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Part I
Chapter One – The Uniform
“The connection between dress and war is not far to seek; your finest clothes are those you wear as soldiers.” —Virginia Woolf, 1938, Three Guineas
“I’ve fallen in love, Papa.”
“What has captured your heart this time, Bet?” He didn’t want to use the pronoun “who” for fear she had grown beyond her jacks, her marbles, her paper dolls and her exuberance for sharing with him her passing passion for things.
“Look here, how adventuresome he looks.” She held up the newspaper clipping and touched her index finger to the knot of the uniform’s tie. “He’s joined the Navy to see the world.”
Her father looked closely at the features of this young sailor. He showed no sign of recognition. “He’s not a Shaker Heights boy. I think you and I had better stick with our own kind.”
“Papa, it’s not the boy. It’s the uniform.”
“If the troubles in Europe don’t calm down, soon every boy will be in uniform.” His statement carried an ominous warning for him that if his daughter’s innocent eye could be seduced by decorative color and tactile braid, he’d have his hands full standing guard. “Come with me, Bet, I’ve something to show you.”
“Oh, goody! We’re going up to the attic. I always love exploring there.” She bounded up the two flights of stairs to the third-story attic, her father following, amused with her as he tried to keep up with her.
There, amidst the storage of dust-covered family memories, he opened a large steamer trunk and pulled out his mothball-smelling wool army uniform from The Great War. He shook it out and thrust it toward his daughter. Frightened, she backed away, but a sunbeam coming through the attic window caught a brass button and, seeing the tiny embossed armorial ensign, she wanted to run her index finger over the lion with its paw upon a cross standing guard over the shield. Two heraldic Oryx, placed on the sides of the shield, completed the coat of arms and erased all her fear. She looked up at her father and smiled.
Her father retrieved his army hat from the trunk and placed it on her head, tipping the bill up so that her face was framed by it and her blonde curls. “I salute you, General.”
“Oh, Papa…”
• • •
That evening, as he was enjoying his after-dinner cigar in the privacy of his mahogany-paneled library, Betty’s father tried, but without much success, to censor his memories of The Great War when he was a lieutenant leading a platoon of innocent doughboys. He wanted to cut out the horrors of battle and death so that his mind would be open to fathering his daughter’s orientation to the world ahead for her—a world place that he had fought so hard to obtain for his darling daughter. He hadn’t been so naïve as to go along with Woodrow Wilson’s belief that it was a war to end all wars—not with a public world of bellicose men leading nations.
During that devastating war, every time another of those Big Bertha artillery shells would scream over his company’s trenches, he had vowed to rise above the country’s huddled masses and be in command of his future and not abdicate his life to the questionable strategies of unworthy captains and generals.
In the years after the Armistice, he had elected not to escape to Paris with the Lost Generation, nor settle for a predestined class place in society. Instead, he chose to emulate the nineteenth-century robber barons of industry and, with his inventive genius and his patents, he would garner new wealth and lead his progeny up the staircase to the pinnacle of social status. During the last twenty years he had accomplished precisely that.
He had wanted desperately to pave the way for his Bet to live a life of excellence. The proper boarding school in Switzerland, Miss Portier’s on the Swiss Riviera, had been only the beginning for her. Her debutante ball at the country club, when she would be presented to high society, would be another of his paving stones on her life’s road.
Looking beyond the cotillion, he had decided that Bet’s college education would be paramount to her future, to her meeting the right man—hopefully not a uniform—but a real man who could someday run his factory…yes, and to her raising a fine son with, of course, his help. He pictured his grandson dressed in a Little Lord Fauntleroy suit, appropriate for a budding young prince of an American industrial family dynasty.
The Great War had ended suddenly, he recalled, without anyone having planned for the peace of the aftermath. That’s when the world order ran amuck and began to change ever so drastically. Along with those political and geographical changes came changes in culture, values, roles and even language. Terms such as “in the trenches” with their many meanings became part of life. Fear was that women would shed their God-given role as mother and manager of the household. Some of them, after they got the vote in 1920, had taken up wearing trousers and assumed roles God had assigned to men.
With another war on the horizon, and surely the unavoidable conflict would darken the noonday sky, more cultural changes would follow. How, he agonized, could he set a course for his daughter under these gathering clouds? Bet’s mother, ensconced in her own world of charitable organizations, couldn’t see past her afternoon teas with the ladies to offer any sort of guidance to a daughter for a future that could be so unpredictable. Separate bedrooms gave him a reluctant pause to discuss with his wife a subject so important.
He read again Miss Portier’s letter, which addressed her young student’s vision of the world and told of Bet’s intellectual prowess when it came to global orientation. She, Bet, was very much her own person in need of a roadmap for her life ahead. “Your daughter is aware of the world around her and should go on to a good college.” With the last puff on his cigar, he knew it was his sole responsibility to plan ahead for his daughter.
He got up from his Adam wingchair and went over to the Chippendale pedestal table and poured himself a pear-shaped snifter of brandy. If he could guide Bet’s new love affair with the uniform by substituting a pretty debutante ball gown to wear at her upcoming cotillion, he would have directed her attention to where it should be. She’d be the envy of the other girls, and he…he’d receive polite nods of admiration from the other country club male member guests and the matrons of society.
As he thought about Bet’s clothes, memories flooded his mind of his selecting her dress throughout her sixteen years. He remembered her in the little bare-back, halter-type sunsuits those summers when they picnicked on the beach at Lake Erie. In the wink of an eye, so it seemed, she had grown up. She so appreciated that utterly chic riding habit he had bought for her—a closely woven medium-weight material which held its shape, a night-blue color with hair-like threads of white, designed so as not to show the dirt. Her low-heeled boots, her heavy leather gloves and her cork-lined velvet cap completed the smart picture when she won the jumping competition at the Cleveland Polo Grounds. Photographers were there to take shots for their monthly horsy magazines, which up until then had exclusively devoted their coverage to high society’s East Coast equine meets at Hartford and Myopia.
For her par three golf costume, he had to convince her to wear a mid-calf-length skirt instead of her favorite culottes because, as he explained to her, that fashion was required of ladies on the links, just as she was obliged to sport at the club the white-white tennis outfit he had chosen for her.
He swirled the brandy in his glass and looked into the complexities of the liquor. Why, just recently, a chance meeting of two drunks right here in Ohio at the Akron railroad depot could be a harbinger of more change to come. These two, a Brooklyn stockbroker and a local surgeon, pledged to keep each other and all other alcoholics sober by establishing a society where people could help themselves and each other to restore their self-esteem. He predicted to himself that this idea of self-help groups would soon spread throughout the middle class because no one wants to be dispatched to the junkyards of society.
What next? Well, just a few months ago two boys from down on Euclid Avenue here in Cleveland gave birth to a comic strip hero they endowed with super-human powers. They named him Superman and said he could hurdle a twenty-story building and run faster than a speeding locomotive. He acknowledged that with the depressed economy and that aggressive dictator in Europe, the country needed a wonder man of steel to take command. Could a wonder woman and women’s equality be far behind?
With all these looming changes and events flexing society’s muscle, how was he to guide Betty? Late into the night the father pondered, there in his English Tudor mansion in the most exclusive neighborhood of Ohio’s major industrial city. His factory was prospering despite the Great Depression, thanks to its role in supplying highly specialized parts for the emerging aircraft industry and the growing military interest in aviation. Even with all his material accumulation, what he now yearned for most was his daughter’s happiness. To safeguard and assure her life ahead, he must rise to a new plateau of wisdom, or at least try to see beyond stereotypical gender constraints so that he could advise her. Betty must mature into a humanistic person, true to herself and her capabilities, in love with the natural world and optimistic for the global future, goals he had set for himself earlier in his own life.
In the wee small hours of the morning, the father mulled over the advice his revered attorney and friend, Archibald Thompson, had voiced to him only a few days before: “Your daughter is quite a young lady. She must go on to college. You and she should consider Oberlin. They’re forward-thinking there, not isolationist like a lot of these Mid West schools today. After all, Oberlin was the first college in America to go co-ed. Oberlin’s on the cusp, and that’s where your Betty belongs.” His friend was usually right, and his advice had always been on the mark and to the point.
Yes, the little hamlet and its college were close to home. There were only some thirteen hundred students, so his friend had said, with a faculty of one hundred seventy professors—a favorable ratio, he calculated in his head, of seven point six four seven students per faculty member. What about his making a pact with the college to advance his daughter’s education, with the stipulation that college life not counter his ideals for her? Would they look after her so that her maturation would not be compromised by some ne’er-do-well male student or professor who simply wanted to bed her? What’s a father to do? He must interview her professors; better yet he must bring them to his home in Shaker Heights for intellectual discussions and cultural respites.
Yes, he’d make the necessary phone calls. If all goes according to his plan, he’d drive Betty over there and arrange her admission for September of 1939.
Chapter Two – The College
If we help an educated man’s daughter to go to Cambridge, are we not forcing her to think not about education but about war—not how she can learn, but how she can fight in order that she might win the same advantages as her brothers? —Virginia Woolf, 1938, Three Guineas
Betty confined herself to her dormitory room for a week before her college classes began. During that time, she subsisted on a Spartan diet of raw vegetables, buttered bread and herbal tea. She left her room only to shop for fresh seasonal produce and buy as many daily newspapers from around the country as she could at the village’s only newsstand. Reports of the German invasion of Poland, which had begun on the very same day her father had driven her to Oberlin, undermined her orientation to her college matriculation. She was experiencing her first crises of questioning.
She hadn’t questioned her teachers at boarding school in Switzerland. She had listened to their pronouncements of civilization means peace and peace means civilization. There was an order to things, and within that order came a certain optimism for the future that she brought with her when she returned to the states. Her father seemed to sense her exuberance when he met her ocean liner at the dock in New York and topped off her youthful high spirits with an early summer visit to the 1939 Worlds Fair. His guidance through the “World of Tomorrow” pavilion showed her the promises proffered for the years ahead.
Within the walls of her dorm room, she recoiled at her Europe gone mad as she read the newspaper accounts describing one million Nazi troops in their uniforms marching through the streets of Polish towns and smearing buildings with swastikas. She wept as she read an account of the Polish Suwalki Cavalry on their Arabian horses charging a German panzer unit on the edge of the Zambrow forest, sabers and lances drawn, in a futile attempt to save Warsaw from the advancing German tanks. Would Switzerland be next for this dictator and his hordes? What gives a dictator or any power authority the right to invade another country? Is it the means of warfare described in these newspapers with such strange new words as “panzer” and “blitzkrieg?” Surely the development of weaponry cannot be justification for aggressive behavior.
The door opened and her smiling roommate, Alice, came into the room carrying a stack of newly purchased textbooks. Betty demanded of her, “Throw away that anachronistic baggage! That civics book probably still shows March 4th instead of January 20th as the Presidential inauguration day. We didn’t come to college to be surrounded by cobwebs of antiquity. This war, I mean. It’s wrong. It’s all wrong. We’ve got to do something!”
Taken aback, Alice whimpered, “My father says what those Europeans do is none of our business, and we shouldn’t get involved over there.”
“You’ll never know the meaning of being involved unless you ignore your father’s pompous isolationist idioms.”
Alice clutched her stack of books and fled the room in tears.
Within the confines of her Shaker Heights household, Betty had wanted to ignore her father’s sporadic barking at her nanny, the cook, the maids, her mother’s social secretary and, yes, even her mother herself. She was apprehensive to see first hand the exercise of his power plays. However, she had silently aligned herself as his ally in these confrontational episodes because weakness on the part of those females disgusted her. Following their rebukes, they never spoke up and often left the room in tears. Her mother would disappear into her own bedroom, and later the doctor would be summoned to quiet her “hysterics.” Her father’s explanation was always that her mother suffered from a “condition,” and “Bet was not to be worried over it.” The broken glass and bottles would be swept away, ending what her father referred to as “all the fuss.”
At their family’s winter solstice dinner last year when she was home from Switzerland for the holidays, her mother’s doctor was one of the nine invited guests. He and her father had begun the evening meal sipping sherry, and in turn, consuming a chilled Chablis, a claret and a fine vintage Champagne, while her mother barely touched her orangeade. When the doctor was offered a whiskey as an alternative to the Champagne, he declined and delivered a stern lecture about the pitfalls of liquor, extolling the Women’s Christian Temperance Union with its roots stemming from Cleveland’s soil, and the social conscientiousness of the Eighteenth Amendment, lamenting its repeal in 1933. With this war in Europe, Betty now wondered how many other people would withdraw into “the bottle.”
The family’s solstice dinners had begun several years before when her father decreed that their “stuffy and inflexible” dinners of ceremony should be supplemented with less formal and more friendly dinners and should include people from outside their immediate social circle. He said they should have one of these “modern” dinners every three months to coincide with the calendar’s seasonal changes.
Betty was bemused at the mix-up that turned exciting at last year’s summer solstice dinner when the invitations sent out by her mother’s secretary were accepted by all except one. Her father stepped in and, to fill the place, lobbied for the young local illustrator for Action Comics, who, he said, would be “amusing and give escape and hope” to a dinner which, he feared, would otherwise be “heavy” with depressing talk of the economy. The only guest she could now visualize from the many faces at that dinner was the illustrator, who drew her portrait on his sketch pad, giving her a costume with a red cape and a large yellow “S” emblem on the blue bodice. He had winked at her and said she could become “Super Girl” and help win any war that might erupt in Europe.
At this year’s summer solstice dinner, at her father’s specific direction and to her own excitement, the guests were all members of the faculty of Oberlin College. The guests of honor were the college president and his wife. The professoriate included professors of history, English literature, archaeology, geology, the dean of admissions, the dean of women, and the woman who was head of the female physical education department. Noted for her riding skills, this woman complimented Betty on what by then were her several riding championship ribbons.
Even these two months later, Betty could still visualize the order of the table of twelve. Her mother placed the distinguished-looking president in her customary seat and took the seat to his left. The lady of honor was seated to the right of her father, who was at the head of the table. The left side of the table started with the smartly dressed dean of women, who was to the right of the president. Then came the bearded professor of archeology, and her mother ranked her next, with the bespectacled professor of history on her right. The good-natured female professor of English literature and the president’s matronly wife were her father’s left and right companions. To the right of the president’s wife came the hawk-eyed geology professor, the trim physical education teacher, the bald-headed dean of admissions, and then back to her by-now tipsy mother.
The dinner was a command performance by her father, who carried the conversation through first one subject and then another, ranging from the future of aviation in “these changing modern times” to the exciting new archaeological discoveries in the American Southwest, until even the professors appeared drained of their practiced intellect.
After the second pouring of the Burgundy, the pontifications became even more profound:
“The future of aviation holds great promise for women,” the Phys Ed teacher said as she recounted American aviatrix Amelia Earhart’s cross-Atlantic solo flight back in 1932 and her successful 1935 lonely flight from Hawaii to California.
Betty recalled the president’s wife saying, “Tragic, though, her mysterious disappearance over the Pacific Ocean near New Guinea two years ago.”
The president predicted, “They’ll find her sunbathing on one of those South Pacific islands, just you wait.”
Betty had wondered to herself at the time if women who were to accomplish something of splendor in their lives could do so on their own or if they first needed to marry a Manhattan man of power as Amelia had.
“The place to go is not the South Pacific but the Southwest of our country,” the archaeology professor advised. “Every summer I lead a group of our students on an excavation to an Indian pueblo ruins. You, Betty, will want to be thinking about joining us next summer.”
The geology professor pined, “I’d give anything to go west and see up close the rock formations of Monument Valley where John Ford filmed his magnificent motion picture.”
She remembered saying out loud, “Father treated me to the premier showing of Stagecoach at the air-cooled Lyric Theater on my eighteenth birthday. Someday I’ll meet John Wayne in person, you mark my words.” She loved seeing all their startled expressions. Only the Dean of Women smiled and raised her glass to Betty, predicting the possibility to be probable.
The dean then asked if she wanted to become an actress. “We have a talented thespian group that puts on a Greek play once a year. Individual members entertain us with special readings from time to time.”
“I don’t want my Bet to be an actress and mix with that crowd.” Wanting to close off the subject, her father said definitively, “She comes from a good family.”
Up to this point in her life Betty felt she’d been performing the role of dutiful daughter, but looking around at the guests seated at the dinner table, she realized she was about to make her entrance to college life. This next scene meant it was time to give up the childhood acting and direct her own play.
The one woman whom Betty admired as having transcended the world of wealth into which she was born, and who went beyond the role of being a wife and mother to illuminate her own domain, was Eleanor Roosevelt. Mrs. Roosevelt had accepted the invitation to their 1936 fall solstice dinner in the midst of the Presidential election as a courtesy to Papa’s generous contribution to FDR’s campaign for a second term.
During that dinner, she had summoned all her verve to ask the First Lady, if there was to be another war in Europe, why couldn’t women enlist into the armed forces as men were permitted to do? Her father chimed in with his remembrance of female civilian volunteers working with the Army as communication clerks and dieticians in The Great War, “but only as helpmates, so as not to compromise the army’s proud traditions.”
Mrs. Roosevelt responded that, if the European situation deteriorated into a war involving the United States, she would “talk to Franklin about finding a way to address Bet’s idea of promoting women’s equal role in a national crisis while preserving what her father had defined as esprit de corps in the nation’s military.”
• • •
During her walks through campus in her freshman year, Betty connected with the fall, winter and spring seasons, rather than with the semester time frames. In deciding what clothes she would bring to college, her choices had been made according to Ohio’s weather pattern rather than the formal college social scene. How surprised and delighted she was when her father brought her beautiful debutante ball gown for her to wear at the big Thursday evening Fraternity Row Dance. Fellow Shaker Heights student, Ralph, coaxed her to be his date for this social affair because he wanted to impress his fraternity brothers by escorting the “prettiest and most charming” girl on campus.
Betty was fast becoming the “most popular” girl on campus, since her dorm room set the zeitgeist for congregating classmates because her internationalist views were as composed as her window views of Oberlin’s vine-covered architecture. On the maps of Europe she posted on one wall, she could point to the advance of the German armies, first into Poland and then in the spring of 1940 across Belgium, Luxemburg, the Netherlands and into France. On another wall where she hung maps of Asia, she marked the Japanese occupation of Manchuria and their incursions into China. The scheduled newscasts from the BBC that she picked up on her shortwave radio drew even some professors to these student non-academic confabs. Alice had moved out early-on and the dean of women elected not to replace her, so Betty could set up the entire room as a salon, or “Betty’s War Room” as it came to be known around campus, organized as it was with daily newspapers and weekly news magazines. Betty’s male classmates came to find out more about the war that surely would affect their personal futures, but also to have a closer look at this comely freshman whose interests reached beyond those of the stereotypical college co-ed.
That first summer Betty felt she was obligated to join the bearded archaeology professor’s student group on their excavation of a Southwest Indian pueblo ruins, but in May the Dean of Women knocked on the door of her dormitory room. She smiled and waited for an invitation to enter. “Betty, because so many of our young men who are thinking about enlisting want to get as much of their education as they can behind them, the college has decided to have a full summer schedule of classes, so I’ve had to cancel my summer-at-the-lake plans. She hesitated ever so slightly, “I’d like very much for you to stay on campus, too.”
Dressed in a new mauve spring suit, the dean stood for a moment, looking very much the striking fashion model she could have been. She sat down on Betty’s bed. “We could get to know each other better.” She patted the spread, beckoning for Betty to sit alongside her. “Classes will be less formal and a lot more fun.” The dean looked at the war maps on the walls and, in turn, grasped Betty’s hands. “You’re too serious about your life, young lady. Besides, I promised your father I’d look after you.”
“Papa’s become totally involved with transporting his new 28-foot Greavette Cruiser on the Canadian railway to our family’s camp in Ontario.” Pensively she said, “I find that lately I don’t have anything to talk with him about.” Betty squeezed the dean’s hands before withdrawing hers from the dean’s grasp. “Yes, I’ll stay here this summer, and you and I can host our own feminist solstice soiree.”
