the Club Room door, his face pale, his hands jammed in his pockets so no one could see that they were trembling, he was handed a cigarette and matches.
“Light up!”
“I can’t,” he said. “I told you. I promised my father I wouldn’t smoke or drink until I am twenty.” He had learned during the past week not to say, “until I have twenty years.”
“Smoke or you’ll never be a member of this club.”That was Sheridan speaking with a jeer in his voice.
Deliberately Christian dropped the cigarette and matches on the floor.
“Come on, guys.” Sheridan yelled. “Let’s make the lousy kraut smoke.”
Individually the boys might not have done what they did, but the mob spirit ruled.
One slender boy, fighting hard, was no match for a dozen others. They dragged him to the floor and held him down, lying on his legs, knees digging into his biceps, hands grasping his hair. They forced his mouth open. Sheridan was ready with a lighted cigarette. He fastened it in place with an excessive amount of adhesive tape. His fingers clamped down on Christian’s nostrils. Christian would breathe through the cigarette or not at all.
“Smoke, damn, you!”
Raleigh, watching the proceedings, saw Christian’s face go from pallor to a red flush and then to a deepening blue. Suddenly, it occurred to Raleigh that this might be
dangerous.
“Let him up!” he commanded.
“The initiation is over.” Raleigh tore off the adhesive tape, jerking the cigarette out of Christian’s mouth just as Christian gasped, unable to hold his breath a second longer.
“You O.K.?” Raleigh asked.
Christian, choking and coughing, nodded.
Getting to his feet, Raleigh announced, “Chris has amply proved his courage. He is worthy of membership in our club. The secretary will now cast one ballot for the unanimous election of Hans Christian Wilhelm zu Grunwald to membership.”
No one questioned the lack of a vote or Raleigh’s statement that the election was unanimous. Raleigh was not the only member of the club who thought Christian’s initiation had been monstrous.
Traditionally every member of the club greeted new members with a special club handshake, their little fingers separated from the other fingers.
Raleigh shook Christian’s hand, telling him about his handshake, and, one after another, the other members followed suit.
“You too. Sheridan!” Raleigh said when Sheridan hung back.
As Sheridan touched the tips of his fingers to Christian’s palm, Christian wondered how Sheridan’s family had come by the name ‘Butcher.’
George Winsor, who came last, patted Christian on the back and issued an invitation.
At the cost of his beloved boots, a still aching sore on his lower back, and a month of fear, Christian now had American friends, and they had not discovered that he was terrified in the dark.
It did not take long for Scott and Compy to become aware of Christian’s fear of the dark, but no amount of teasing or scolding by Scott managed to rid him of it. Not even a reminder that German boys were not afraid of anything, nor bribery in the form of a possible increase in his allowance could persuade Christian to go alone through the dark place between Grandfather Ames’ home in the first block on Commonwealth Avenue and the little house the Eagles rented on River Street.
Compy, sufficiently concerned about his fear, consulted Dr. Stedman, a child psychiatrist. The doctor told her that Christian had more than enough reasons to regress into childhood terrors. He had lost his father, whom he loved, had been taken away from his home and all his favorite possessions without even bring allowed to say goodbye to his best friend, and had been told by the stepmother he disliked that he must go to live in a country he had been taught to hate. On top of all that, he had been scolded for breaking a German Jew’s window, when that had apparently been approved behavior in Nazi Germany.
“Bring him to see me in six months, if he still needs help,” the doctor said.
Christian tried to explain to his guardian about the HORROR that lay in wait for him in dark places, filling him with terror, setting his heart pounding, and a boa constrictor squeezing his chest, but he could not make Scott understand.
He would try to go through dark places alone, starting out boldly, telling himself there was nothing to be afraid of. Of course I can go through there without trouble. Nothing to it. He did it in daylight every day. Then as he reached the edge of a dark place, the sick feeling in the pit of his stomach told him that the HORROR was there, just ahead of him in the darkness. His hands became icicles, and his knees turned to butter. Terror-stricken, gasping and sobbing, he would race back the way he had come.
The worst part about it was knowing it didn’t make sense. Sometimes, when no grownup was free to go with him, Mr. Stone’s little son, Timmy, would slip his hand into Christian’s and take him through the HORROR place, as if he could do anything! Having a child help him was ridiculous!
One evening when Christian was gluing the wings on a balsam wood plane, Dr. Eagle came home from the hospital exhausted. He had been on his feet operating for nearly forty-nine hours.
In normal times stomach ulcers were a young man’s disease. Scott had had one himself when he first met Compy Ames. But now ulcers were hitting men in their fifties who had sons in the Pacific. He had operated on three of them since the news of the heartbreaking losses on the Japanese-held island of Iwo Jima had leaked to the press. Men were bleeding and dying day after day to gain a few feet of ground, and their worried fathers were perforating their ulcers left and right.