“What a wonderful idea! We’ll have the affair in my rose garden.” The dean stood and went over to the window and pointed to the row of Victorian faculty houses. “We’ll build a dance floor in my yard, there’s a perfect patch of level ground for a platform. We’ll paint it and wax it and even put a protecting rail around the edge. I just read an article in Woman’s Home Companion showing how the rail could be hidden by planter boxes with clipped hedges, leaving an entrance on either side.”
“Don’t forget the floodlights and the music—real Hit Parade dance music that our Buckeye Boys college band can perform for us. Oh, Dean Crawford, I’m falling in love with our dance floor already.”
“Betty, please call me Lila. I want us to be great friends.”
• • •
After the spring semester’s end, Betty recruited a handful of her college boyfriends and girlfriends to help build the dance platform in Dean Crawford’s rose garden. The work was a welcome respite from her war room discussions, and for a time the war in Europe seemed a long way away, almost forgotten. Betty felt indebted to the dean for giving her this opportunity to lighten up.
But the dean’s mentorship was more than Betty bargained for. One hot and humid June afternoon when Betty was on her hands and knees painting the dance platform, Lila broke out laughing while watching her from the shade of a hundred-year-old Dutch elm tree dating to the college’s beginnings and that hadn’t yet succumbed to the deadly fungus spores and the infecting bark beetles. She came over to Betty, still giggling. “You’ve got paint all over your face, young lady.” Lila took a rag out of her smock pocket and, dabbing her tongue to the rag, she gently wiped the spot clean. Staring into Betty’s blue eyes, she tried unsuccessfully to conceal her feelings and blurted, “God, how beautiful you are!” Lila brushed a lock of Betty’s blonde hair from her bare shoulder, allowing her finger to glide slowly to the knot of Betty’s halter straps at the nape of her neck.
The parameters of authority had been incorporated into Betty’s upbringing by her father. One didn’t question those in authority because their authorized roles were an endorsement of society’s order. Otherwise, she had been lectured, anarchy would abide, people would have no safety of their person, their belongings, their property, their rights, their dignity. Authority was to be respected, both in deed and in word. All around there was authority: religious authority, governmental authority, corporate authority, family authority and now, for Betty, college authority. Dean Crawford was a dean of that academic authority, a person of power. One daren’t challenge her. Should she view this physical advance of Lila’s as just another dimension of a young woman’s college education, a class taught that wasn’t listed in the 1939 Oberlin College Bulletin? Even so in the ensuing seconds, Betty agonized how was she to react in response to Lila’s surprising and very personal invasion?
She needed an ally, but she couldn’t call out to Papa for help. Saved by the bicycle bell! Hearing the familiar and distinctive ring of Dennis’ English Raleigh five-speed bicycle, announcing his arrival to help her with the painting, she called out to him in a loud, sweet voice, “Hi Dennis! You’re just in time. Dean Crawford was about to serve some lemonade.”
• • •
The 1940 summer solstice dance party was numbed by the announcement on the radio that morning of the French surrendering the entire northern and western provinces of their country to the invading Nazi troops. Betty could see that Dennis was distraught with the war news for he fidgeted with his bike, ignoring the girls who wanted to “trip the light fantastic” with him.
“Gosh, Betty, what’s the sense of all this frivolousness? Pray tell, what’s the sense of all this education when a trio of despots is allowed to invade freedom-loving countries all over the world?” Dennis’ gloom and doom hung heavy. “Isn’t all this aggression by these three dictators the result of building up their military might? Isn’t militarism the way dictators rally their citizenry to a prejudicial nationalism that only serves to suppress individual freedom?”
“I don’t have any answers for you.” Betty was tired of asking herself these same questions. Even the nocturnal fireflies rising from the grasses seemed to dim their flashing luminescent posterior tips. “One thing’s for sure, Dennis, our generation is going to have to stand up to Adolph Hitler, Benito Mussolini and Emperor Hirohito, and we’ll need a lot more knowledge than our fathers had when they allowed Germany’s military totalitarian regime to rise as a result of that humiliating peace treaty following The Great War.”
“You let us boys worry about what to do with those tyrants, Betty. Miss Crawford’s right, girls shouldn’t fill their pretty little heads with these serious matters.”
Betty snapped, “I never want to hear about or from Miss Crawford ever again in my life. Some people aren’t what you think they are…and as for abdicating my role in this crisis, I’m not about to be relegated to sleep with a bunch of silly co-eds who will. It’s my cause, too.” Betty was startled with Dennis’ reaction to her speech. He kissed her hard on the lips, and if she was ever to swoon, now was the time.
As summer waned and the news broadcasts from London, sounding the bombs and sirens of the Battle of Britain, occupied Betty’s and Dennis’ attention, they said tearful goodbyes to Ralph and other male friends leaving college and going to Canada to join the Royal Canadian Air Force. When he could no longer stand his idleness, Dennis, too, announced to her he had to go and “do his part.”
• • •
Betty struggled through her sophomore courses: universal history; botany; algebra; Olmsted’s natural philosophy, abridged; Jahn’s archaeology; Cowper’s poems; ancient and modern geography; and practical lectures on physiology. She argued with the history professor, saying that his syllabus focused only on presidents, kings and generals and ignored women’s contributions altogether. With the geography teacher, she pointed to her newspaper maps and said he wasn’t keeping up with all of Hitler’s boundary changes in Europe and the way the Japanese were redrawing the map of Asia.
Exchanging letters with Dennis, she expressed her frustrations and said he was right about college being irrelevant “to everything important.” However, her affection for him melted away when he wrote, asking her to “wait for me.”
She didn’t want to wait for anyone, not even her father and his patronizing “you’ll feel different when you get to be a junior.” His profiteering from supplying FDR’s Lend-Lease Program with aviation parts disgusted her. One day, after a most exasperating conversation with her father, she was so upset that she went directly to the office of the college president and spoke her mind. “Where is civilization heading when all we do to preserve it is to make money from this war and not get in there and fight those evil ones and right all their wrongs? Do we have to wait for history to tell us what to think and what we should have done—for some professor decades from now to lecture on his interpretation of today? I know what to think and I know it today!”
The president smiled. “Yes, I think you do.” Pointing out a reality, he said, “We can’t all fight, Betty, you know that. Some of us will have to wrap bandages, so to speak, some will have to manufacture the bullets, the guns and even the airplanes—each of us will be asked to do our patriotic part in this time of impending trouble.”
“Profits are patriotic?”
“Capitalism, yes profits, will ultimately triumph over fascism and communism. You didn’t subscribe to Huey Long’s “Share the Wealth” rhetoric, did you? Or novelist Upton Sinclair’s EPIC campaign? Or Robert La Follette’s Progressive Party’s brand of socialism? As I’m sure you know by now from your days here at Oberlin, the recent economic depression has spawned a lot of these wild ideas that your father and I believe are unconstitutional.”
“My father…Dennis—”
“—Let’s not talk about your father, or about your friend, Dennis Ambrose. What do you want, Betty?”
Chapter Three - The Decision
“My own brain is to me the most unaccountable of machinery—always buzzing, humming, soaring, roaring, diving and then buried in mud. And why? What’s this passion for?” —Virginia Woolf, (1882-1941), The Sickle Side of the Moon: Letters
What an easy decision! Betty felt it practically made itself. She’d quit school and join the Army. Her father was right about one thing, in her junior year she did feel differently about herself, about her college life, about her puppy-love affairs. She wasn’t rationalizing her decision because the curriculum outdistanced her. If she hadn’t spent so much time keeping abreast of current affairs at the expense of her studies, she was confident she could have maintained her perfect grades. Nor was it in any way an adolescent act of rebellion. She looked, acted and felt like twenty-one now that she was smoking Chesterfield cigarettes. All those sleepless nights dissolved into one of the best night’s rest she’d had since before December 7, 1941.
Her first act was to place a long-distance telephone call to the White House. At the dormitory hall pay phone, after she’d accumulated her coins and deposited the correct change into the instrument in response to the operator’s instructions, she heard a curt voice on the other end of the line announce, “White House.”
“Mrs. Roosevelt, please,” she said with resolve and without hesitation.
Two of her dormitory chums, passing by, stopped and listened, astonishment on their faces.
“Who’s calling, please?” asked the governmental voice.
Turning away from the girls and cupping her hand over her mouth and the telephone mouthpiece, she said her name in a whisper, adding that she was the daughter of Cleveland industrialist Arnold Jeffery Tillerman who, she pointed out, was personally known to Mrs. Roosevelt.
“Wait, please.”
Moments later a high-toned metallic voice greeted her, “Betty, this is Eleanor Roosevelt speaking. How nice to hear from you.”
• • •
Betty knew she would later relate to her father that, in her conversation with Mrs. Roosevelt, the First Lady told her that the opportunity for women to finally wear a military uniform had presented itself. She said that certain women were to be trained to be officers at the new Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps center in Fort Des Moines, Iowa. Having found a dynamic director for the WAACs in the wife of the former Texas governor, there’d be no stopping the ladies now. Proudly she would tell her father that Mrs. Roosevelt would be sending her a telegram instructing her to report to Fort Des Moines “the minute Franklin signs the enabling bill.”
At the close of her conversation with Mrs. Roosevelt, Betty let out a shriek, knowing she herself was to have a place in history. A dozen girls poured into the hall from out of their dorm rooms. What they saw was Betty standing at attention at the window and saluting the American flag fluttering above the student union and prophetically exclaiming, “Look out, Hitler! I’m coming over there.” By the next morning the whole campus knew of Betty’s enlistment. Several girls asked what would be the colors of the women’s uniforms, what would the design be, would there be skirts or trousers, neckties…and the hats, what would they look like? A worried Alice asked Betty if she would be shooting a gun.
Concerned that her father would hear the news second hand, Betty knew she had to be the one to tell him of her decision. Papa would simply have to understand that had she been a son, there’d be no question of her defending American democratic ideals. She’d tell him that she would “pull herself up by her bootstraps” and march into the fray. There’s nothing like quoting her father’s oft-repeated idiom about “bootstraps” when justification for a decision is needed.
Tell Papa in person, or tell him on the telephone? The dormitory hall telephone was too public and could be listened to, her voice overheard by the other gossipy girls. She’d telephone him rather than wait until she went back home to Cleveland for Christmas. No, maybe she’d put off the call for a few days. No! She resolved, once a decision was made, and once she had made her commitment to the First Lady of the land, she must stick by it. The horrible thought dogged her. What if her father talked her out of her decision—made her change her mind? Papa was a powerful, forceful man. He hadn’t gotten where he was in life, in business and in his social status by being a pushover, a creampuff.
On her daily walks to the newsstand down in town she’d noticed a pay phone in front of the drug store on North Main. Even standing out in the December cold, she reasoned she could at least enjoy privacy, no one could overhear. Yes, she’d go down there to call her father. She bundled herself into her fur-lined parka, put on her gloves and her galoshes and made her way across the ice of Plum Creek, through the deep snow and into the cold and wintry village.
Her father’s voice came on the line. “Bet, I’m in a meeting with Army Air Force procurement officers…what is it?”
Without stopping to take a breath, she bubbled out her plans and patiently waited for his response. A long silence followed. “Papa, are you there?”
She heard his voice, but instead of replying to her, he was speaking to the military men in his office, “My daughter Betty says she’s enlisted in—” To her he said, “What’s it called again?”
She told him and heard him repeat, “The Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps” to those in the meeting, adding, “She’s getting a confirmation telegram from the White House.”
She heard a strong male voice declare, “Good for her!”
“But, General, she’s a woman,” her father said.
The same voice boomed out, “Each of us must do our part!”
To her, her father said, “Wait there. I’m driving over to Oberlin right after my meeting…we’ll talk about this.” He hung up.
• • •
Watching through the leaded-glass windows of the reception area of her dormitory, Betty saw her father’s yellow Cord motorcar advancing along the snow-plowed campus road.
Driving to Oberlin, her father had planned on two different avenues to try to talk his daughter out of her naïve decision. He would agree with her that her college could be put on hold for a while so that he and she could travel around the country and see how great America really is. He’d buy one of those Graham-Paige Land Yachts, and they’d have the time of their lives. If that suggestion failed, he’d offer her a management job at his factory, tell her she would be doing her part, a really important part, in this time of national need, but by the time he arrived at Oberlin his displeasure with her had gotten the best of him and he barked at her. “My God, Bet, have you lost your mind? Let me telephone President Roosevelt and explain to him it was all a mistake…tell him you were…you were—”
“—Drunk, Papa? You know I’m the one in the family who doesn’t drink.”
“You weren’t sniffing model airplane glue, were you?”
“Of course not. I was in control of my senses. I’m a grown woman. I’m going to be part of what Churchill calls the ‘blood, toil, tears and sweat’ of this war. Many of my friends here have gone to Canada and enlisted in the RCAF…they’re already fighting in the Battle of Britain.”
“They’re men…you’re a woman, Bet.” The lines on his face were deeper than she had ever seen.
“Yes, Papa, I am a woman. Please don’t make me your enemy. I want us to be on the same side.”
“Get your things. We’ll drive back to Shaker Heights so you can tell your mother.”
Detouring from the usual return route, her father headed toward the lakeshore. Turning onto a backwoods lane, he drove into a gravel snow-banked parking area and stopped the Cord by a number of other sleek roadsters. From the roadhouse, Betty could hear the tinny sound of a honky-tonk piano drifting through the December dusk, mixed with laughter and the tinkling of many glasses.
Her father came around the car, opened the door for her and said, “Some of us have figured out that we don’t have to constantly live our lives as if civilization depended on us personally. We like to take some time off to escape into a never-never world. Some of us go to the movies and some meet at these roadhouses. I brought you here to see if we could explore other avenues for you to take.”
Betty felt her father seemed more at home here—more comfortable here—than in Shaker Heights. His demeanor softened, and she welcomed his change of mood.
“Back in the twenties, Bet, the rich and famous were attracted to this lakeside inn beyond the city limits to push the limits of their own manners and ways. Over there during prohibition,” he gestured toward the lakeshore at the stubs of piers of an old dock protruding from the water, “we’d smuggle in the best of the Irish and Scotch whiskeys across Lake Erie from Canada.”
Her father led Betty into the roadhouse and gallantly greeted the attractive hostess, who was standing in front of a hand-painted Greek mural depicting Hoplites emerging from their Trojan Horse. The hostess addressed him by his familiar moniker, “A. J.” and looked carefully at Betty. She stood as tall as Betty, and without taking her eyes off Betty, she addressed A. J., “They say that in stodgy old Cleveland if you see a man out on the town with a woman young enough to be his daughter…she is.”
“That’s right, Mrs. Henderson. May I present my daughter Betty? Betty, this is Mrs. Lillian Henderson, our gracious hostess and skilled muralist.”
“I’m very pleased to meet you, Mrs. Henderson, and may I compliment you on your artistic accomplishment.” Betty’s polite greeting came spontaneously while her curiosity about Mrs. Henderson’s relationship to her father gave her pause…could there be something more personal between the two of them? Separate bedrooms for her mother and father had given her the impression that his sexual life was over, but a male, certainly a male as energetic as her father, couldn’t be expected to abstain, could he?
“Welcome to The Trojan Horse, dear. Let me take your coats, and I’ll find you a nice cozy corner.” Mrs. Henderson led them across the wood-plank floor littered with peanut shells to a wooden booth where a bucket brimming with peanuts awaited them.
Betty stared in awe at the magnificent mahogany bar structure. In the wide mirror incorporated into the wall section of the bar, she could see the reflection of the Greek mural.
Her father explained, “Mrs. Henderson’s English husband was stationed in Athens as a British military advisor to the Greek Army.” With tongue in cheek, he added, “After he was killed during the fighting with the Turks back in ’22, they say she mixed his ashes into her paints for this fresco as a fitting memorial to his advocacy for the Olympic ideals of mind, body and spirit.”
Betty gasped.
Her father returned his attention to Mrs. Henderson and, winking at her, ordered two whiskeys.
“Only if you stop spreading these outrageous rumors,” Mrs. Henderson said in mock seriousness. “Two whiskeys neat coming up.”
“But Papa, I don’t—”
“—You do now…if you expect to join the ranks of adults.”
As she turned to leave, Mrs. Henderson engaged A. J.’s eyes warmly, as if to indicate her gratitude that he had at long last introduced the two of them.
Her father took a handful of peanuts and chomped into one after the other, casting their shells onto the floor. “This evening, young lady, we’re going to talk, not as father and daughter, but as two adults trying to plan ahead in these uncertain times.”
The drinks arrived and he downed his whiskey in a single gulp. Betty sniffed, coughed, hesitated and sipped a tiny bit of the amber liquor. She coughed again. The smile of amusement that had crossed his faced quickly faded as he began his prepared remarks.
“Bet, I’ve always envisioned your getting through college, marrying a handsome, intelligent man—someone who might come into the business. I think of you having a son who could also someday come into the business. Now this terrible war has entered our lives. Some said it was a European problem, but after December 7th the whole world has erupted into an all-out bloodbath from which I want to protect you.” He ordered another whiskey.
Betty looked at him apprehensively for fear he was about to command that she stop “all this foolishness.”
“Listen, Bet, you’re tired of school and want to do your part in this war effort. All of us do. You don’t have to join a man’s army, though. Come to work in the business. We’re making vital parts for military aviation, and we’ve been losing a number of my men to the draft. Taking their place, you’d be acting as patriotically as if you were on the front lines.” He paused and extended to her his silver cigarette case. “Here, let me light you a cigarette.”
Betty drew deeply and exhaled the smoke into the air. “I can’t see the sense of exchanging one desk for another, Papa. If I went to work in your factory I’d feel as if I was sitting on the sidelines, while other women were being trained for the important assignments.”
“Nonsense,” he blurted. “You’re not in a class where you have to seek opportunity. Opportunity is yours by birthright.”
Betty thought about his words and welcomed his candidness. Up until today she had heard only a patronizing father doting on childish charms. He had responded to her openness about her decision to quit school and join the Army with his own frank admissions. Their conversation was truly adult and not emotional therapy for either of them.
She replied definitively, “The opportunity I see for me today is joining up.”
Reluctantly and with disappointment, he nodded. “Let’s not be hasty. You could postpone your enlistment and come with me out west. We’ll get one of those streamlined trailers fitted with beds, an ice box, closets, a sink, a stove, a heater, tables and even a bath-shower. We’ll visit the national parks, Yellowstone, Glacier, the Grand Canyon and explore those Pueblo Indian ruins you’ve been studying in your archaeology class. I’ve read that those prehistory people had a unique civilization, quite apart from ours today. This little trip of ours would be a chance to see the world differently and have time to think things out.”
“Papa, you can’t leave the business at a time like this. It’d be unpatriotic of you to go away and selfish of me to accept your offer.”
“Bet, you’re all I’ve got. To hell with the business, to hell with the damn war! For me, you come first.”
“Oh, Papa…” Tears formed and ran down Betty’s cheeks.
“Don’t cry. I can’t stand it when you cry.” Choking back his own emotion, he reached into his vest pocket. “Here, I have something for you.” He pulled out a gold pocket watch and handed it to her. “My father gave it to me when I went off to the last war. See, here on the back, it’s engraved with our family name. I want you to have it, to carry it with you…wherever you go…whatever you do.”
“Oh, Papa, does this mean you’re all right with my decision?”
“Bet, I’ll make a pact with you. I’ll support your going into the Army—”
“—If I agree that after this war is over, I’ll marry that handsome intelligent guy of yours and have your grandson.”
“Is it a deal?”
Betty offered her hand to him. He took her hand and pressed his lips to the back of her hand, sealing their contract.
“Now we’d better go home. Your mother’s decorated the house for Christmas. She’ll want us to perform our traditional family roles of father and daughter, acting as if Shaker Heights was the center of the universe, but on our own, together you and I will toast what Betty and A. J. are about to experience in the New Year of 1942.”
Chapter Four – The Pistol
“A small hand weapon used for shooting. It was invented by Camillo Vetelli in Pistoria (Italy) about 1540.” —Standard American Encyclopedia, 1938
Before Betty departed Oberlin College on her 700-mile train journey to Fort Des Moines, Iowa, a group of faculty, staff and students held a going-away party for her. Amidst the patriotic hoopla, her archaeology professor took her aside and said, “Betty, you’re going to encounter military discipline, a strict routine of drilling, marching, training that will be with you round-the-clock. From your studies, you have come to know that down through the eons of time every society has enforced discipline of behavior and thought upon their members in order for those in charge, whether tribal leaders, war lords, kings, emperors or dictators, to maintain order and impose a singleness of purpose upon their subjects. The military will do this in spades. Remember though, what you think in your own mind and believe in your heart, no man, or woman, can change without your consent.”
“You sound like my father. He always has opinions and always gives advice.”
The professor smiled. “A male duty, I’m afraid. You must decide what is good advice for you. Perhaps the best advice is to ignore all the advice. Anyway, my advice is that there’s no harm in listening, and then you can make up your own mind.”
“Advising is different than being ordered to do something,” the college president suggested. “In the Army you’ll have to take orders. We all did in The Great War, and then one day the war was over, and we went back to being self-motivated individuals again.”
“Seeing this war in terms of a duration helps. Thanks, gentlemen.”
• • •
Spring was now rejuvenating the natural life of the lands of Middle America, Betty observed from her train window as she crossed Ohio and Indiana to Chicago, where she changed trains to travel farther west through Illinois and across the Mississippi River into Iowa. Spring, with its flowering blossoms and swollen streams, was offering its same promise of renewal over there in Europe, Betty supposed, even in the midst of the killing and conquering of its peoples in what now had become known as World War II. Most of her fellow passengers were military men in uniform, going to or coming from assignments at the nation’s many military posts. Talking to them of their experiences and telling them of her forthcoming service, she received their support, sensed their camaraderie and yearned to achieve their practical knowledge of their readiness. The purpose of their training, she told herself, was liberation of the oppressed, offering them once again the arousal of springtime.
Embarking on this new chapter of her life, Betty was excited at first, having received a few friendly slaps on the back rather than pinches on the fanny from the military personnel on the train. How she dreaded those degrading wolf whistles that men offered as flirtatious compliments. She felt those whistles were only a forewarning to being slapped around by some he-man. The movie studios delighted in portraying this macho male behavior. To her, the moviemakers got it all wrong. They were setting up mores that only led to estrangement for both men and women. Again, that play of authoritative male physical power, for which she knew she had to be prepared.
Betty was vigilant as she observed the hubbub of activity in the Des Moines railway station. Uniformed army men scurried every which way. Off the train, there was no one to stop and talk to. They were all suddenly strangers preoccupied with their own hurried comings and goings. She saw no friends, no family, no Oberlin acquaintances. How could there be so many people in the world, none of whom she recognized?
Outside the Railway Express office Betty saw a male army sergeant holding up a white placard on which the acronym WAAC was displayed in large black letters. With other women getting off other arriving trains, she joined the sergeant’s gathering congregation, speculating on what she could expect next and how she would react.
In hurried fashion, the WAAC cadettes were ushered onto dark brown military trucks and driven to a commandeered high school gymnasium where, beneath a basketball backboard and hoop, a tailor’s dress form modeled their new uniform, its broad shouldered and narrow hipped shape evoking anxious gasps from many of the women who wondered out loud how their female figures would fare in the attire designed by the clueless Quartermaster General. The uniform display signaled to Betty and to the other women that they were now transplanted into a male culture.
On the polished basketball court where short-skirted cheerleaders once cavorted, curtained booths had been temporarily set up for the issuance of the summer-weight-olive-drab khaki uniforms. In the privacy of these cubicles, the cadettes were measured and fitted for foundation garments, suit jackets, shirts and skirts by saleswomen and fitters mobilized from the Des Moines department stores. “I hear they haven’t yet decided on the design for your hats,” the clerk confided to Betty. “Some say that to look different from the men soldiers you’re going to wear ascots instead of neckties. No high-heel pumps any more…just oxfords for dress and boots for work. They’ll issue you a handbag with a shoulder strap, since your skirt doesn’t have pockets and,” she tittered, “they don’t want you to carry anything, not even a pack of cigarettes, in your jacket breast pockets.”
Betty visualized her father in his 1918 winter wool uniform from another day, another war. As soon as she was issued the full compliment of her WAAC uniform, she would have her picture taken and send it to him. She fancied her framed photograph displayed on his office desk where he would point to it and speak proudly of her and her role in the war effort when meeting with visiting military brass.
• • •
To Betty, ever since she could remember as a little girl, their big Shaker Heights house defined her father and his interest in art and antiques and people and places. His fine collection of Southwest Indian pueblo pottery graced the dining room. His trophy room with all the mounted animal heads and horns spoke of his African safari. The walls of the living room displayed his prized set of 1891 Raphael Tuck hand-colored prints of Shakespeare’s heroes and heroines. Many a Friday night he would gather people together in his library to discuss the social, economic and political issues of the day.
Betty loved having the run of the house to satisfy her budding curiosity. Her explorations led her to the garage building where her father kept his past issues of Life Magazine. The Shaker Heights house was her house of discovery. Her mother’s part of the nest was limited in scope to a bedroom with green and white striped wallpaper and, in the summer, a screened-in sleeping porch. This was definitely her father’s house and hers to fuel her flights of fantasy.
At college, her dormitory room felt confining at first, but the freedom she had to appoint it with wall maps; a desk set consisting of a blotter, a fountain pen holder with inkwell and a letter file-box; stuffed animals; framed photographs; pillows; plants; books and bookends; candlesticks and candles; rugs; lamps; and two dried gardenia corsages, one from Ralph and the other from Dennis; more than made up for the restricted space. When claustrophobia beset her, she could always go down to the spacious reception area/living room with its massive stone fireplace, antique Oriental carpets and leather sofas to talk things over with Mrs. Foreman, the housemother.
Back onto the military trucks, the WAAC cadettes rode the three and a half miles south of town to the fort, its entrance marked with a statue of a U. S. 19th-century mounted cavalry soldier. Past the abandoned stables, Betty saw a group of barracks that looked like little green Monopoly houses lined up on a property she wanted to call “Cookie-Cutter Court” or, better yet, “Austere Avenue.”
Inside the barracks, the cadettes were handed two bed sheets, a lightweight brown wool blanket and a pillow and instructed on how to make up the padded mattress on their steel-framed army cot. They were told to deposit their personal belongings into a wall locker and a footlocker resembling a steamer trunk that lacked any stickers from ports of call or steamship lines. To their anguish the women found no bathrooms and saw only a sign directing occupants “To the Latrine.” Betty saw no private space, no homey reception area/living room, no housemother, only a government-issued metal chair, and homesickness for both Oberlin and Shaker Heights crept over her.
With a loud summons from the sergeant’s whistle, the cadettes rushed from out of their barracks for another assembly. They were lined up and marched three abreast to a classroom and told to sit at wooden tables where they were each handed a multi-paged test form along with a number two pencil. “It’s to find out how smart you’alluns is,” explained the Dixie sergeant. The cadettes were allowed sixty minutes to answer as many of the questions as they could. As the women worked, several other expressionless sergeants walked about eyeing them, alert for any cheating. Betty finished ahead of time and, sitting straight, waited, eyes forward, remembering the Oberlin honor code.
The Army General Classification Test having been completed, they were assembled again and marched to another building where a long line had formed outside. “There’s only one mess hall to feed all four hundred and forty of us women,” one of the cadettes remarked incredulously. A half-hour later, inside, very hungry and going through the chow line, Betty’s evening meal was slopped by the male mess staff onto a sectioned aluminum tray. While lacking proper presentation, the food itself was palatable, and she was glad for that.
Training got underway the next morning. “Up and at ’em!” the drill sergeant shouted as he rousted them out of their bunks at 5:30 a.m. in the early Iowa dawn. A second recorded bugle call blasted out from the loud speakers, emphasizing the sergeant’s command. After morning roll call and even before breakfast, came an explanation from the sergeant as to the difference between the commands, fall in and fall out, followed by detailed instructions on how and whom to salute. They weren’t allowed to eat until they had the drill of the right arm movement and positioning of the right hand down perfectly, and each of them could identify the various officer insignia from lieutenant to general. “Failure to salute,” the sergeant told them as he himself saluted a passing captain, “is a lack of respect for military authority. You don’t salute me, I’m a non-com, but you will call me ‘Sir’ during your training. Got that?”
A number, including Betty, mumbled a barely audible “yes, sir,” to which he showed his infuriation. He would not dismiss them or allow them to enter the mess hall, until they had learned to shout in unison a Pavlovian “Yes, Sir!” every time he required their positive response or a “No, Sir!” every time a negative reply was in order.
His irritating voice triggered a feeling of an imposed regimentation for Betty. Away from familiar surroundings, this surrogate home was so cold, so impersonal. How long, she asked herself, would this “duration” last?
• • •
During Betty’s six weeks of rigorous basic training for the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps, Fort Des Moines became her bunk, her dirt, her sweat, her classroom, her camaraderie with the other women officer candidates and her self-discipline that was to evolve into her self-authority.
At first at Fort Des Moines, Betty listened to all the rumors and was struck with how her sister WAACs naively accepted them as hard news. She knew that military rumors were as mythological as fables, but unlike those Aesop fables she read at Oberlin, whose characters were animals, these military rumors affected real soldiers training for a real war.
Also at Fort Des Moines, an army acronym, SNAFU—situation normal all fucked up—became a much-used explanation among the WAACs for army botch-ups. One such situation was the Quartermaster procuring field coveralls for a race of Amazon women, and consequently, until these larger sizes could be cut down to fit them, the four hundred forty would have to struggle through their outdoor training courses wearing brown-striped seersucker exercise suits—short button-front dresses worn over matching bloomers with knee-high cotton stockings and work boots.
The reason for any field training at all was explained to them as necessary “in the unlikely case they found themselves in a battlefield situation.” Yet the physical work the cadettes did do proved rigorous, and Betty was grateful for her Phys Ed teacher, who made sure Oberlin women were motivated to be fit, trim and healthy.
In the classrooms, their officer candidate courses included the subjects of military courts and boards, leadership, mess hall management, military property accounting, company administration, map reading and military intelligence. This desk-work know-how was necessary, the cadettes were told, in order to free up male soldiers for combat.
Betty lived for the day when she and the other cadettes would go out to the firing range for target practice, but this part of the training program had not been mentioned at their orientation. She was itching to feel her grip on a pistol. She remembered the time her father placed his hunting rifle stock against her shoulder and instructed her to look with both eyes open through the site and pull the trigger. The recoil sent her backward, and she landed on her buttocks. He laughed, but she got good at it. She’d get good at shooting a pistol, too, given the chance.
• • •
On Sundays, those cadettes who elected to attend religious services put on their dress uniforms: skirts, shirts and just-issued neckties, jackets and just-arrived billed hats. It seemed strange for her to have to remove her hat upon entering the church, but required military etiquette prevailed. Taking her seat, Betty looked down at the hat in her lap and noticed how similar it was to the one her father had pulled out of the attic trunk for her years ago. In his saluting her then, he may have, without realizing it, initiated this future course for her. She wanted to look again at the pocket watch he had given her in the roadhouse, the gift that had sealed his acceptance of her decision. She’d retrieve it from her footlocker right after the service and make certain she carried it with her from now on.
One Sunday afternoon, a number of giggling cadettes went with Betty to walk over to the new USO club for a tea dance where their plan was to flirt with male officer candidates who were billeted in another area of the fort. On the way, they had to pass by a male barracks where a chorus of wolf whistles greeted them. Betty was infuriated with this raucous male behavior, and she yearned to pack a pistol to back ’em off.
Right off, a handsome young male officer candidate, who introduced himself as Harold, asked her to dance. Leading her around the dance floor and learning that she was from Cleveland, he said that he, too, was from Ohio. “Akron, actually. I’m about to finish up my training here and move on to Fort Benning, Georgia—infantry, you know.”
Betty was as tall as Harold, and she looked straight into his eyes and smiled. “Oh, one of those brave platoon leaders...I’m impressed. After I’ve completed my six week course, I’m hoping to ship out to England and be there to pave the way for you boys to invade and liberate the continent.” As the music ended, Harold held her hand while Betty executed a graceful dip.
Walking together off the dance floor, Harold said, “I heard a rumor just yesterday that we’ll be invading Africa this next winter. Then it’ll be on to Sicily and up the boot of Italy into France. You can count on us men being ready for this combat or an invasion on any front.”
“War on any front is dangerous. That’s why I think it’s important that we WAACs learn how to fire a gun. They haven’t included weapons training in our schedule, and I’m afraid they won’t.” Betty picked up two glass cups of punch from the red-white-and-blue-crepe-paper-draped table and handed one to him. “Harold, would you teach me? Would you sneak me out on the firing range and show me how to fire an army pistol?”
Incredulous with the thought of her handling a gun, he replied, “Betty, you WAACs are training to be in supply and support units behind us…way behind us, not to join us in the trenches or wherever the fighting is.”
“I know that, Harold,” she said softly so as not to sound rude. “Even so, as our instructors tell us when we’re running that tough obstacle course, ‘in the unlikely event that we find ourselves in the middle of a battle, we’ve got to be prepared.’ We’ll be carrying gas masks, why not pistols? Besides, what about all those women serving in the British Army? They’re trained to—”
“—That’s in case the Nazis invade England.”
“Well, I’m going to England. Therefore, I should be trained, too, don’t you agree?”
“You’re serious, aren’t you? About wanting to fire a pistol, I mean?”
Betty was glad that Harold could no longer conceal his curiosity and his interest in her. His interest appeared sincere, not sexual, although she couldn’t be certain. Old societal rules of behavior were blurring in this wartime environment.
She smiled sweetly. She toasted his glass cup of punch. “Quite serious! Anyway, our ‘auxiliary’ status may soon change. President Roosevelt’s going to sign a new bill that gives us volunteers full military status. Unlike in The Great War, in this war we women are going to do a lot more than ‘just help out’.”
Harold smiled back at her. “Okay, come with me tomorrow evening after bugle call. I’ll persuade our sergeant to requisition a pistol and drive us out there in a jeep. He’s a good guy. His mother lives in Toledo.”
The very next evening, in the Iowa summer twilight, Betty, Harold and Sergeant Alvin York, II reconnoitered the remote firing range. Onto targets some fifty yards in front of them, a caricaturist had drawn grotesque faces of Hitler and Tojo over the bull’s eyes. The sergeant showed her a Colt .45 pistol, naming the weapon’s parts, piece by piece, as he disassembled the weapon. He demonstrated the procedure of reassembly and wouldn’t let her fire the weapon until she had successfully and rapidly repeated the drill.
Alvin showed her the proper handgrip and, since she was left-handed, placed the weapon there, clenching his hand over hers to assure she had the fit correct. He showed her how to raise her left hand, safety off, weapon pointed up, and then to slowly bring the weapon down to a level position, aiming at the target as her arm lowered. He instructed her to raise her right arm, slightly crooked, above her head for balance. “Squeeze, don’t pull the trigger,” the sergeant directed. Betty’s first shot missed the target, but by the time the fireflies came out, she had the firing down to perfection, repeatedly putting bullet holes into the eyes of the two axis leaders.
“By God,” Harold exclaimed, “you’re good with a pistol.”
“Very good,” emphasized Sergeant York II, pleased with the results of his instruction. “In fact, you’re a first class marksman, or should I say markswoman?”
Betty thanked them, kissing Harold on his cheek. Harold blushed. She leaned down a bit and bestowed her same thanks on Alvin’s cheek. The sergeant’s grin spread ear-to-ear. By the next day, word of her firing range prowess had spread throughout Fort Des Moines.
Proudly Betty wrote to her father, telling him of her athletic pistol skill. In her letter she lamented that the cadettes had been informed that none of them would ever be issued a weapon, let alone take target practice.
Back at their initial officer training orientation, Betty recalled that the cadettes were advised that those who “stuck it out” would face a final examination, both physical and mental, to determine if they qualified to receive their WAAC commissions. Betty wished the “final exam” would include pistol firing, then for sure she’d rank at the top of her class, and everyone at Oberlin would be thrilled with the news.
• • •
Their graduation ceremony, the first of its kind for women soldiers in the nation’s history, drew a frenzied press corps from all over the country anxious to report on this new phenomenon of women in the military. Women reporters, dressed in the popular rendition of the WAAC uniforms now sold in department stores across the country, infiltrated the barracks posing as cadettes in order to report for their eager readers about the still-elusive WAAC underwear. Other reporters sought interviews with the women, asking questions about where they did their laundry and their ironing, and did they get government-issued cosmetics.
“Is it true,” one reporter asked a dumbfounded cadette, “that you WAACs carry prophylactics with you whenever you leave the barracks in order to fulfill the real purpose of you women being in the Army: ‘keeping up male morale’? The whole country wants to know and has a right to know about these matters,” the reporter explained.
Overhearing, Betty set him straight with, “That’s Nazi propaganda, and you’re discrediting our organization that’s going to free up our men for the fighting fronts. Don’t be so unpatriotic!”
Eleanor Roosevelt and Franklin arrived together by special train from Washington for the historic event. WAAC Director Colonel Olveta Culp Hobby from Houston, in her dress uniform, greeted the President and the First Lady at the Des Moines railroad station and accompanied them in an open car to the fort where the WAAC band played stirring marches by John Philip Souza. The color guard held high the stars and stripes and the army and fort flags. As the four companies of cadettes marched passed his top-down automobile in review, their cadence a balanced rhythmic flow, President Roosevelt, who had been helped to stand, saluted all four hundred and forty of the first-ever WAAC graduating class. Imagine that, Betty thought as she commanded her company, “Eyes Rrrright!” the President of the United States is saluting us! And there was her role model, Eleanor, by the President’s side, saluting, as well.
Colonel Hobby announced each of the cadette’s names as they saluted her and received their diplomas and their shiny new gold bars. Their right and left lapel insignia featuring the head of Pallas Athene, the Greek mythological goddess associated with a variety of womanly virtues, had not arrived due to a snafu by the Quartermaster General. Betty held the diploma close to her breast and then looked at the parchment with its gold seal and actual signatures of Henry Lewis Stinson, the Secretary of War, and M. P. W. Stone, the Secretary of the Army.
Colonel Hobby, looking and speaking all the world like a dean of women should look and sound, addressed the WAAC graduates:
“Never forget you are the first women to serve. You do not come into a Corps that has an established tradition. You must make your own. In making your own, you do have one tradition—the integrity of all the brave American women of all time who have loved their country. Even though the lamps of experience are dim, few if any mistakes will be permitted you. You have taken off silk and put on khaki. You wear the uniform of the Army of the United States. Respect that uniform. Respect all it stands for, then the world will respect all that the Corps stands for. The only testament free people can give to the quality of freedom is the way in which they resist the forces that peril freedom. You have a debt to democracy and a date with destiny.”
Tears came to the eyes of many of the women, and Betty was no exception. She had made her way through this first test of her adult resolve. She was, indeed, jubilant to be a part of history in the making.
Afterward, at the WAAC reception in the officers’ club, Betty spotted her father in the midst of a host of well-wishing relatives and dignitaries. She waved to A. J. and made her way to him. Her father hugged her and handed her a small beautifully wrapped package. “Betty, I’ve brought you a little graduation present.”
Undoing the wrapping and seeing the walnut case with her name engraved into a small sterling silver plaque, she opened the lid and exclaimed, “A pistol! My very own pistol! Oh, A. J., you’ll never know how much your gift means to me.” Betty kissed her father and noticed that his eyes were moist.
Her father nodded. “You wrote in your letter about Sergeant York II instructing you on the firing range, and I couldn’t resist ordering one direct from the Colt factory for my precious daughter. You know, I knew his father when we were fighting in the Argonne Forest in 1918.”