Besides his duties as Chief of the North Surgical Service, Scott was plagued with a shortage of personnel. Doctors and nurses were volunteering to serve in the Army or Navy, or were being pulled away to replace others who were no longer fit for duty. Three nurses, whom he had hoped to acquire, had been snatched up by other hospitals. He supposed he would have to do as the other hospitals were obviously doing, accepting applicants before their credentials arrived. He would have to accept that scrawny nurse from Oklahoma before hearing from the hospital where she’d told him she trained.
He reached for his briefcase, and realized he had left it at Grandfather Ames’ house, when he had stopped there to check on the cook, who had scalded her forearm.
“Christian, run over to Grandfather’s for me, would you, and pick up my briefcase? I stupidly left it on the front hall chest.”
“Can’t Mrs. Eagle go? I’m right in the middle of gluing the wings on my airplane.”
“She’s busy on the phone. Sorry, but your plane will have to wait. I need the briefcase now.”
“She should be through in a few minutes,” Christian said hopefully.
“No!” Dr. Eagle’s voice was a thunderclap. “I’ve had quite enough of your trying to get out of doing things we ask you to do. From now on, when we ask you to do something, you do it, and without any back talk. Understand? Now hop to it. Go get that briefcase!”
There was a look on Scott’s face that Christian had not seen since he threw the brick through Mr. Weitz’s window. He knew that further pleading would do no good at all. He put the little plane carefully on a shelf, noticing sadly that its wings promptly fell off.
Perhaps, he thought, if he were quick enough, he could fetch the briefcase before the HORROR caught him, but it was no use. Coming out of the brightly-lit house, the darkness was overwhelming. For one awful moment he stood there, fear of his guardian warring with the growing terror inside him, and then something touched his neck. He did not wait to find out whether it was a harmless snowflake or not. With his heart thudding in his ears, he raced frantically up the steps, back into the house.
It seemed incredible that everything inside looked the same as it had before.
“That was quick. Where’s the briefcase?” Scott asked.
“I…I didn’t go.”
“Christian, you can’t go through life shirking jobs you’re afraid to do. You will go and do what I told you to do right NOW!”
“Please! Please, don’t make me!”
“SCOTT! Compy was standing, in the doorway, her hands on her hips. Christian ran to her, feeling blessed relief as her arms closed around him. “Look at him,” she said. “He’s shaking like a leaf.”
“He’s been looking like a scared rabbit for weeks, and I’m not going to let him grow up a damn sniveling coward!”
“Before you call our boy a coward, you get on that phone and learn what he’s been going through this month. Go on! Talk to Raleigh’s mother. She’s waiting on the line for you.”
Scott couldn’t believe it. His wife was giving him orders like a bastard of an executive officer he’d served under once.
“Raleigh told her the whole story tonight,” Compy told him, “and when she’s told you, you’ll know what kind of a ‘coward’ our boy is.”
She turned to Christian. “Come on, Chrissie. Let’s go and beard Old Horror in his den, and get that briefcase before his Highness comes back from the phone.”
They clattered down the front steps together. There was no HORROR in the darkness as they ran through it, hand in hand. They went through it as if it were lit by 1,000 watt bulbs, collected the briefcase and skipped home.
Scott was waiting for them when they came back, his face creased with fatigue and unhappiness. Why had he not seen that Christian was dreading school every Thursday? How could he have been so blind?
“Here’s your briefcase,” Christian said.
“I owe you an apology, Chris. Why didn’t you tell us what those crazy, sadistic kids were doing to you?”
“They made me promise not to tell.”
“And you’ve been going up to that Club Room week after week, not knowing what torment you would have to endure without saying a word.
Christian could see that Scott was miserable. Suddenly he felt sorry for him. “I’ve got friends now,” he said. “Raleigh and I are going skating on the river, and George Winsor has asked me over to listen to his crystal radio and play with his electric trains.”
“And you’ve got another big fool of a friend right here at home,” Scott told him. “I should have seen that you needed support, not a bawling out. Can you forgive me?”
For answer Christian went to him, and their arms went around each other.
“I think,” Christian said after a bit, “that I could call you ‘Uncle Scott’ now.” “Now? Just when I’ve made an ass of myself? Why now, Christian?” “It appears that American boys sometimes have uncles that are not . . . I don’t know the right words.” “Not family? Not related by blood? Make-believe relations?” “Yes. Make-believe uncles. And besides, now you
are looking at me as if you liked me.”
Scott pulled out his handkerchief and blew his nose.
“Uncle Scott,” Christian said.
“And Aunt Compy?” he asked.
‘Aunt Compy’ would be all right, I suppose, but she is a comfortable sort of person, and if it’s all right with both of you, I’d like to call her ‘Aunt Comfy’.”
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