Betty laughed. “I never know which of your war stories to believe. Did you really believe me when I wrote that my sergeant’s name was Alvin York II?” She motioned toward the bar. “This time, let me buy you a whiskey.”
Seated at the bar, A. J. and Betty drank their whiskeys in silence, savoring this moment of father-daughter togetherness. Breaking the silence, he asked, “Do you know where you will be assigned next?”
Betty replied that the WAAC teletype connection to Washington hadn’t as yet been installed. “Our orders are due to arrive via regular mail any day now.” She looked at her father closely and whispered, “Can you keep a secret, a Top Secret?”
“Of course, I’m cleared all the way up. I see Secret and Top Secret documents every day at the factory.”
Betty smiled and told him in a low voice, “I don’t have to wait for the mail. I’ve already received my orders. They came yesterday by special courier from Washington, along with a note from Mrs. Roosevelt.”
Her father showed his surprise and waited for his daughter to go on.
“She’s put my name in for a secret antiaircraft training program at Fort Knox. She promised from there they’d assign me to an antiaircraft battalion in England. It’s a pet program of Mrs. Roosevelt’s, designed as an experiment to prove that women in the military can do a lot more than just desk work.”
Her father recoiled. He looked stunned. “Betty, in England you’ll be exposed to the bombings…to enemy fire.”
“Shhh. Not so loud. Don’t worry, A. J. As anti-aircraft expert spotters, we’ll be identifying incoming enemy warplanes, and our boys will shoot ’em down before they can cause any more trouble.” Betty hoped her statement would allay his fears. By telling him that her role in this war was to be auxiliary, not combatant, she was reciting what any good, albeit naïve, daughter would tell her father. She liked turning the tables of reassurance—no longer father to daughter but daughter to father.
Chapter Five - For Better or for Worse
“Any intelligent woman who reads the marriage contract and then goes into it, deserves all the consequences.” —Isadora Duncan, 1927, My Life
Except for little children, the elderly and the train crew, everyone, male and female, was in military uniform, Betty noted as her steam train crossed the wide Ohio River and continued on toward Louisville and south to Fort Knox. Train stations along the route were crowded with male soldiers, sailors, marines and airmen, now joined by the khaki of the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corp, the blues of the Navy’s WAVES and the Coast Guard’s SPARS, the greens of the Army Air Force’s WASPS and the grays of the women Marines. Betty was energized as she watched these service personnel as they juggled their duffle bags from one shoulder to the other in order to properly and repeatedly execute the arm-and-hand movement of their salute to the officers, of which, she proudly reflected, she was now one.
The male officers at Fort Knox wore the armor lapel insignia of a tank superimposed on crossed sabers in contrast with her just-received Pallas Athene lapel pins. Her gold third officer bar drew the same salutes as if she were a male second lieutenant. She was no longer Betty Co-ed, no longer “the daughter of” or “the pretty Cleveland debutante” but a third officer in the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps of the United States of America. As soon as Congress would allow the Army to drop the auxiliary designation, she’d be awarded the honest-to-goodness rank of a real second lieutenant.
Fort Knox in the fall displayed a plethora of nature’s colors in the turning leaves of the trees and bushes that juxtaposed the pervasive military drab of the buildings and vehicles. Betty felt emboldened that Mother Nature still outranked Father War. Yet fall meant the soon-cold of winter, and Betty shivered, thinking that the Quartermaster General might not get around to issuing her winter WAAC uniform and overcoat until next spring.
She read again her special orders to report for duty to Colonel Hill at Chaffee Hall. Rubbing her insignia with her sleeve to make it sparkle, straightening the knot of her necktie, buffing her shoes with a handkerchief and concealing her pistol, which she wrapped in that same handkerchief, into her russet leather shoulder bag, she positioned her billed hat two fingers above her eyebrows and felt she was ready to make her entrance to the Armor Center Headquarters Building at the designated time.
“Third Officer Tillerman reporting for duty.” She waited for the desk sergeant to stand and salute her.
He didn’t. Instead, he gathered up some papers on his desk, aligned them by tapping the edges together and placed the pile into an outbox.
Betty waited for a brief moment, but rather than take the sergeant to task, she cleared her throat. “Ahem…”
The sergeant looked up. “The powder-puff army’s arrived,” he said with coolness to a private sitting at a typewriter. The private jumped up and saluted Betty, who was in the process of returning his salute when a tall, good-looking captain came in from the inner office. Seeing him, and in an awkward movement, Betty switched the direction of her salute from the private to the captain.
“At ease, people, except you, Sergeant. Do you realize you just disrespected an officer?”
“Sir, I didn’t know.” The sergeant stood at rigid attention. “Are auxiliary females really military, Sir?”
“You bet they are, Sergeant. Now apologize before I demote you.”
“Ah…sorry, ma’am…sir…ah…miss…ah…what do I call her, Sir,” he said turning to the captain.
“Try ‘Lieutenant,’ Sergeant. I think that’ll work.” He smiled at Betty and, welcoming her to Fort Knox, invited her into his private office.
“I’m to report to Colonel Hill, Sir.” She noticed his nametag read Evans. One advantage in the military, Betty thought, was that formal introductions were not necessary because everyone, in addition to their insignia, wore a nametag. Right away you knew their name, their branch of service and their rank. She handed him her orders along with her military personnel file and smiled at him when he motioned for her to sit down.
“I’ve been expecting you, Lieutenant.” He took his seat behind the desk. “This third officer title is a bit cumbersome, so we’ll dispense with it. Agreed?”
“Yes, Sir.”
He quickly read through her file. “Two and a half years of college, eh? Going back to Oberlin when this is over…the war, I mean?”
“I don’t know, Sir. My father wants me to come to work for him in his factory.”
Captain Evans raised his eyebrows in query.
His eyes, Betty observed as she replied, were an intelligent brown. “He makes…his factory makes aircraft and machine parts.”
The captain nodded in a matter-of-fact manner, but she detected his interest in her family circumstances and saw him look her over more closely. “I got my mechanical engineering degree from Penn State just as this war started. Some say that after the war the entire country’ll go back into a depression and jobs’ll be hard to find. Just the other day I read an article quoting Sewell Avery, head of Montgomery Ward. He predicts shut factories and unemployment. I think the aircraft industry will be the exception.” He offered her a Chesterfield.
“My brand. Thank you, Sir.”
From his desk he picked up his Nittany Lions lighter emblazoned with their football banner and lit her cigarette. “Colonel Hill expressed his regrets at not being here to greet you and asked me to extend the courtesy, show you to your quarters and get you oriented to our antiaircraft course. I’m one of your instructors for the next six weeks, and it will be my duty to get you started off on the right foot.”
“It will be my duty to pay attention to your every word, Sir.”
Captain Evans scrutinized her military file more closely, reviewing her record from Fort Des Moines along with her intelligence test score. “I see you’re quite the marksman with the pistol. That answers me why you were selected for this special assignment here.”
Betty cringed inside. There went those intelligent eyes of his. She joked, “Sir, did you take a course in English at Penn State? I mean…‘answers me?’”
Captain Evans laughed. “A year in the Army and your English goes to hell in a hand basket. Before I get into any more trouble with our mother tongue, I’ll take you to your quarters.”
Driving his jeep, Captain Evans pulled onto the shoulder of the road to allow a column of tanks to pass. “Let’s give these guys the right-of-way.” As the first of the tanks rumbled past, he offered her another cigarette. “Forgive me if I’m forward, but would it be all right if I addressed you as ‘Betty’ when we’re off duty? Feel free to call me ‘Bruce’.”
“You’re making me feel a little civilian, and I like the nostalgic feel of it.” She noticed he was fingering his lighter after lighting her cigarette. “Did you play football at Penn State, Bruce?”
“Yes, I did, I played offensive end. Had an offer to play pro with the Pittsburgh Steelers, but again the military…why did you choose the military? You’re a good looking woman with a good college education and a good life ahead of you.”
“In basic training there was little time to reflect on the decision that got me here. Traveling on the train, I had a chance to put together the events that brought me to this gutsy mission sponsored by Eleanor Roosevelt, and I know this is what’s important to me right now.”
“As a member of that mission, I think it’s you who’s gutsy. The American people, and I might include myself, aren’t too excited about women getting close to combat, but now I’m assigned to help give you the training to do just that.”
“Not to worry, Bruce. I’m not the naïve Oberlin co-ed I once was.”
Dropping Betty off at her quarters, Captain Evans said, just as he was about to drive away, “Say, how about a drink at the officers’ club this evening? I could better acquaint you with the post.”
Betty hesitated. She could say, “I’m tired and it’s been a long train trip for me today.” But she suddenly realized that in the Army, the typical female excuses, explanations, reasons for actions or lack of actions were no longer applicable. Here was a new behavioral code, a male one, and she was assigned to Fort Knox along with the nation’s stored gold bullion ingots; only orders from a higher command could move her lieutenant’s bars or those other glittering bars elsewhere. Troubled, she realized she was probably supposed to accept the captain’s offer—for one drink, and then she’d be away, back to her quarters.
“Let me offer you a word of advice from a college boy officer to a college girl officer. You WAACs are new to the military, so when a superior officer suggests a social meeting, you are not at all obliged to comply.”
“Not at all?”
“No, not at all,” he said with a clever smile, pointing to his captain’s bars.
She returned his smile. “One drink.” He was, after all, rather handsome, but so were hundreds of other men in their uniforms here on this crowded Fort Knox, and so far she had noticed only a very few women soldiers. Could he be wanting to bag one of them for his own reputation?
• • •
Upon entering the officers’ club, Betty looked for Bruce. She saw only one other woman—a military nurse officer—among the generals, colonels, majors, captains and lieutenants. Reconsidering, she knew it was unfair of her to think that Bruce invited her for a drink to elicit the envy of the other officers. She knew that in civilian life men flaunted their women, bestowing on them gifts of jewelry in order to enhance their own prestige. She had come to believe that life in the military centered on life and death issues.
An officers’ club was a different scene from the country club that she had witnessed with her father in Cleveland, with one exception. In both clubs, the members were there to further their own agendas, and whether they carried off their intrigue skillfully or poorly, they were all on the same wavelength of alcohol, for the booze was flowing. Maybe here, though, the thoughts of the war and imminent assignments to war zones caused the gentle flow to cascade into rapids. There was Captain Evans at the bar, ordering two whiskeys. He waved to her, and she acknowledged his greeting.
They took their drinks to a table, and he held her chair for her. Holding up his glass to Betty, Bruce offered, “Here’s to victory in Europe and the Pacific.” He took a sip and said, “These times make you think about the future, about what’s really important to you in life. In college we took lots of our values for granted and felt the future was eternal. Now we’re faced with the prospect of a finite future, and I tell myself what’s important is to ally with kindred souls.”
Betty dipped her finger into the whiskey and then into her mouth as she thought about what he had said. Slowly she replied, “As I told you, you have reminded me of my previous life by calling me by my given name. In college, my dorm room was the gathering place for students and faculty who wanted to put academia on hold while we listened to the BBC news broadcasts of the war. We all felt the camaraderie that you speak of. At Fort Des Moines, we WAACs also developed a bond of sisterhood, but six weeks with nothing but chattering females was enough to drive me to drink.” She took a swallow of her whiskey. “Bruce, what I missed the most was the male voice and the sort of masculine point of view that you have just now so beautifully articulated.”
Bruce looked at her with those brown eyes, rather pleased with her words, Betty suspected. His dark eyebrows rose. He drank his whiskey, his eyes not leaving hers. Then he said, “I’ve been at this post so long, all I’ve heard are males barking orders to one marching formation after the other, males swearing and males spouting sexist jibes.”
“Haven’t you been off the base and taken in the sites of Louisville?”
“I don’t need location. I need to have intelligent conversation to keep my English straight.”
Betty laughed and finished her drink. “One drink, remember. I’m early to bed and early to rise for your 8 a.m. class tomorrow morning.”
“0:800 hours, you mean.”
“Yes, Sir, Captain Sir. I’m working on getting the army’s clock right.”
• • •
16:30 hours, day five.
“We’re off duty now, Betty, and I’d like to show you some of the high points of this post. I promise to take off my instructor’s hat since you’ve seen that for the last five days.”
“What a great idea, Bruce. My head is swimming with all your ack-ack nomenclature.”
Captain Evans drove his jeep around the traffic circle. “This area dates back to the 19th-century agricultural village of Stithton. The main post chapel over there is the oldest building on the fort, dating to 1904. The initial forty thousand acres was purchased in 1918 and named for Major General Henry Knox, chief of artillery for the Continental Army during the American Revolution and later the first Secretary of War. In 1925 it was known as Camp Henry Knox National Forest, and in my explorations I found a special grove of maple trees that I just have to show you. The fall colors are spectacular.”
“Yes, let’s go. I have time before I must be back for the evening meal at the officers’ mess hall.”
He headed the jeep up into the hills overlooking the Ohio River. “I’ve a surprise for you, Betty.” He gestured over his shoulder. “Look in the back.”
Betty turned. “Oh, Bruce, you’ve brought us a picnic mess.”
“Complete with a bottle of French wine!”
“Whoopee!” Betty exclaimed. His mention of the wine, riding in his jeep, being off duty in a social situation, all feelings now joined together to bring upon her the emotion of release—release from months of the military, from weeks of a tension that she now felt leaving her, allowing her a certain sense of enjoyment, even if she was still subject to the discipline and routine of the Army. She was a young woman going on a picnic with a debonair officer and gentleman.
He rounded a bend and pulled off the road. “Here we are.”
“It’s perfect. The maples are in all their glory.”
Bruce spread out an army blanket to face the west. “We’re going to have a nice sunset this evening.”
In civilian propriety, Betty presented the evening picnic on their blanket. “Not like the chow line I first encountered at Fort Des Moines.”
“Even the officers’ mess gets a little old after a while. So I thought this would be a break in the routine. Anyway, I wanted to tell you that Colonel Hill is known to spring pop quizzes on the sixth day of training, and I suspect tomorrow will be no exception.”
“So this evening I’m to have a college cram session?” Betty asked. “I think I need one.”
“I want you to be prepared, that’s all. First, we eat, then we go over a few things.”
After reviewing the detailed specifications of the 37-millimeter M-1939 antiaircraft gun, and making sure Betty could recite back to him all the data from length to weight to height to the individual assignments of its eight-man crew, Captain Evans asked her to tell him the rate of fire.
“Eighty rounds per minute, practical. Double that, cyclic.”
“And its range?”
Betty thought for only a moment. “Three thousand meters. That’s about two miles up into the sky, or almost 12,000 feet, isn’t it?”
“Roger. What’s the heritage of the gun?”
“Oh, I’ll not forget that. Bofors, Sweden. That’s why it’s called the Bofors gun.”
“And where does the term ‘flak’ come from?”
“The German 88-millimeter gun…none of us can spell or pronounce the nineteen letters of the German name, which I roughly translate to flying-repulse-canon, so we’ve shortened the name to ‘flak’.”
Bruce kissed her on the cheek. “I think you’ll pass.”
As he held her shoulders, Betty didn’t object when Bruce kissed her on her lips. The kiss on her cheek wasn’t enough for her and, she suspected, not enough for him. His arm went around her now as he pulled her close to him. She kissed him as he pulled out her bobby pins and ran his fingers through her long blonde hair. Reluctantly, she eased away. “One kiss,” she said and smiled, her blue eyes looking into his brown eyes.
Drawing back, Bruce mused, “You’ve a one-drink, one-kiss rule that I’d like to amend.”
Betty picked up a large crimson maple leaf. She took his hand and gently placed it over the leaf. With her index finger she traced his fingers over the leaf. “If all comparisons were this easy, rules for wartime and rules for peacetime wouldn’t be so different, but they are.”
Taking the leaf from her and examining it, he said, “Another difference is that I’m not deciduous; I keep my hair throughout the seasons.”
Betty ran her hand through his dark brown hair and kissed him again.
“You said one—”
“—I can change my mind.” Betty allowed Bruce to caress her breasts and tingled with his touch, but she pulled away when he started to undo the buttons of her shirt.
As night fell and they drove back into the post, Bruce was all propriety. “You know, there’s a rumor that the Army’s going to take over all antiaircraft guns from the Coast Artillery Corps because of the upcoming invasion of Europe. The mission of antiaircraft guns will no longer be solely for North American coastal defense but to go along with the advancing troops.”
“That’s why we’re learning about this mobile gun.”
Bruce nodded. “Yes, we’ll all be going overseas with this gun to fight a war.”
Betty felt he blended his anticipation with a tinge of foreboding.
• • •
13:00 hours, day twenty-six, field exercise.
“This afternoon, for the first time, we’re going to fire the Bofors gun,” Captain Evans announced. The crew will demonstrate with live ammunition. I want you to observe carefully how each crew member performs his assigned task. Then each of you WAACs will take the place of one of the eight crew members, and you’ll do as they have done. We’ll repeat this until all of you have carried out every position. We’re going to repeat this rotation until you’ve got it down pat. Remember, that’s why you’ve been selected for this special program.”
Betty loved listening to Bruce’s voice. He was always in charge of the situation, whether it was their private little picnics or his leadership role in the classroom. Her father was always saying, “A good training director is worth very penny.”
• • •
17:00 hours, day twenty-six, field exercises.
“Dismissed!” Captain Evans declared crisply. The eight WAACs, tired and dirty from the dust and the end-of-the-day cleaning of the antiaircraft gun, their ears ringing from the continual afternoon bombardment of the Bofors, headed for the truck that would carry them back to their quarters, their showers and their evening meal. One WAAC lamented, “What I’d give to soak for an hour in a good hot bathtub.”
Bruce came up to Betty and whispered, “Please hold back, I want to talk to you. I’ll drive you back into the post in my jeep.”
“I need a shower,” she protested, wiping a smudge of oil off the tip of her nose.
He looked at her and smiled. “Betty, you look the part of the perfect WAAC soldier. Life Magazine should photograph you right now for their cover.”
“Remember, the American public doesn’t want their women firing any weapons. Besides, I don’t feel like a cover girl, but you’re sweet to suggest it.”
Bruce allowed the personnel truck to disappear down the road. “I’ve got to tell you my news.”
By now Betty had become accustomed to wartime being full of news, usually unexpected, but never on the personal level that she now suspected Bruce was going to confide to her.
“This morning I got my orders to ship out.”
“Oh, Bruce, where to, when?”
He didn’t hesitate. “Overseas, the Pacific, next Monday.”
Almost speechless, Betty managed to get the words out, “That’s three days from now.”
“We have the weekend. Let’s not waste a minute. I’ve been thinking about you all day. I’ll get you a pass to begin after class Saturday at 12:00 hours so we can be together. Tonight we’ll go the officer’s club and have that one drink of yours because the rest of the weekend we’ll stay seriously sober—”
“—To ally with each other.” Betty wanted her words to reflect his desire to be with “a kindred soul” and her desire to be with him.
• • •
19:00 hours, day twenty-six, officers’ club.
His whiskey untouched, Bruce reached across the small table and took Betty’s hand. He looked into her eyes. “I want to ask you…I’d like to know if…what I mean to say, Betty, is that in these past few weeks of our being together I’ve fallen in love with you, and I want us, the two of us, to get married…before I ship out overseas…now, this weekend, tomorrow.”
Betty had always fantasized that someday out in the future her sweetheart, dressed in a tuxedo, would propose to her on bended knee out on the veranda of the country club during a formal dance. She’d be in her perfect strapless gown wearing a beautiful orchid corsage. The waltzy background music from the orchestra would set the mood. Blooming roses from the well-tended garden would purvey a delicious fragrance, enhancing the special moment for her.
All of a sudden, now was the hour, the moment, right here in the Fort Knox officers’ club, each of them wearing their drab army uniforms, having spent the day together firing a Bofors antiaircraft gun into the cloudy sky. The only background music she heard at this precious moment was a distant jukebox jiving out jitterbug for the swing kids and loud male bantering from armor and artillery officers gathered in the bar. At least Bruce’s voice was calm and reassuring, not raucous, not gruff, not harsh as was the cacophony at this military venue. Fragrance, if she could call it that, was alcohol on male breath. Bruce had taken the time to shave before their date. She had to admit to herself that the now-and-then whiff of his after-shave cologne mitigated to some extent the pervasive booze smell of this place.
Eagerly, Bruce went on, “I’ve heard about a cozy little inn across the Ohio River, over in Indiana. We could get married in Brandenburg—it’s a village on the Kentucky side—and then we could take the little ferryboat across…it’d be very romantic for the two of us…our own weekend honeymoon.” Now silent, his spiel spent, his expression hoping for the best, he waited for Betty’s response.
He wants sex, Betty thought, and she had to acknowledge her own feelings of desire, which had crested in the last few days. Reconsidering, she concluded that Bruce wanted to express his love for her with sexual intimacy. But sex without marriage just wasn’t right—in fact, it was morally wrong, or so she had been brought up to believe…except for that conversation with her father that day when they left The Trojan Horse Roadhouse and drove back into Cleveland.
A. J. had said that with the whole country in the midst of an awful world war that, as he put it, “Has been thrust upon us, suddenly and unwanted, you are about to experience an abrupt change in your life, as I did back in 1917 when I went into the Army. You may find yourself in a situation…I mean, a male-female situation in which intimacy seems natural. Yet today sex prior to the marriage ceremony is not accepted in our society. My advice, however, is that if you find yourself in a close personal relationship and you want to go all the way, don’t harbor any guilt, but you must be protected in order to prevent pregnancy—I mean the male using a condom—that way is better than jumping into a hasty and ill-thought-out marriage under the pressures of wartime.”
Smiling at her lovingly, Bruce began humming the melody of the number one Hit Parade tune You’d Be So Nice to Come Home To. You’d be so nice by the fire.
Betty knew she was on her own. She had developed only slight acquaintances among the other seven WAACs in the training course. Bruce offered the only male companionship. Their conversations when they were off-duty had been stimulating and fun. Yes, she acknowledged to herself, she did like him very much. Was that love? If she did agree to his proposal of marriage, a few days later Bruce would be off to a Pacific war zone, and she might not see him for a while, maybe a long while. The stress of parting was not, as Shakespeare put it, a sweet sorrow. She’d be off, too, in the opposite direction to Europe. Logic told her his proposal was flawed by a sense of urgency, of uncertainty about the future, and an unwillingness to wait, as Dennis had wanted her to do. She asked herself whether or not a romantic weekend in a little country inn, all by themselves, just the two of them, entwined in each others arms, eating together, sleeping together, talking together, planning their peacetime future together, thinking of children, thinking of a house, talking of his career—did all these positive feelings and emotions equate with a lifetime commitment for her, and for him, as well?
Betty sensed from his humming that he was waiting patiently for her answer. Joining in, she sang the words of the final two lines: “You’d be so nice, you’d be paradise to come home to and love.” His romantic way, as she looked into his eyes, was so warm, so tender, so loving, so dear, so…yes, yes, yes. “Yes!” she said. “Yes! I’ll marry you, Bruce!” Sex before marriage would not be her way, Betty decided, but marital sex…yes!
Should she tell her father the news? Would Bruce tell his parents? Did he have parents somewhere? He’d never said, and she realized she hadn’t asked. She would, and together they would decide whom to tell, if anyone.
Bruce ordered a split of champagne to celebrate.
“What do the army regs say about us getting married?” she asked.
“It’s okay with Uncle Sam so long as we’re both officers and white.”
“I know it’s not okay with Uncle Sam if I get pregnant. I’d be drummed out of this woman’s army in a minute. And, Bruce, I don’t want out.”
• • •
12:00 hours, Saturday, next day.
Bruce picked her up at noon after class. “Got your civilian clothes?”
Betty nodded. “I had trouble keeping my mind on Colonel Hill’s pop quiz,” Betty admitted as Bruce drove off dodging around tanks returning from maneuvers.
“I could think only of you,” Bruce told her. Off the post, he followed a highway sign pointing to Brandenburg. “I made an inquiry and there’s a JP who’ll perform the ceremony. I was able to get to the PX last night and buy a ring for you.”
The cold abbreviations for Justice of the Peace and Post Exchange gnawed at her psyche. She told herself to face reality—it’s wartime.
The good-old-boy JP chomped and puffed on a cigar throughout their brief marriage vows, ending the dogma with, “Under the laws of Kentucky, and by the authority vested in me, I now pronounce you man and wife.”
Betty wanted their kiss to last longer than their ceremony, but Bruce looked at his wristwatch and said, “We’ve barely time to make the mid-afternoon ferry crossing.”
She took out her father’s treasured timepiece and tears came to her eyes. Accompanying her youthful fantasy of her proposal of marriage, Betty cherished another dream of a lavish wedding in their Episcopal church, followed by the reception at their country club with dancing, champagne, hugs and kisses from friends and family, photographs and the ceremonial rice tossing, of good-bye waves from all, of tin cans tied to the bumper of her husband’s luxury automobile banging on the paved streets of Cleveland and sparking on the steel of the streetcar tracks they crossed as they sped off into their bright and intimate married future. Those dreams remained only as fiction in her life, replaced by the non-fiction of a cigar-smoking Justice of the Peace inside an old bank building in Brandenburg, Kentucky, by only a slight departing smile from his mousy wife, their only witness, by the quiet of a small rural town on a still Saturday afternoon, and by an open army jeep speeding down a steep hill straight toward a muddy riverbank.
They heard the ferryboat toot its departure warning whistle as Bruce approached the dock, horn honking. The captain waited for them. Their jeep was the only vehicle on board the four-car ferry that chugged across the wide, and Betty worried, the rather swift Ohio River.
Over in Indiana, Bruce turned off the county highway at a sign marked “Laconia Inn” and onto a narrow gravel road sign-posted “Tobacco Landing,” which led up a steep hill. To the right flowed the river. To the left was a forest of now-fading autumn leaves. Behind them the billowing dust from their jeep followed them as if it were a shadow. Ahead, Betty saw the country inn, a turn-of-the-century farmhouse set back on a bluff. A river-rock chimney rose above its second-story shingled roof. Front porch rockers and a croquet set on the front lawn were its only amenities. She had counted on having a bathtub big enough to accommodate the two of them but, lighting up a Chesterfield, she promised herself she wouldn’t allow any disappointments to spoil their precious moments together.
Her love, her husband, her Bruce stood by her side and she with him, her arm entwined in his as they registered at the inn as Mr. and Mrs. Evans, Bruce being required to show the Hoosier host their wedding certificate, properly signed and duly notarized.
Looking out from the windows of their honeymoon suite, they could see the magnificent Ohio River wending its course down below the bluff. Bruce lit a fire in their stone fireplace, and soon the chill left their bedroom. He took her in his arms and they embraced, the fireplace flames their only illumination in the now-fading dusk.
A knock on the door brought their dinner—corn on the cob, tomato slices and, as their host delighted in telling them, “I saved up our inn’s meat ration stamps so I could buy you two newlyweds a couple of t-bone steaks at the Laconia butcher’s shop. My wife, though, wants me to apologize about the tartness of her dessert…she’s spent all her sugar stamps.” He hesitated before saying, “I don’t know if you take the spirits, but I do have some Jack Daniels, that is, if—”
“—Yes, thank you,” Bruce replied at once. He accepted their dinner tray along with the bottle of “spirits.” He filled their glasses, lifted his glass and toasted his bride. “How do you do, Mrs. Evans?”
Betty dissolved into tears. “I’m doing just fine, Mr. Evans.”
Bruce cut a piece of his steak and lifted the fork to her mouth. As she chewed the morsel, he dabbed his napkin on her chin, coaxing her to smile. “Our future awaits us.”
“May it be soon in coming and long in lasting.”
After dinner, down the hall in the candle-lit bathroom, he tenderly removed her clothes and she his, except for his captain’s hat, which he wore continuously, albeit now jauntily cocked. Together they crowded into a claw-foot bathtub. Bruce whispered, “You are very beautiful, Betty. I want to make love to you all night.”
Betty smiled timidly. “You’ll have to instruct me, Captain Instructor, Sir.”
“There’s no military manual for us to follow,” Bruce replied. “What we do will be an expression of our own true and deep feelings for each other. It will always be that way with us.”
Bruce was as mighty as the great river flowing below their country inn, and Betty responded with a passion that matched his prowess.
Mid Sunday morning they were served breakfast in bed by their host’s plump wife. In her haste to leave the barracks and join Bruce, Betty had forgotten to pack a nightgown, so she ducked under the covers as the woman handed the tray to Bruce.
After the wife left, Betty asked, “Do you think someday I’ll become a plump housewife like her?”
“And I a pot-bellied old guy like our host?” Bruce asked and laughed.
“I doubt that fate will befall either of us,” Betty replied. “I think we’re both too physically fit for that to happen, certainly in view of last night’s acrobatic maneuvers.”
“I talked our host into letting us stay beyond the posted check-out time,” Bruce told her. “We’ll catch the five o’clock ferry.”
“We’re going back to the Army. I can almost smell the shoe polish and Brass-O,” Betty said, her remark bringing the reality of the end of their honeymoon.
Bruce nodded. “That’s later…not now.”
Late that evening, returning to Fort Knox, Bruce snuck Betty into his private quarters. Early the next morning, after their sleepless night together, he packed his belongings into a duffel bag. Betty was due at class, and so they said their good-byes as his sergeant drove up in a jeep. She hugged Bruce desperately, clinging to him, and he to her. Then he left.
To Betty the sun was setting that morning, the sun’s rays departing, the sun’s glow vanishing in an army jeep. She wept all the way to her class.
Chapter Six – The Torpedo
“What quarrel, what harshness, what unbelief in each other can subsist in the presence of a great calamity, when all the artificial vesture of our life is gone, and we are all one with each other in primitive mortal needs?” —George Eliot, 1860, The Mill on the Floss
When Bruce bid good-bye to Betty and left Fort Knox for the Pacific Theater, two weeks remained in her special antiaircraft course. His departure forced her to concentrate her mental attention to the training classes and field exercises, now conducted by Colonel Hill himself. In off hours, she tried, with some success, to form a close personal community with the other seven WAACs in her program. Out in the field, Betty and the other seven, under the direction of the regular eight-man crew, labored at hitching the Bofors weapon to a half-track—an armored motor vehicle with caterpillar treads in place of rear wheels—and learned to maneuver the combo so that they would be ready for mobile action in the European Theater, where they’d be up against the terrible machine guns and the awful four thousand pound bombs of the Luftwaffe’s JU-87 Stuka dive bombers, as well as the horrible death threats from the strafing of Messerschmitt BF-109 fighter planes.
The fieldwork was difficult and required considerable muscular strength and stamina. Before the gun could be hitched to the halftrack for moving, the four stabilizing flat pods that anchored the Bofors onto the ground had to be raised. Conversely, before the Bofors could be loaded with a cartridge of artillery shells and fired, an exercise they executed many times, these same pods had to be lowered again, the weapon balanced, its safety lever raised from its “off” position to either the “manual” or the “continual firing” position. Next, the WAACs went through the complex procedure of sighting on their sky-born target before they could commence firing. The firing noise from the gun never seemed to cease. The crescendos reverberated in their heads the rest of the day and into the evening, a never-ceasing migraine.
The evenings, for Betty, brought the day’s lonely hours that she must face. She missed her picnics with Bruce in the grove of maples, their leaves now fallen, their branches darkly bare. Most of all she missed Bruce. She would spend hours writing to him, anxious to receive a letter from him giving her his unit’s mailing address so that she could dispatch her penned thoughts and her literary expressions of her love to him. Mail call brought nothing. He’s on board a troop ship, she told herself, and his letters can’t be mailed until he lands somewhere. His many letters to her will have to come by another ship returning from the theater. More weeks could go by before she received any word from her husband. She feared that the visual images of their all-too-fleeting honeymoon weekend together would fade into her memory archives.
The course was to finish up on a Saturday morning at the end of the sixth week with a brief graduation exercise planned by Colonel Hill, to take place in a small meeting room of the officers’ club. Betty thought about inviting her father. Could she face A. J. without telling him of her marriage to Bruce? Every time Betty looked at her pocket watch, she worried about having broken the pact she and A. J. made in the roadhouse for her not to get married until after the war. In her mind, she felt that Bruce was that talented mechanical engineer whom her father envisioned stepping into his factory shoes eventually, and she decided then and there to wait until after the war to bring the two of them together.
Plans, or so Betty had been taught by her father, were to be arrived at through deliberation, usually over a period of time, after consideration of the many ingredients of the situation, and then stuck to as the plans were methodically carried out. “That is the way of American business, and also,” he would say, “the manner in which one should conduct their personal life.” But that advice, Betty discounted, was given back before Pearl Harbor. Her father’s pre-war advice had ignored emotions, feelings of love and desire. In this new world of war, plans were often hastily conceived and frequently changed. For now, Betty realized, her only plan was whatever plan the military delivered to her.
To tell or not to tell the other WAACs and Colonel Hill about her marriage wasn’t a question for Betty. She had not worn her wedding ring. Even though the army’s regs might not be violated by her marriage, she didn’t want anything to disrupt her training. Who knows, maybe there were unwritten rules. After all, the idea of WAACs—women serving in the Army, even as “auxiliaries”—was still not accepted by everyone in the Army and certainly not everyone in civilian life. News of her marriage might be an excuse for Colonel Hill to expel her from the program, especially if he opposed the new assertive role Eleanor Roosevelt had assumed as First Lady. He could take out his political and sexist vengeance on a WAAC who, in his mind, had discredited herself and the service.
At the beginning of Wednesday morning’s class on the day that Betty calculated was the absolute last day she could call and invite A. J. to the planned graduation, considering the travel arrangements he would have to make, Colonel Hill announced, “Ladies, your orders arrived by teletype late last night. They’ve come directly from England and are signed by General Eisenhower himself. You will depart Fort Knox on a troop train at 0:630 hours Saturday morning.”
As the other WAACs gasped their surprise, Betty knew now that she would not call her father. Instead, she’d write a letter to him, telling him of her sudden departure for the European Theater. She decided there’d be no mention of her marriage to Bruce in the letter. After all, she and Bruce had not even had time to touch upon the subject of whom they would tell of their marriage, or even bring up the subject of family. In fact, as she reflected back on their military-short courtship, the only mention of family between either of them had been her telling him of her father’s factory in Cleveland. That conversation occurred, as she recalled, in their first meeting on that Sunday afternoon when she reported for duty at Fort Knox.
Colonel Hill held a brief assembly at the officers’ club Friday evening, congratulating each of them by rank and name and handing them each a parchment certificate attesting to their course completion. Ceremoniously he pinned an “expert badge” with an antiaircraft bar on each WAAC’s jacket. He wished them well, concluding with, “May God go with you…and with us all…in the uncertain days and weeks ahead.”
• • •
The windows of the troop train were blacked out. No one knew where they were going, except to some port somewhere to board a troopship. Spies, so the word went around, could be anywhere. A casual word here or there could be overheard by the wrong ears. This was, as everyone knew, wartime, and wartime meant a diminishment, if not a complete repression, of personal comforts and freedoms. They slept sitting up, stretched across duffel bags, or just stared into what confined space surrounded them on the crowded train.
A relief of sorts came to Betty at Pennsylvania Station in Manhattan where the train stopped and a major came through ordering, “Everybody de-train now.” From the dimly-lit underground trackside they were directed up a flight of stairs into the concourse and told to board waiting military busses outside the station. In the sunlight Betty caught a glimpse of the Empire State building and remembered her tour of its observation tower with her father during that summer in 1939 when they visited the New York World’s Fair and the Pavilion of Progress. In particular, she remembered the Polish Pavilion. They were holding a drawing to award a free vacation to Poland, oblivious to any military threat from neighboring Nazi Germany,
At dockside on the Hudson River, their all-gray troopship loomed above them, a converted British passenger liner from another era. She and her WAAC cohorts, along with a group of army nurses, were directed inside to what in peacetime had been an exercise room, Betty suspected, judging from the mirrored walls. Bunk beds had been set up in the place of mats, weights, parallel bars and rowing machines. The enlisted personnel were housed in steerage, and the regular army officers doubled up in what were formerly passenger staterooms. Betty and the WAACs found only a trickle of hot water. At least the portholes weren’t blacked out, so they could watch their departure and wave goodbye to the Manhattan skyline, and throw a kiss to the Montauk lighthouse as their ship left behind the tip of Long Island, their last vista of American soil. Until when? How long, Betty wondered, was to be the duration of this “duration?”
Past Long Island a crewmember came in with a bucket of paint and a brush and blacked out the portholes of their quarters. At dusk the captain’s voice came over the ship’s speaker system announcing, “There are to be no lights of any kind shown on deck—no flashlights and no cigarettes. At night a U-boat can spot even a cigarette. Do not throw overboard any debris because in daytime floating trash can alert a U-boat to our whereabouts. One other thing—always keep your canteens full and carry your life jackets with you at all times.” The WAACs jokingly referred to the twin pillow-like elements of the life jackets that they draped over their heads and wore in front as “their little sandbags.”
Since their troopship was once an ocean liner, Betty knew that their speed would be so rapid that they could sail on their own, not in a convoy with slow freighters, nor accompanied by naval escorts. Hostile U-boats, under the direction of a “wolf-pack” commander, would be looking for a school of fish, not a single gray fin. Three days out, their ship was speeding along in the vast Atlantic Ocean, and she surmised the crossing would be over in a couple of days.
Betty was sick again that morning, which surprised her because on her voyages to Europe to attend boarding school she’d never been seasick, and on this trip the seas were not that rough. By late morning she felt better and dismissed her discomfort as indigestion. She told herself that soon they’d be landing on the shores of Merry Old England.
“There’s a rumor we’re not actually going to England,” the gossipy Millicent told the other WAACs at the card table. “We’re going to rendezvous with a big convoy and hit Gibraltar in six hours’ time.”
“I hear that an aircraft carrier is about to join us, and that we’re eighty miles off Portugal,” Martha reported.
“No, we’re two hundred miles off Bermuda, if you can believe the rumor I just heard,” Mary Ann said skeptically. “Why hasn’t the captain made an official announcement as to where we’re going?”
“I just heard,” Margaret said, running up to the foursome out of breath. “I’ve been up to the wireless room—I’ve a friend there. Our boys have landed in North Africa…the news just came over the BBC…Eisenhower’s sending us WAACs there to help out.”
“You mean we’re not going to England?” Betty asked incredulously. She switched on her short-wave radio, extended the antenna and turned the dial to find London. She scolded herself for allowing her daily seasickness to interfere with her routine of staying abreast of the news as reported by the BBC. Overhearing the gongs of Big Ben followed by the credibility of the BBC announcer, all the WAACs, the army nurses and the officers from staterooms down the corridor gathered around her and her radio. For a memorable moment she was back in her Oberlin dorm room in a fellowship of like-minded people. The facts of war as delivered by the BBC dissipated the wild rumors of various destinations that had spread throughout the ship since they left port. Like bubbles hitting a pin, the empty talk ended.
The ship’s whistle blew three times, interrupting their news broadcast. Speaking over the loudspeaker system, the captain ordered all on board to don life preservers and report for lifeboat drill “on the double.”
On the decks of the ship, the troops rushed and scrambled to report to their assigned stations as members of the ship’s crew prepared to lower each of the lifeboats. Betty was amazed at how fast each two-man crew worked to untie the canvas covers and load the number of designated passengers into each boat. By the turning of a crank, each lifeboat was quickly hoisted up and swung out over the deck rail. Betty looked over the lifeboat’s gunwale and saw the ocean below. Only a couple of minutes had elapsed since the start of the drill. The actual lowering of the boat into the water would require a bit more time, but at this point the drill ceased. The boats were raised and returned to their stations. The passengers climbed back onto the deck. “Very smooth,” the captain said over the speaker system.
“The drill gives you confidence in the crew, doesn’t it?” Martha said to her fellow WAACs. They nodded agreement. A sense of security prevailed aboard the troopship the rest of the day.
Again the next morning Betty was seasick. Maybe marriage and some strange thing about the sexual motions of marriage had altered her body chemistry so that she was now less tolerant of motion—the ship’s motion, the motion of so many people crowding her aboard the packed troopship, the motion of their destination change, and the motion of war itself. Up on deck, wearing her life preserver, hands on her stomach to alleviate her abdominal queasiness, she hurried over to the ship’s rail and threw up once more into the Atlantic Ocean. Feeling some relief, she looked up toward the east. Off in the distance she spotted the dark outline of land, the land of Africa, French Morocco probably, she remembered from her maps and from her father’s narration of his landing in Africa years ago when he embarked on his big-game-hunting safari. Casablanca will be our port, Betty told herself.
She heard a sailor’s voice shout a warning from the crow’s nest, followed immediately by repeated blasts of the ship’s whistle. Looking across the water, Betty saw an object plowing toward the troopship just below the surface, long like a cigar, but silver like a bullet. Off in the distance she saw a dark tube protruding from the water—a periscope. Betty feared that next would come a horrific and deadly explosion right below the rail where she was standing.
• • •
Betty awoke, groggy, in a hospital bed, a pain in her stomach. A doctor wearing a fez, yes, a Moroccan doctor, was speaking to her in surprisingly good English. “You were snatched from the water by one of our people. Not a nice introduction to Casablanca, I’m afraid, but you will be all right, Miss.”
“Lieutenant,” Betty corrected softly.
“Not a nurse? You Americans are indeed intent on total war.” The doctor was indignant. “You even recruit pregnant women to fight.”
Betty looked at him in surprise and felt her stomach. “You mean I’m pregnant?”
Gently, he held her hand. “No, I’m afraid you lost the baby from the shock of being in the water before you were rescued, Miss…er…Lieutenant.” The doctor reassured her, “I see no problem in your having more babies, many more, that is, when you go home…to your husband. I suggest we fit you with a diaphragm to prevent any more wartime pregnancies.”
Seasickness…morning sickness…miscarriage. Should she write to Bruce and tell him about the miscarriage, about the torpedoing, about her arrival in Casablanca? Still no letter from him, no address to which to send this next letter of hers, that is, if she did write the letter. First, though, she must swear this smiling doctor to secrecy. The Army must never know.
“I’m not going home,” she announced to the doctor. “I’m staying right here in North Africa with the other WAACs. I must locate them and see if they’re all right. We’ve a war to fight. You see, doctor, I’ve a date to cashier a certain evil dictator up there in Berlin. Please don’t tell anyone about my pregnancy.”
“I swear on the Koran. Your secret is safe with me.” The doctor patted the back of her hand. “A word of advice, Lieutenant, you should think about sharing your secret with someone and not bottle it up inside yourself. Personal anguish can be magnified in wartime, if you let it.”
As the doctor left, Betty knew she would not write that letter to Bruce. Her miscarriage, the torpedoing, her rescue—these events were to be set aside for now. She would go on and face whatever came next.
• • •
Betty, with her seven WAAC—thank God, they were all saved from the sinking of the troopship—were immediately attached to an antiaircraft unit of an advancing army infantry column. They were issued desert dust masks, mess kits, canteens, rations and helmets prior to advancing into the African desert toward the battlefront and Rommel’s German Army.
Riding in a jeep with a sign boasting “Scripps-Howard Newspapers,” a war correspondent saw them riding in the half-track that was pulling their M-1939 mobile Bofors. He followed, sensing a scoop of a story for the folks back home, but Colonel Armstrong, who was in charge of the infantry column, cornered him at their rest stop. Betty heard him say, “Ernie, you mustn’t print anything about my WAACs—I’ll be in deep shit with the brass. The news of our women being in the war zone will undermine the whole war effort back home. As you can see, I’m short of antiaircraft crews, what with the haste to move up into battle. These women are trained, they’re good at what they do, and we sure as hell need them to help protect this column of soldiers.”
Ernie nodded his consent to the Colonel, turned and saluted the WAACs, each of whom returned the salute and smiled as the journalist drove off.
Back to the situation at hand, projecting his voice, Colonel Armstrong spoke to his infantry column. “Most of you have never been in combat so I’m telling you to keep your eyes peeled for ditches, hillocks—any place where you can seek cover quickly. We are coming into a live battlefield area. At any time we may encounter enemy fire or be strafed by enemy aircraft. Be alert.”
“This is the situation we trained for, girls,” Betty told the other WAACs.
Margaret seconded Betty’s observation. “I know, but right now I’d much rather be home in Savannah.”
“Home is where we are this minute.” Betty’s words were uttered with determination. She knew that a resolve, conceived in the safety and comfort of one’s college dormitory, is not genuine unless tested under fire. As the column once again moved forward, Betty kept her eyes on the sky, searching for Stukas and Messerschmitts. She advised the other women soldiers to do likewise.
The heat rays of this November midday shimmered up from the sands of the desert floor, distorting their view. The distant hills and clouds above appeared to change shapes, wrinkle up, dissolve into each other. A mirage of Cleveland’s hot summer asphalt streets came to Betty’s mind. For a millisecond she, a little girl, was back on Euclid Avenue with her father, her hand in his, walking toward the air-cooled Lyric Theater to see the latest Hollywood film, the musical Rose Marie with Nelson Eddy as a Royal Canadian Mountie singing to Jeanette MacDonald something about giving him ten stout-hearted men, and he’d recruit ten thousand more. What about stout-hearted women? Was she, Lieutenant Betty Tillerman/Betty Evans, here in the middle of a world war in this North African desert, a movie of her own making?
“Here they come,” Margaret yelled out. The rat-a-tat-tat began.
“But, Betty, we’ve got to get our female butts down into that ditch beside this here road!” Millicent pleaded as she jumped down from the half-track.
Margaret, her red hair flowing from beneath her helmet, cried out, “We’ve got to go with what Betty says.”
The striking bullets tore up the road. The infantry troops dove into the ditch or crouched behind the nearest vehicle, as individual soldiers tried to save their own lives. Many didn’t. Death, again, surrounded Betty—deaths from the torpedoing and now, the death from these strafing aircraft. Deaths here in North Africa, deaths in Poland, deaths in France, deaths in the Low Countries, deaths from the bombings of London. Deaths caused by a centuries-old Teutonic culture gone crazy. To stop these deaths, she had volunteered to join up and save the world. Now was the time. She yelled, “Girls, we’ve got to get our Bofors into action!”
They had practiced the setup procedure for the gun many times back at Fort Knox. Now their speed was double-time. The pods went down, the ammunition went in, the sights fixed on the image of an incoming hostile. On Betty’s command, their firing of the Bofors commenced. At one point, she jumped up on the half-track, drew her pistol and fired the entire clip up at the speeding Messerschmitt as it zipped by close overhead. A moment later they heard an explosion and saw a ball of fire erupt behind a desert hill. In unison, the WAACs let out a wild chorus. “We got one!” Betty cheered.
• • •
Back at Oberlin, Betty’s history and sociology professors had lectured on the origins of myths. Myths, they speculated, sprouted from rumors, grew from facts, albeit re-configured, or were re-told old myths dressed up in modern clothing. Whatever the source, they said, myths can become fixed into a culture along with slogans, notions and folklore, implanting them into the march of history, believed by most, told and re-told until the retelling became chiseled into the cuneiform of the culture.
The story of Betty and her sister WAACs shooting down a Messerschmitt soon became a tale of mythical proportions. By agreement, the episode was not reported by Ernie or any other war correspondent for fear of negative military and home front repercussions, yet it became part of the oral history of the North African campaign, serving to rally the morale of hot, dirty, tired American troops fighting a war for the first time in their young lives. Wherever Betty and her seven WAACs went, their word-of-mouth legend traveled with them, allaying fears and inspiring courage for all soldiers.
Chapter Seven – The English Meeting
“This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England…” —William Shakespeare, King Richard the Second, II.
“At last, we’re going to England!” Margaret announced to the WAACs as she left the command tent, waving a paper in the air. “Orders from Eisenhower’s headquarters!”
“He finally got it right,” Mary Ann said. “Now we can get out of this hot desert.”
“And into the drizzly fog of London,” Millicent chimed in. “My dried-out body will appreciate the moisturizing.”
“My body needs more than moisturizing.” Martha declared. “It needs a good limey fuck.”
“I hear their guys are not very virile,” Margaret said, “not like my Savannah men. I mean, they can go all night.”
“I don’t need to go all night,” Martha replied, “a quick role in the British clover will do me just fine, thank you.”
Betty ignored their lewd comments. She hoped that when she arrived in England there’d be a letter awaiting her from Bruce. She’d almost forgotten what her husband looked like. From her pack, she sought out the photograph that the Laconia innkeeper had snapped of her and Bruce. Her husband’s arm embraced her as they stood together amidst the croquet wickets on the lawn of their inn overlooking the Ohio River. She’d planned to send copies of these honeymoon pictures to him. He didn’t have any pin-ups of her to carry with him. How, Betty asked herself, could she expect Bruce to remember his bride?
The next morning, before the WAACs boarded their army truck for their ride back to the seaport of Casablanca, Betty penned a long letter to Bruce, telling him of the torpedoing of her troopship, her rescue, her brief hospital stay, reuniting with the other WAACs and their mission into the desert. She described their firing of the Bofors. She told him how proud he would be of his WAACs and their successful downing of the Messerschmitt. She didn’t mention her miscarriage. Betty tucked this letter, along with her other unsent letters and the pictures, into a waterproof pouch, in case their ship to England met a similar fate as that of her previous voyage.
Arriving in London, Betty and the WAACs were greeted with the news that Congress had passed, and President Roosevelt had signed, the bill removing the limitation of auxiliary status, and WAACs could now become WACs, that is, as soon as they took the oath of allegiance to the United States of America, a solemn pledge to defend their country as honest-to-God soldiers of the Army.
Betty was summoned to Allied Supreme Command Headquarters by Brigadier General Stout’s aide, Major Scott. After salutes, the major smiled at her. “Your reputation precedes you, Lieutenant.”
“Sir, I’m—”
“—The general will see you now.” The major led her into an inner office.
Smartly she saluted the general.
“I take it, with that perfect salute, you want to convert your status to W-A-C.”
“Yes, Sir! I’d be honored to have you administer the oath.”
“Raise your right hand.”
Betty recited after him the pledge.
“Now I have the duty to tell you that you’ve been promoted to the rank of Army Captain in the WACs, and I have the second honor to pin on you the silver parallel bars of your new military rank.” Turning to his desk, the general picked up a letter. “You must have real pull in Washington. I’m to inform you, Captain, that you’re now in command of a company of WACs.”
Stunned, Betty asked, “Sir, what am I to do with these women?”
“What else!” he said. “Help us win the war.”
“Thank you, Sir, I’ll do my best to carry out the trust you and the Army have placed in me.”
“I understand, Captain Tillerman, you are the first woman to ever be given a field command in this man’s army. These kinds of appointments don’t just happen. Like I say, you’ve got real influence from someone high-up.”
“Sir, as far as connections, I am not aware of any.”
“Captain, does the name Eleanor Roosevelt mean anything to you?”
“Oh yes, Sir, Mrs. Roosevelt—”
“—That’ll be all. Dismissed, Captain.”
Betty saluted and executed an about-face, but the general called her back. “Captain, a battalion of WAACs—that’s with two A’s—just arrived on a troopship at Portsmouth yesterday, and you and I are to be responsible for an important swearing-in ceremony tomorrow. I want you to introduce me. Major Scott has the details.” He waved his hand, signaling she should leave.
In the outer office, Major Scott informed her that the following day at 13:00 hours, in front of Buckingham Palace, she was to assemble an entire battalion, consisting of several companies of WAACs. “It’s to be a media event—the swearing in of all these hundreds of women. General Stout will administer the oath.” He handed her a carbon copy of a typed document. “Here’s his military record so that you get your introduction correct. He doesn’t tolerate mistakes. I advise you to rehearse the details before you deliver your introduction.”
Outside Allied Supreme Command Headquarters, Betty let out a shriek, knowing now that she, as a full captain, would have a leadership role in the coming invasion of Europe.
• • •
As the Movietone News camera rolled and reporters’ flashbulbs popped, with the royal palace in the background serving as a stage set, Betty introduced General Stout, who led the battalion of female soldiers in reciting their oath of allegiance. At the conclusion and to the delight of the Movietone News cameraman, hundreds of female army hats were flung high into the foggy London air as these women soldiers of America celebrated their legislated military equality.
In the ensuing melee of rejoicing WACs, Betty was interviewed by military reporters from The Stars and Stripes, Yank Magazine, as well as correspondents from The New York Times, the Chicago Tribune and The Times of London. The media spotlight that Colonel Armstrong had successfully blacked out from the Scripps-Howard reporter back in Africa now highlighted Betty. No one turned it off. Instead the Movietone cameraman focused up close on her, and press reporters persisted in asking about the circulating story that she had shot down an enemy aircraft single-handedly in North Africa.
Major Scott, instead of turning off the spotlight, added to its candlepower. “Captain Tillerman will be leading a company of WACs to help the Allies remove the Nazi yoke from Europe.” More flashbulbs exploded.
During the question bombardment, Betty began to sense that from here on out she was to be a cog in the Army’s propaganda machine. As such, she wondered if her real fighting days were over, and she’d be classified as the one to sell the role of women in this conflict to Army personnel and the folks back home. Had General Stout himself conceived this new role for her? He hadn’t seemed enamored with women being in this man’s army, yet maybe he thought that since she was, as he put it, “well connected high-up,” he might gain a promotion himself and become a major general by virtue of his having championed her. Selfish motives can and do lead everyone, she reminded herself. He wouldn’t need her consent. The Army didn’t work that way. You were given an order, and you complied.
She asked herself why had she signed up in the first place. Certainly not for effect, not for public relations or for adding a star to a general’s shoulder. All this non-essential duty began to wear on her mind and tire her more than the African campaign ever did. What if the rah-rah backfired, and she found herself a has-been Movietone movie star, not having a leadership role in this war after all.
Disillusioned with what she perceived to be her new role as a military poster girl, Betty walked back alone through Hyde Park toward the Army’s commandeered hotel and her quarters. Maybe Margaret and Martha’s wishful desires voiced back there in Africa were bloody well on the nose. This time in England was meant to be a lark—a carefree and spirited adventure. Okay for the two single women, but what about an old married woman? Only she knew about her wedding ring and for the time being she’d keep it that way. The little devil on her shoulder told her that her marital status shouldn’t confine her in the same way the old auxiliary status of the WAACs had limited the role of The Corps.
Walking along, she saw a woman pushing a pram. As the two women passed on the path, Betty peered down into the carriage. A tiny baby, so cute, so precious. Betty stopped. She spoke to the woman. “Your baby’s so sweet.”
“Reginald,” the mother replied and smiled ever so contentedly.
“He’s so little—”
“—Ten weeks today,” the mother stated proudly. “My first. His father’s off serving in our Royal Navy…he hasn’t seen Reggie yet.”
As the two women watched, Reginald’s little fingers formed a tiny fist, and Betty wanted him to unclench them. As his rosebud lips pursed as if to suckle, tears came to Betty’s eyes and she backed away. The repressed emotion of her miscarriage surfaced, and she could no longer conceal her feelings.
“Oh, dearie, you look as if you need a hug.” The mother put her arms around Betty.
Betty sobbed, “Your baby…he’s so…. Mine would be…if I hadn’t miscarried. My husband doesn’t know…I think he’s dead, too…somewhere in the South Pacific.”
“Oh, you poor thing.” She handed Betty a handkerchief. “A miscarriage is Mother Nature’s way, you know. You mark my words that man of yours is still alive and treasuring your love. He will go on fighting for all of us. Now you get along back to your armying and win this awful war so that my little Reggie and your future children will grow up and never have to go off and fight a bloody war.”
Betty straightened up. “Thank you, my friend, your advice is well-taken.”
• • •
Once again, her hopes high, Betty reported for mail call. A letter from A.J. had arrived, along with a morale-boosting missive from the Oberlin president. How distant college with its classes and its social scene now seemed to her. Would she go back to school after this war was over? It was one thing to put her college education on hold for the war, another thing to put it on hold for the rest of her life. The college president had always stressed to her that education was a life-long endeavor.
No letter from Bruce. Would she still have a husband when this war was over? If so, would he consent to her going back to college, or would he want her to be his housewife and mother of his children? The Moroccan doctor said she could have children. Having watched little Reginald clench and unclench his tiny fist showed to her that life began and would continue with making personal choices. She vowed that her choices after the war would indeed be personal. After all, having skipped over the next rank of first lieutenant directly to captain, she now enjoyed equal rank with her husband.
After the war, would society’s norm return to what it was in those now-distant 1930s? Would another depression cripple the nation, as Bruce had predicted? Back home in Cleveland, would she be active in social circles, give and attend those afternoon charity teas, follow her mother’s lead, while trying to stay sober?
Needing a breath of fresh air, Betty left the hotel. Out on Bayswater Road, she came upon a pub named “Fox and Hounds” near Marble Arch and ventured inside. She ordered a pint and carried the frothy glass to a secluded, dark corner, where she lit a Chesterfield. She asked herself where was this husband of hers? What if something had happened to Bruce? Maybe his ship had been torpedoed, and no passing island fisherman had fetched him from the Pacific Ocean. Maybe, God forbid, he had been killed in action, or worse, taken prisoner by the Japs. How was she to find out about Bruce?
She could ask General Stout’s aide, Major Scott, to make inquiry through Eisenhower’s headquarters as to the whereabouts of Captain Bruce Evans, or she could inquire at the Red Cross office. Those routine paper-work inquiries might take months and, if there was a response, it could end up as a letter-lost-at-sea. Her father could find out about Bruce, of that Betty felt certain, but writing to A. J. would mean revealing her marriage. Betty concluded she was dead-ended in, as the British would say, a “no-way-out” street.
Betty wished for someone to talk to—a friend. Years ago, at Miss Portier’s Swiss boarding school, she had become chummy with a girl from England. Her name was Elizabeth with the hyphenated last name of Cavendish-Hunter. They had become close—close as in girls-boarding-school-away-from-home close—because they were both named Elizabeth, and they both had competed in equine events. At school, Lizzie had talked about her family’s stable of prized thoroughbreds, but she had listened attentively as Betty described the birth of her filly, Long Legs. Betty was intrigued as Lizzie painted an enchanting picture of life on their country estate near Oxford, somewhere in the North Cotswolds. That was before the war. Was Lizzie living there today or was she off fighting the war, too? She would be someone with whom Betty could talk as a friend.
Outside the pub, Betty found a red telephone box and asked the operator for assistance. A staff member answered the ring with a stilted tone in his voice, “Duke Cavendish-Hunter residence.”
“May I please speak to Lizzie?”
“Who is calling, please?”
“Tell her it’s Captain Betty Tillerman, U. S. Army.”
“One moment, I’ll see if Lady Elizabeth is on the estate.”
In the ensuing silence, Betty reflected, “Lady Elizabeth.” Lizzie’s a grown-up Lady, and I’m a grown-up Captain. The operator came on the line, requiring more coins be inserted into the telephone slot.
Eventually, Lizzie’s voice exclaimed, “Dillingsley called you ‘Captain.’ Are you a real captain? Are you in London?”
“Yes, we recited our WAC oaths of allegiance in a ceremony this morning. I’m now a captain in this woman’s army, and I’m to report Tuesday for my new command. I’ll be in charge of a company of women.”
“To do what?”
“No comment, Lizzie, some spy could be listening.”
“Yes, yes, of course…but you simply must train up here and tell me all about it. It’s Spring Bank Holiday Monday.”
Betty was overjoyed. “Yes, I’d love to see you again. How long has it—?”
“—Good. Take the 4:50 from Paddington. It’s fast to Oxford, then change to the local. Dillingsley will collect you at the Broadway station. Want to ride this weekend? You can mount my favorite gelding—his name’s Chippendale.”
“Wonderful. I think I can manage an English saddle.”
• • •
“Welcome to Classic Cotswolds, ah…m’lady…ah Captain.” Dillingsley carried Betty’s travel bag, strapping it onto the Rolls’ chrome luggage rack on the back of the vehicle. Seated in the open motorcar, Betty took off her army hat to allow her hair to blow in the breeze as the chauffeur sped along the narrow country lanes. She relished the English countryside’s exhilarating contrast with the drab military environment in London and sensed a foretaste of something wonderful to come.
Passing through an imposing iron gate emblazoned with the Cavendish-Hunter family crest, Betty caught her breath at the vast manicured estate grounds. The approach drive wound uphill, passing stables, an Italian gazebo, a rose garden, another garden with sculptured topiary, a small lake with a boat house, up to the stately manor house, embracing, Betty imagined, a wealth of English lore. Clusters of tile chimneys rose above the third story of the pitched slate roof. Over the centuries, what intrigues had been hatched by the flickering light of these fireplaces? What knights, dukes and even kings had peered out from these galleries of windows to look out over their Cotswold country?
Her fanciful questions were interrupted by Lizzie waving from the manor house entrance. Before Betty could open the door of the Rolls, Lizzie ran up and leaned over into the vehicle, embracing her guest. “So good to see you again—”
Gunfire in the distance interrupted Lizzie’s greeting. Startled, Betty instinctively reached into her shoulder bag and drew out her pistol. At the sight of the weapon, Lizzie screamed, “No, no, Betty, it’s only Clive shooting grouse. You remember my telling you about my older brother. He’s here for the holiday weekend—a day off from Parliament. He got himself elected before the war started, backed Churchill all the way, even before the great man became Prime Minister.”
Sheepish, Betty put away her pistol and apologized. “Combat makes one a little jumpy. I promise not to shoot anybody here. You’d better warn me if your father, the Duke, will buzz the house in his airplane. I don’t want to shoot down a friendly.”
“So you do remember my telling you about Father’s infatuation with flying. I remember each of our fathers had that interest in common. My father’s not here now, he’s gone off to India to do an aerial survey for the Allies’ Burma Road, so he’s safe from you. Clive will have to be on his guard, though. Come on, let’s you and I go in and get away from the noise of his gunfire.”
As they entered the foyer, Betty said, “You didn’t tell me you had a brother. Should I address him as ‘Lord Clive’ or ‘The Right-Honorable Cavendish-Hunter’?”
Lizzie laughed. “Clive’ll do just fine, I’m sure. We three have the house to ourselves this weekend.” Leading the way into the comfortably furnished drawing room, Lizzie headed straight for the table where Dillingsley had set highball glasses, a silver ice bucket with ice, a cut-glass carafe of gin and a seltzer bottle of quinine water. “You must be thirsty from your journey from London. Let’s have a little libation while we wait for Clive to come back with our dinner.”
Lizzie poured the drinks and handed a glass to Betty. “You’re the lucky one. In America women can inherit property. Here Clive inherits everything.” Lizzie gestured as if to include all the vast lands. “That’s the way it has been and, I’m afraid, always will be in Merry Old England—the land and the estates go by way of male succession. We women have no part, other than to marry well and produce a male heir.”
“But Lizzie, these cultural customs we studied and talked about at school in Switzerland are all being re-examined, aren’t they? The past with all its unwritten covenants of class and gender roles in both our countries…it’s all going, you know. This war is much more than fighting, it’s a world-wide revolution…don’t you feel that way?”
“Oh, let’s not talk about revolutions and class stratum. Actually, Clive and I are quite close, despite the fact that he inherits everything.”
Betty observed that Lizzie, isolated here in this English countryside, entrenched in her upper class life, had no one with whom to discuss societal or political issues. She hoped her visit was giving Lizzie the opportunity to speak frankly. Betty felt that she, too, suffered isolation, being in the military here in this foreign country. She said, “Lizzie, I need your ear and your promise that you won’t tell anyone.”
“Oh no, not you, too. Please don’t tell me you’re in need of an abortion like Diane from school. Why is it the only time I see my friends is when they need my help to tidy up their mistakes? Yes, I do know a private doctor in Chipping-Camden who is very discreet, and I’ll make all the arrangements.”
“Hold on, Lizzie, I’m not pregnant.” Betty knew immediately that she would not confide to Lizzie, or anyone, about her marriage to Bruce until after the war. Yet right now she’d better be quick and make up something personal, so she blurted, “I did know you had a brother, and I had a secret crush on him when you and I were at school. I was the one who stole your picture of him, and I kept it hidden under my pillow, only taking it out to look at him when I masturbated.”
“I definitely won’t tell Clive; he’d be ever so smug.” Lizzie finished her gin and tonic and mixed another for herself. “You’re so sweet to come here and give me a diversion from all this war business. I volunteer at hospital—a converted country house outside Chipping-Camden—five days a week…horrible, the wounded…this war. My doctor friend…he’s my only link to sanity. Clive doesn’t know about him, so please don’t tell of my secret love, either.”
Betty swirled the icy gin in her glass. She wanted to tell Lizzie how lucky she was to have her love close-by. Instead, thinking of Bruce, she drained her glass and handed it to Lizzie, asking for another. “Your secret is safe with me. I don’t drink and tell.”
“My doctor tells me I drink too much. His wife’s a teetotaler.” Her irritability growing, Lizzie advised, “These secret love affairs don’t get you anywhere, but I can’t help myself, I need the sex.”
A tap at the drawing room door was followed by Dillingsley entering and saying, “M’lady, Lord Cavendish-Hunter is back and dressing for dinner, which will be served at the usual time.”
“With all that noise he was making, was he successful in bagging our meal?”
“I’m afraid not, M’lady. Cook will substitute chicken for the game birds.”
Lizzie looked at Betty. “Brother Clive may have other callings, other attributes.”
To Dillingsley, she instructed, “Not another word about Clive’s marksmanship. You can remove the liquor tray now and come back to show Captain Tillerman her room and draw her a hot bath so she can freshen up a bit before dinner.” Lizzie’s eyes lingered on the exiting tray.
• • •
Later, when Betty returned to the drawing room, Clive was there, standing tall and looking out a gallery of windows. He sensed her arrival, turned toward her and introduced himself. “We should go out onto the veranda to wait for Lizzie. The fresh air allows one to catch their breath in these stifling times.”
Betty thought how handsome he looked in his tuxedo, and now he was inviting her to go out on the veranda with him. She mustn’t laugh to dispel her vivid memory of her youthful fantasy of an ideal marriage proposal because he would never get the inside joke. Quite seriously she said, “I find that a kinship with nature, especially in the late spring, helps heal the scars of war.” With a twinkle, she added, “The bubble bath that Dillingsley drew for me also soothed my aching body.”
Clive looked at her closely. “I can’t imagine ‘an aching body’ underneath that striking uniform of yours. I see a schoolgirl’s body, like the one I saw in the photograph that Lizzie brought back from Switzerland.”
“I often wondered where that photograph disappeared to.” Lizzie raised her cordial glass to Betty as she came out onto the veranda.
Dillingsley announced dinner, and the three went in to the dining room with its table spread lavishly with linens, china, crystal, silver, an elaborate floral centerpiece and two candelabra. The candlelight accented the extravagance of upper-class English gentry.
During dinner, Lizzie recited one anecdote after another from their boarding school days until Betty was about to scream out with, “Hold on, Lizzie, I’m not that masturbating schoolgirl you knew way back when.” Instead, she turned to Clive, who was trying to stifle a yawn. “We girls are boring you, aren’t we? I’ll bet you have some stories about your schooling that would interest me. I’ve never met an Oxford man before. Let alone one who was elected to Parliament.”
“How’d you know I went to Oxford?” Clive asked.
“I see your college crest on the studs of your dress shirt.”
“I see your North African service ribbon with the expert antiaircraft gun bar on your uniform jacket, and I’m envious of your shooting skills. You’ll have to give me lessons out in our woods so I can get that short-tailed-plump-drummer I’ve been after all day.”
“I’d love to go for an evening walk in the woods with the two of you, but no shooting please.” Betty didn’t want the threesome to continue their lame conversation and was thankful when Lizzie got up from the table and announced her plans for the night.
“You two will have to excuse me, I have a doctor’s appointment.” Lizzie gave Betty a knowing look as she left the dining room.
Outside the manor house, Clive stopped to light his briarwood pipe. Taking in the masculine fragrance of his tobacco, Betty walked along with him across the estate grounds to the edge of the pond where two black swans swam amidst floating green leaves of showy white water lilies. A rowboat, tied up to a short pier, seemed to be awaiting their arrival.
“This night calls for an excursion across to our island cabana.” Clive held out his hand and helped Betty step into the boat. With strong pulls on the oars he rowed across the still waters of the pond. Betty dipped her fingers into the water and felt the current that Clive generated. Glancing over his shoulder at the island shelter, Clive said, “My father built this replica of the royal cabana at Biarritz where the Duke and Duchess of Windsor often visited. Our guest cabana has got everything you could possibly want.”
“Including you?”
Clive was quick to respond, “Including you, Betty. You’re the most desirable woman I’ve ever met, and I want to make love to you all night.” At the island pier, he helped her out of the rowboat and, still holding her hand, led her into the dark cabana. He took her in his arms and kissed her hungrily. Without thoughts, Betty matched his passion with hers. Down on the carpet they went, rolling about, she on top, he on top. Betty cried out in sheer ecstasy.
• • •
The next morning at breakfast, Betty and Clive continued as a twosome. “I’ve asked Dillingsley to lay out one of Lizzie’s riding habits for you, so we can go riding.”
Betty rode Chippendale, and Clive was on Ambassador. After cantering their horses across the estate’s rolling countryside, Clive pointed ahead to a grove of chestnut trees, and they galloped their steeds toward its shaded seclusion. He tied the horses to a tree. Betty threw her arms around Clive’s neck and the two of them collapsed onto the soft ground. Eagerly they copulated. Having sex in the mid-morning in a copse of chestnuts deep in the English countryside was exciting for Betty. She felt it was a new experience for Clive, as well.
“I’ve instructed Dillingsley to bring our lunch to our belvedere. You may have noticed it on your approach yesterday. My father copied this gazebo from a country estate Palladio designed outside Venice back in the 16th century.”
“You think of everything. I can’t get my desire for you out of my mind.”
“I’m thinking about where we can make love next.”
“Your father’s columned pergola will be perfect.”
“Let’s go.”
Dillingsley, having driven the Rolls to the hilltop gazebo, set up their lunch on a folding table complete with linen table cloth, crystal flute goblets, chinaware, silver flatware and a candelabra. He poured champagne and served the creamed spinach soup, the romaine hearts of lettuce salad and the fruit compote. He brought the morning Times and unfolded the paper to show Lord Cavendish-Hunter the picture of Betty leading the WAC swearing-in ceremony in front of Buckingham Palace.
In his oratorical voice, Clive quoted the caption beneath the picture accompanying the article, “Captain Tillerman of the United States Women’s Army Corps, who single-handily shot down a Nazi Messerschmitt in North Africa, commands a battalion of women taking the oath of allegiance to their country.”
“The only pledge I make right now is that I want you, I need you.” Betty wanted to abandon her military responsibilities. Their sexual romps were opening new doors to her very being. She wanted to grow from within, and the sensuality that Clive opened up for her introduced her to a new self. She could hardly wait until Dillingsley left with the dirty dishes so that she and Clive could embrace in another sexual feature. She was not to be disappointed as Clive showed his affection by performing cunnilingus as she became lost in the panoramic view.
• • •
Betty was completely taken with the gentry lifestyle of her English host and hostess—the opulence of their manor house, the natural beauty of their estate grounds, being waited on hand and foot by their many servants—but most of all she had fallen in love with Lord Clive Cavendish-Hunter. Yet, she felt this way of life, this England, would not be the same after the war. This world war was a revolution in values and in mores of people everywhere. Franklin Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms would have an impact as people of all classes endeavored to realize their own human potential. Setting her worldly observations aside, she hurried through her second bubble bath, anxious to re-join Clive.
Their formal dinner that evening matched the previous evening’s setting and its presentation, but this evening Lizzie refrained from reminiscing on their boarding school days. Instead, as Betty ate silently, glimpsing now and then at Clive, and while Clive listened, Lizzie praised him and his successful campaign for election to Parliament. “Politics is what one pursues as a responsible citizen in this little island nation of ours. Clive feels he’s fortunate to have been born to a title and heir to this landed estate. He knows he has a duty to his country.”
Lizzie turned to her brother and told him about Betty’s family aircraft business. “She’s the sole heiress to an American industrial dynasty, but I’ll let you in on a little secret, big brother, she really fancies the cinema as a career.” Betty only smiled, remembering her schoolgirl crushes on John Wayne, Gary Cooper, Tyrone Power, Cary Grant and Leslie Howard. Of the lot, Clive most closely resembled Leslie Howard, Scarlet O’Hara’s unrequited love in Gone With the Wind.
Over their dessert sweetmeats, Lizzie informed Betty that the trains didn’t run from Broadway station on Bank Holiday Monday and that Dillingsley would drive her to Evesham station for her return to London, that is, unless she wanted to get up early and ride back to London with Clive in his Morgan motorcar. Betty was happy as a lark when Clive said, “Of course, I’ll drive our captain back to the City.” By now, had he asked her, Betty would have gone with Clive wherever the winds of destiny took them.
• • •
After a night of lovemaking with Clive, first in his private sitting room, then in his mirrored dressing room, and later in her boudoir, the next morning Betty bid goodbye to Lizzie at the manor house entrance. She thanked her for a perfect weekend as they hugged each other.
Lizzie whispered in Betty’s ear, “I hope I didn’t expound over the top about Clive last night at dinner, but he is really a wonderful person, and you should stay in touch with him in London.”
“I will take your advice.”
Clive steered the open-air Morgan along the winding country lanes and through the Cotswold villages. Driver and passenger sat so close to each other in the low-slung motorcar that each time Clive shifted the gears, down and up, his left hand brushed against Betty’s leg. “We took away all the road signs,” he explained as he maneuvered through another unmarked turn, “so that if the Germans ever did invade, they’d never find their way through our countryside. I’m allowed an extra petrol ration, so I drive as much as I can. I love driving this motorcar along these country lanes.”
Betty placed her hand over his as he grasped the lever to change gears for the next turn. She felt the motor’s vibrating energy and wanted to manifest her own sexual power. She reached for the zipper of Clive’s trousers. Before a surprised and delighted Clive could down-shift the Morgan and pull off into a lay-by, she was down on him, performing fellatio.
• • •
Driving along Bayswater Road, heading to Betty’s military hotel quarters, Clive turned onto a Hyde Park lane and stopped the Morgan in front of Kensington Palace. He looked over at her. “I’ve been thinking, Betty, as we drove into London, that my flat on Belgrave Square has ample living space to provide for a captain in the United States Army. Let me take you there now, and you can have a look-see. If you say ‘yes’ to our little arrangement, you’d still have your freedom…you’d not be making a lifelong commitment. But, most important to me…and I would hope to you…is that you and I’d be together in the evenings.”
He’s proposing an arrangement that would be frowned upon back home in Shaker Heights, Betty thought to herself, but Shaker Heights was a million miles away. A. J. had said that she might find herself in a “close personal relationship and want to go all the way.” She and Clive had found each other in this realm of England, and he was asking her to be by his side, one day at a time. In this war, one day at a time is all there is.
A pair of Labrador retrievers welcomed her arrival to Belgrave Square, along with the courteous staff, who addressed her respectfully as “Captain Tillerman.” Clive’s “flat” turned out to be Kensington-Palace-like, its many rooms decorated with antique Jacobean furniture, Persian carpets and Gainsborough portraits and landscapes.
“I’d love to live with you here.” Betty knew that her love was not for a what but for a who. “I’ll make you happy.”
• • •
Happiness in wartime is relative to the time two people can spend together. One day, a British uniformed courier delivered an envelope to Betty’s military office, making certain she handed it to Captain Betty Tillerman personally. She required a signed receipt. Betty tore open the envelope and immediately saw the embossed Parliamentary stationery with its hand-penned note: “My Dearest, please accompany me this evening for a reception and preview showing of a short film from the J. Arthur Rank Organization.” The note went on to state that British and a few American film dignitaries would be present, and meeting them would be important for her career. He asked her to join him at seven o’clock in the lobby of the Piccadilly Circus Hotel. He signed his note, “Lord Clive.” No, wait! It’s not “Lord,” it’s “Love, Clive.”
The total darkness of London at night in 1943 wartime rendered getting about an arduous task. Of necessity, by now in her stay in the British capital, Betty had memorized the street patterns and made her way to the nearby hotel entrance. The lights inside transformed the blacked-out night into a warm welcome that grew even warmer with the kiss on her lips from her attentive Member of Parliament.
Among the movers and shakers of film to whom Clive introduced her was J. Arthur himself. “You’re the American woman soldier—the war-hero captain,” the film mogul stated to her, as if he was assigning her a role to act out in one of his films. “Do you live in Hollywood?”
“No, I’m from Cleveland…ah…it’s an industrial city in Ohio.”
“Too bad, you see I’m hoping to expand to Hollywood after this war is over, and I require someone there on my team who knows their way around town.”
“Oh, she could help you out there,” Clive said without hesitation.
Betty looked at Clive in surprise.
“Captain Tillerman’s father is an influential American industrialist. His company supplies the vital Southern California aircraft industry with proprietary parts. There’s your contact, Sir Arthur.”
Up-beat, the movie maker replied, “Good, here’s my card. When this conflict is over, and we’re all back to where we belong, you write to me, Captain, and we’ll do business. Isn’t that how you say it in America?”
As they left the reception and moved into the viewing room to find their seats, Betty squeezed Clive’s hand to thank him for being so supportive of her cinematic ambitions.
• • •
As the days went by, Betty lived in her own realm with Clive. She believed their love was expressed by more than sex. Their words, spoken and unspoken to each other, titillated them to higher and higher levels of pleasure. Each passing moment together brought them closer to an enlightenment that philosophers of old could only have dreamt of. Betty reflected that the learned men, whose multi-volume studies of the psychology of sex—Havelock Ellis and Sigmund Freud, whose treatises she had read at Oberlin—wrote without an insight of intimacy that she and Clive shared. She felt his attention to her intellectual interests underlined his affection for her.
When another envelope arrived at her office, delivered by the same courier, she excitedly read the note inside. This time he was inviting her to a private Parliamentary reception for officials of the British aircraft industry. Betty perceived that, without prompting, Clive had foreseen the time when she would inherit the reigns of her father’s business, and she would need contacts worldwide to meet the challenge of the post-war aircraft industry.
Feeling as if she were living the evening on auto-pilot, Betty entwined her arm in Clive’s as he introduced her to two important leaders of the British aircraft industry, Sir John Sutton Nettlefold and Sir Charles Hawkins. “They merged their two manufacturing companies back in 1900,” Clive told her, “establishing a household name in automotive transmissions before the war. With the war effort, they’ve taken off into aeronautics.”
“Jet propulsion is where we’re headed,” Sir John pronounced to Clive and to Betty. To her, he said, “Your chaps in America are trying to catch up with us, but I’m afraid we’re all behind Adolph and his boys.”
Acknowledging the knighted industrialist’s comment, Betty asked if this intelligence meant the war might go on for a much longer time.
“Don’t worry, Betty,” Clive reassured her, “while the Nazis scientists may be ahead with their rocket engines and the building of their jet-plane prototypes, the Allies have shot down so many of their propeller planes that, even if they are able to manufacture these new jet planes in any sort of quantity, they haven’t the human resource of pilots to man them. The Allies have superiority there; our fliers are the best in the world and will bring this war to a rapid and successful conclusion.”
Betty did worry. If the war’s end was nearing, the end of their love affair was imminent, too.
• • •
As the next weeks and months went by, Betty and Clive awoke every morning with their arms around each other. His natural morning erection would enter her, but when they began to think about their day’s agendas—he would comment about his coming speech in Parliament and Betty would talk about her WACS and how their morale was either up or down—they would feel Clive’s hesitant withdrawal and know their public day had begun.
Betty felt their bodies, their minds, their worlds were in sync, and this harmony defined the true state of marriage. Living with Clive over the last nine months confirmed her youthful dreams of a matrimonial union. Could she achieve this same accord with Bruce after the war? No letters…no word…no thoughts of Bruce, either, until just now.
Mid-week, Clive announced to Betty, “Next Saturday we’re taking the Morgan and getting out of this foggy London town.”
“Where’re we going?”
“Ditchley Park in Oxfordshire.”
Betty didn’t want Clive to take her on a picnic in some park. Thoughts of Bruce and their picnics together in the Fort Knox maple grove would invade her space and time with Clive. “I’m not up for a picnic.”
“Are you up for a weekend retreat in an 18th-century Palladian mansion? That’s what Ditchley Park is. There’s someone there who wants to meet you.”
Feeling chagrined about allowing her thoughts of Bruce to dictate her response to Clive’s invitation, Betty laughed off her ignorance. “How thoughtful you are to suggest this wonderful excursion. Who wants to meet me?”
“It’s to be a surprise.”
• • •
Friday morning Betty was met at her office door by a British Red Cross volunteer, who asked if she knew a Lieutenant Dennis Ambrose of the RCAF.
“Why, yes, I do.” Betty was puzzled.
“His plane was shot down and he’s in pretty bad shape. He gave the hospital doctor your name, and I’m happy for Lieutenant Ambrose that I finally located you.”
“When can I see him?”
“Come with me now.”
The hospital ward brought Betty back to the horrors of war. Wounded airmen moaned and groaned in pain. The volunteer led her to Dennis’ bed. His eyes stared into space. She barely recognized him. He appeared older, much older, alive, yes, but for what purpose? He looked up at her, showing no recognition or emotion. Betty took his hand in hers. “Dennis, you and I have to get back to Obie and finish our education. We’ll make it. You have to get well first, and together we’ll graduate with honors.”
No response from Dennis. Betty waited, then tried again, “Dennis, do you know me?” Still no response.
The volunteer looked at Betty and shook her head sadly.
Dennis’ silence unnerved Betty more than not having heard a word from Bruce. For a split second she hoped never to hear from either of them again…ever. Clive was all that mattered to her at this time and place. Turning to the volunteer, Betty thanked the woman on Dennis’ behalf and left the hospital, telling herself she would not return.
She walked aimlessly back to her office, passing a clean-up crew at work on the ruble of a bombed-out building. “Damn this war,” she said out loud to no one in particular. To herself, she said, “It’s easy to blame this war for my indifference to Dennis and Bruce.” She chided herself for her self-centered weakness. She began to realize that Clive wasn’t giving her strength; instead he was leading her into a matrimonial-like state of submission. Betty resolved, here and now, that this weekend excursion would be her farewell to Clive, and she would go forth alone to gain her own sense of direction.
• • •
Few Londoners knew that Prime Minister Winston Churchill frequently used Ditchley Park as his personal secret retreat from the round-the-clock hyperactivity of the war cabinet rooms in underground London. As Clive drove the Morgan up to the ornate gate guarded by military, Betty sensed this mansion was a place significant to the war effort.
“Lord Cavendish-Hunter and Captain Tillerman to see the Prime Minister,” Clive told the guard, who looked for their names on his clipboard and then promptly motioned them through.
“We’re doing what?” Betty exclaimed.
“The great man’s asked to meet you.”
“Oh, my stars! You should have told me!”
Clive smiled over at her in such a way that Betty knew he had arranged this memorable meeting for her as a personal favor.
The odor of cigar smoke preceded the entrance of the Prime Minister into the blue drawing room. “Ah, Lord Clive, how is your father getting along off there in Burma?”
“The Duke’s finishing up his aerial survey work, Sir, and I understand he’s coming home quite soon,” Clive replied. “Prime Minister, I have the honor to present Captain Betty Tillerman, U. S. Army.”
Betty bowed. “My pleasure, Prime Minister. My father and I have been your admirers for years.”
“I understand your father’s in the business of aircraft—it’s the future for our society, yours and ours, after this bloody war is won, don’t you think?”
“Yes, sir, I do and so does he.”
“The world will owe much to both of your fathers—men who have pioneered the skies, and who will continue to do so in peacetime.” He thought only a brief moment before adding, “Yes, we do owe them so much, most of all here in Britain. You tell your father to keep up his good work, Captain Tillerman.”
“I will tell him, Sir.”
“Good, now if there’s anything you and Lord Clive need during your stay here at Ditchley Park, just let my staff know.”
“Thank you, Prime Minister,” Clive said as the British leader and his cigar odor left the drawing room.
• • •
The rest of the weekend for Betty was anticlimactic. She wanted her farewell to Clive to go smoothly for he was, as Lizzie had said, “a wonderful person.” Etiquette ruled. Following the ceremonious introduction to the Prime Minister, Betty watched her p’s and q’s in commingling with the other invited houseguests. Thanks to her upbringing, she knew and practiced the codified rules for the afternoon game of lawn tennis. At the traditional British high tea, she chose her words and practiced the art of conversation as she had been taught at Oberlin. The evening’s formal dinner was a polite society study in manners, decorum, courtesies and proprieties.
Betty told Clive when they returned to Belgrave Square, “This weekend has been the most wonderful time I’ve had during my entire tour of duty here in England. I can’t thank you enough.”
“You’re ending our arrangement, aren’t you? From your conversation with the other houseguests at dinner last night, I surmised that you’re ready to move on.”
“Yes, I must.”
With a stiff upper lip, Clive dodged rejection. “My father’s homecoming is quite significant for me personally. You see, in England titles are passed along to male heirs, and of course his title will pass to me someday. The Duke will undoubtedly want to arrange the right marriage for me so I can sire a family heir.”
“Yes, you must.”
• • •
Betty led her battalion of American WACS onto the beaches of Normandy and along the hedgerows, across the farms and through the orchards and villages of the hard won liberated France amidst the flower-tossing citizenry cheering their arrival. She had prepared herself for this, her most satisfying hour so far, and from here on out, Betty knew she could shoot down any approaching hostile, win any war and personally triumph in every way imaginable.
Part II
“The business of America is business.” —Calvin Coolidge, Speech before Society of American Newspaper Editors, January 17, 1925
Chapter One – The Business of Marriage
“I’m pregnant, Papa,” Betty announced to her father in the privacy of his office.
A. J. jumped up from his desk chair, rushed to her and hugged her. “Your telling me the news that I’m to be a grandpapá is the best gift a father could ask for. Oh, Betty, you’re so precious to me. I’m so thankful that you came home from the war unharmed.”
He had been looking at the framed triptych of black and white photographs of Betty that occupied a prominent position on his walnut executive desk. The first showed her as a little girl in her sunsuit on the picnic beach at Lake Erie. The second presented her as a debutante in her pretty evening gown with the gardenia corsage pinned on the bodice, as she and her handsome date, Ralph, left for her coming-out ball at the country club. The third photograph was the one she sent him from Fort Des Moines showing her in her military WAAC uniform. Next to these earlier pictures, a larger portrait in color captured Betty in her white satin bridal dress with a three-yard-long train and a fine veil of silk tulle, the photograph having been taken outside the entrance to their magnificent Episcopal church following a spectacular wedding ceremony that he had staged for her and Bruce—an event that proved to be, for the special roster of invited Clevelandites, the highlight of 1947’s social scene. Now, in only a matter of months, he could frame yet another picture—a baby, a boy? He’d instruct the photographer to feature Betty holding the newborn, appropriately dressed for its christening.
“Does Bruce know?” he asked hesitatingly, for he wasn’t fully comfortable around the man, never had been, he had to admit to himself, but certainly not to Betty.
Betty replied slowly. “I haven’t told him yet. I wanted to tell you first.”
He knew that people in his Cleveland social circles assumed that the now-civilian Betty would act with the commensurate family and social graces expected of a wife in post-war Cleveland. Her role was to find a suitable suburban home, decorate the house appropriately, manage the household accounts and busy herself arranging social functions, chairing committees to raise funds for charities, as well as serving on the board of directors of one or more museums. Betty’s having a baby at this time fit the script perfectly, so A. J. asked himself why this sense of foreboding about Bruce?
As he had promised her he would do, he had given Bruce a job at the factory, awarded him a title and assigned him an office, its size and corner location in the factory fitting for the husband of his only daughter. His people assumed Bruce Evans was in line to run the business one day. That day wouldn’t be in the near future unless Bruce demonstrated a little more interest in his work.
In his own case, he had risen up from the hell of The Great War to invent and patent special aircraft parts, build a large and profitable business, plus advance to social prominence in the state and nation. Pulling himself up by his own bootstraps, he had developed and come to trust his own intuition. He hoped that he wasn’t about to judge wrongly his son-in-law. Likely Bruce needed a little more time to be successful in his effort to rise above the hell of World War II and his suffering as a prisoner of war while in brutal Japanese confinement. He’d have to give Bruce the benefit of the doubt, for Betty’s sake.
“You were strong, Betty, to tell me about your elopement back at Fort Knox, although I wish you’d have told me at the time…but I do understand…when I met your mother back in 1917, we were young and in love…she said I got her pregnant, and I thought I had to do the right thing—marry her, even though I was about to go off to war.”
“You never told me how the two of you met.”
“We met when I was at officers’ training camp in New Jersey and there was this dance…she was a society girl from an old-line family in Philadelphia…the orchestra played this little ditty “For Me and My Gal.” We danced…well, she and I…right before I was to ship out, she told me she was ‘in a family way’ and I was the one who was…ah…‘responsible.’ What else could I do? We got married right away, of course. Back then, a responsible man did ‘the right thing’.” A. J. mumbled, “Now you know.”
For a moment, Betty sat in a state of shock, but quickly recovering, she called her father into question. “I wasn’t born until long after that war.”
He was slow in replying. “She…she wasn’t pregnant like she said. Consequently when I returned from the war, I found it hard to trust anything she told me.”
“Oh, A. J., I’m so sorry for you…and for her, too. Is that estrangement why she…her drinking…?”
“Mistakes can stay with you for all of your life.” He looked pensively at his daughter. He shifted his demeanor to being less emotional. “We now know alcoholism is a disease, thanks to Alcoholics Anonymous. Back then in the 1920s, no one understood, certainly not our Episcopal priest who shook his head and called it a sin, not even our doctor who prescribed sedatives…let alone me. Otherwise, she might still be with us….”
Not wanting to bring up the tragedy of her mother’s automobile crash and her father’s long period of mourning, as reported to her by their family attorney’s letter when she was in England, Betty allowed a moment of silence to convey to her father her sympathy. She felt that the conversation could now move to her own battle with an alcoholic spouse. “Bruce is getting his drinking under control, but please don’t ever tell him about my miscarriage, or the torpedo, or what I did during my year in England. I’m sure any of those stories would set him off on one of his benders.”
“No, of course not, Betty. Don’t worry, I find it hard to talk to Bruce about anything…even the business.”
They heard a soft tap on the office door. Peeking in, the secretary announced, “Sir, the military men have arrived and are on their way up to your office.”
“Tell ’em to wait in the conference room, can’t you see I’m with my daughter.”
Betty rose to leave. “It’s okay, A. J., I have an appointment with a real estate agent to look at a country gentlemen’s house this afternoon. It’s an American adaptation of an English manor house, and the owner is anxious to sell. After that, I’m interviewing two candidates for the position as my social secretary. You’ll be interested to know that the first one to answer my newspaper advertisement said she used to be a waitress at The Trojan Horse before her wartime job with the Office of Price Administration. She says that her experience with the OPA has made her very cost conscious.”
“That’s a good attribute. What’s her name?”
“Myrtle Schultz.”
“Oh, yes, I do remember Myrt. She’d be the right one for you, but you decide, Betty.” Escorting her to the office door, he put his arm around her shoulder. “Remember, I’ll always be here for you.”
Betty kissed her father on his cheek. “And I for you, A. J.”
• • •
The Second World War had ended in 1945. Now, in the middle of 1948, A. J. tried, without much success, to focus his thoughts on the immediate agenda of the conference about to start with the military brass. He looked back three years to the Nazi surrender in Europe. He knew at that time Betty would either be coming home or, God forbid, she would be ordered to the Pacific Theater. After three agonizing months of uncertainty about Betty’s homecoming, the Japanese surrendered unconditionally, but only after the dropping of those two terrible bombs. He wouldn’t describe those bombs as being “terrible” in speaking to these military men, for they would extol those explosive weapons of unbelievable destructive power as “life-saving for American soldiers who wouldn’t have to die on the beaches during the invasion of Japan.” But atomic bombs, he knew, and they knew, were terrible, terrible weapons.
Betty’s return from the war and her dropping the bomb of her concealed 1942 marriage to some captain named Bruce Evans had rattled him more than he wanted to admit. That evening of her homecoming, as they talked together in his mahogany-paneled library and, as Betty shocked him by relating her wartime elopement, his immediate, and he was instantly certain, quite necessary plan of action flashed in front of him. Relying upon his influential contacts in Washington, he would find out what had happened to this man Bruce. He would locate him, bring him back to Cleveland and mold him into a proper son-in-law, but only after he had convinced Betty to continue to keep her marriage a secret, as well as gain her consent to a proper engagement announcement, to be followed by a formal wedding in their church. He’d make sure to tell their priest that he wanted to change the traditional part of the wedding ceremony where he was “to give away his daughter,” to, “I present my daughter to a very fine fellow, who will cherish and keep her from this day on.”
After he’d had a chance to assess Bruce’s skills, and he dearly hoped the man would qualify so that he could award him with a high-level position in his factory, he’d await the birth of his grandson—something he had always planned for, and something he and Betty had agreed upon during the sealing of their special father-daughter pact back in 1941 at The Trojan Horse Roadhouse. After sharing the wedding arrangements with his daughter and eliciting her consent, action followed early the next morning as he cancelled everything on his schedule and instructed his secretary to place the first of what turned out to be several long-distance telephone calls to the nation’s capital.
The results were that, within a few days, he had located Captain Bruce Evans. He had been a POW in Japan near, but not in, the devastated Hiroshima. Disoriented and confused, the man was a mental patient, confined to the Veterans Administration Hospital in Marion, Indiana. The very next day, he and Betty, along with his own personal physician, had driven to the hospital to confer with the VA doctors about Bruce’s release to a private Cleveland medical facility.
Another tap on his office door startled A. J.
“The general and his staff are here, Sir. They’re waiting for you in the conference room.”
“I’ll be right there,” he replied. “Has Mr. Evans blessed us with his appearance this morning?”
“No, Sir, I believe he’s taking the day off to look at the new car models at the dealerships on Euclid Avenue.”
As A. J. walked down the hallway, he remembered the VE and VJ victory parades down Euclid Avenue that had drawn huge crowds of people, as did the parades in which he had marched over there in Paris after the 1918 Armistice ending The Great War. He knew from his time that, when dawn came on the next morning and on the next and on the next, the victory euphoria faded into the essential substance of everyday living. Returning veterans had to face the tasks of re-uniting with families, working at getting along with wives, being a father to children not seen in more than a year, or maybe never seen, as well as finding jobs. On each of those post-war mornings that day’s life had to be faced.
After his war, everything had changed; after Betty’s war, everything was changing. Those who realized this basic fact of peacetime change could begin to plan ahead for themselves and their families, even prosper from the societal changes, their judgment and attitudes benefiting from their wartime experiences. But those who didn’t make adjustments in their outlooks and their plans were destined for obsolescence. For a person to be able to march forward into the future, A. J. had come to believe, their soul must recognize a rainbow, no matter how faint, but shining up there somewhere in the storm of wartime tears.
“Jets! That’s where we in the military are headed,” the general stated emphatically. “Your factory, A. J., must adapt in its thinking and in its plans, for we are entering the new era of jet propulsion.”
“We’re doing just that,” A. J. assured him. “In wartime and in peacetime, General, you can count on us being prepared to meet your requirements.”
“It may seem like peacetime to you, A. J., but as Bernard Baruch aptly puts it, this country is now in a ‘cold war’ with the Russians.” The general asked pointedly, “Have you ferreted out all the pinko commie sympathizers in your factory? Congressional committees will want assurances before we can award these new contracts.”
“General, I want you to know that we have done extensive investigations on all our people. Let me assure you, they are, every one, loyal Americans who stand ready to sign President Truman’s Federal Loyalty Oath. You have nothing to worry about here in America’s proud and productive industrial center. We’re all patriotic Americans.”
The military man nodded, checked off that housekeeping matter on his Federal Contractor’s Qualification Sheet and wrote down A. J.’s response, word for word.
As the general painstakingly wrote, A. J.’s concerns mounted about the general’s warning of “communists in our midst.” He decried the growing tone of the country to defile anyone who held divergent political or economic views of the country and the world. Why, he asked himself, had his daughter and so many other brave Americans fought for President Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms if we weren’t going to live up to them ourselves? As to his many employees, so what if they were politically left or right, so long as they perform their assigned jobs? Bruce was his only employee about whom he harbored any doubts, not so much about his politics, for he didn’t seem to have any political views.
His problem with Bruce was that the man didn’t express an opinion about anything. He’d show up from time to time at his factory office and give the appearance of sobriety and performance of his duties, yet he took no initiatives, came up with no new ideas, only performed mechanically, lacking enthusiasm or the expression of any emotion. Well, after all, A. J. frowned, the aptly degreed Bruce was schooled at Penn State to be a mechanical engineer, so “mechanical” could be expected to depict his behavioral trademark. What had his Betty seen in Bruce back there at Fort Knox, A. J. asked himself, and what in the world does she see in him now?
A. J. thought back about Bruce’s parents, who had traveled to Cleveland for the wedding. The couple turned out to be nice enough folks who hailed from one of those little hamlets lost somewhere in the crenellated mountain ridges of central Pennsylvania, nowhere near the new Pennsylvania Turnpike. A. J. had already forgotten the town’s name. Bruce’s father told about his dry goods store on Main Street, his joining Rotary and his becoming a deacon in his Lutheran church. Bruce’s mother said she was proud to be her husband’s housewife in her merchant-class house on the “right” side of the Pennsylvania Railroad tracks. They both boasted about Bruce’s high school football record that earned him an athletic scholarship to Penn State. When they bid goodbye to everyone, boarded the noon train to leave, A. J. remembered thinking that he hadn’t found out anything of meaning about his new son-in-law, other than the father’s mention that his son had been the victim of “false accusations” in that high school Scholastic Aptitude Test cheating incident. His son was, so the father had insisted to A. J., “an honest kid.” A. J. had nodded politely, almost forgetting the father’s clothed character clarification in his relief at seeing the couple leave town.
The general and his staff were going on at length with the military’s many detailed requirements for jet propulsion aircraft parts, and A. J. knew he had to focus on the meeting’s agenda. Instead, his mind went back to his and Betty’s trip to the Veterans Administration hospital in Marion, Indiana.
There was Bruce sitting on a lawn chair on the hospital grounds, dressed in the striped pajama garb of the mental hospital, staring vacantly at the sycamore trees lining the banks of the Mississinewa River. Bruce’s gaunt face and limp body reminded him of the hundreds of shell-shocked casualties he had seen sequestered in the hospitals of France at the end of World War I. A. J. remembered his observation of Betty at that moment. He realized she hadn’t seen her husband since October, 1942. Now, at this startling moment in 1946, she stepped up to him and reached for his hand, clasped it in hers and said softly, “Bruce, it’s Betty.” Her eyes seemed to express her doubts of that four-year-ago decision. He had accepted the consequences of his own marital decision, but he wanted Betty to have the freedom to put things right for herself. That day was the beginning of his refrain: “I’ll always be here for you, Betty.”
Chapter Two – The Business of Children
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