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Dedication
To my mother, Frances Garrett Morris, who at the age of 25, packed up her two children, took a train across the country to board a military transport ship bound for, literally, the far ends of the earth in order to join her husband in a foreign country that had few modern conveniences. Yet she made a home for her family, and when I asked her years later, “Mom, how did you manage to do all that?” She merely replied, “It was expected of me.”
To my mother, other military wives, past, present and future, and to the battalions of military brats who blazed the trail for those who followed, this book is respectfully, and gratefully, dedicated.
A Note to the Reader
There really was/is a Camp Sobingo, located outside the capitol city of Seoul, South Korea at the end of WWII. This military compound’s cookie-cutter “quarters” was home to the women and children who joined their Army officer husbands during the US Occupation. The camp had a school, a post exchange, a dispensary, a commissary, and even a movie theatre (think “MASH”). Ever-present, however, was the military presence, both Korean and our own US forces, and the tyranny of the Russians located across the 38th parallel, who merely annoyed the dependents with their random denial of electricity to the American contingent.
Most of the Americans had deployed to other assignments before June 25th, 1950 when North Korea invaded South Korea. Those remaining escaped safely, but “The Land of the Morning Calm” would never be the same. In 1954, my father was ordered back to Korea as part of the Military Advisory Group. He took a short drive to what remained of Camp Sobingo, and sent snapshots of our former quarters, (Hq.G-27) which had been pock-marked by aerial strafing, and natives were stripping the floorboards for fuel.
The window, where I had sat and dreamed a 10-year-old’s dreams and played with my homemade doll-house populated by models cut from the Sears, Roebuck catalog, was boarded up. More pockmarks surrounded the framework.
An unusual childhood, one might correctly assume, yet I was not alone in this kind of adventure. There are vast numbers of military brats and wives of servicemen who carry the same experiences from different countries. Thanks to the power of the Internet, we are finding each other. Two such sites that assist in this process are: www.military-brats.com where you may register so that others may find you, and www.Overseas-Brats.com. Another organization of interest is the American Overseas Schools Historical Society, which recently broke ground for a museum to be built in Wichita, Kansas, housing such “sacred artifacts” as my 4th grade report card from Seoul Dependents Elementary School. Many of the schools currently in operation overseas are being closed, as our military presence is no longer required.
Researchers and historians will be astounded by such a treasure trove detailing one small but important part of our nation’s history.
Prologue
1973
Trudy Cavanaugh strode from the mahogany paneled boardroom, leaving in her wake seven men looking at each other in astonishment. She bolted into the ladies’ room at the end of the hall, pushed open a stall door, and leaned over the toilet, allowing the bile to flow freely from her agitated stomach. Damn! she thought. When will I ever get used to confronting people without vomiting? Straightening, she flushed the toilet and emerged from the stall, going directly to the vanity area where she ran water and pumped the soap dispenser vigorously. Glancing at herself in the mirror, she grimaced at her appearance. She hoped she didn’t look as sick as she felt. Cupping her hands under the flow of cold water, she sipped water and rinsed her mouth of the foul taste. That would have to do until she could get her handbag where she carried a small bottle of mints. Opening the ladies’ room door, she nodded at her secretary, who handed Trudy her handbag and her full-length mink coat, then motioned to the man who was leaning over the desk.
Her attorney pursued her through the offices of Cavanaugh Enterprises toward the elevators. Leo Powell knew he didn’t have to hurry; even the powerful and wealthy Cavanaugh woman had to wait for the elevator to crawl slowly from the ground floor to the twenty-fifth.
So, she’s done it again. He grinned to himself as he walked behind the rapidly retreating figure. She outwitted those old farts on the board and headed this business in the right direction. If Trudy had been merely a figurehead chairman, she would have allowed the members to watch the company die, along with many other publications in this year of change.
Instead, Trudy held her ground and bullied the old men—those paunchy, balding, impotent, old men in their pinstriped suits—into turning the focus of the business around toward the ladies’ market.
Not the traditional ladies’ market, though. With the emergence of women into positions of authority and power in the business world, Trudy had recognized their need for publications aimed at their work-world. No recipes for her. No fashion commentaries or movie-star profiles, but articles related to work experience, how to juggle appointments with babysitters…that’s what Trudy Cavanaugh wanted.
That's what she’ll get, Leo knew. He slowed his pace and stood silently beside his employer by the elevator.
"Leo,” she said without turning to him. "What were those old geezers doing when I left?"
“Babbling amongst themselves. Having strokes and heart attacks.”
She chuckled. “Good. I want a meeting with the editors of all our publications tomorrow morning. I want to tell them all personally before the Board has a chance to do any more damage.”
The elevator arrived, and they stepped inside as the brass doors closed silently and firmly. They rode in silence to the garage floor where Trudy’s limousine waited.
Leo assisted her into the back seat, telling the driver, “We’ll go to Mrs. Cavanaugh’s home, now.”
Trudy settled herself against the car’s soft leather, pulling off her kid gloves and shrugging off her mink coat.
Leo pulled his cigarette lighter from his coat pocket and held it as she put a cigarette to her lips.
“Thank you.” She inhaled deeply and stretched her long legs straight out, flexing her tense leg muscles.
Leo wisely withheld his questions as Trudy was seemingly absorbed in looking out the window at the changing autumn scenery.
Glancing out the window every so often, he studied her.
I know her like a book, he thought. In fact, Leo had been offered a great deal of money to write a book about the Cavanaughs, all of them, with Trudy as the focal point, but he had declined. Leo was above all else, loyal to the family, but what a book he could write. The Cavanaughs were newsmakers, and this lovely member of the family was the most sensational of them all.
He found himself appraising her: tall, rather an angular woman, with strong features, and a certain boyish stride. Her hair was blond with sun-streaks, unaided by hairdressers, as far as Leo could determine, and he knew well how her emerald-green eyes could turn from warm to stone cold. A line or wrinkle there, he admitted, but the woman was approaching fifty, and the strain of simply being a Cavanaugh was enough to age her.
He shook his head.
Trudy had said something.
“I’m sorry. What did you say?”
“I said I want to give a party.” She ground out her cigarette and turned her luminous eyes on him. They were not warm.
“I’ll get your social secretary—” He put his hand on the telephone.
“No.” She put her hand over his, stopping him. “No, Leo. I want do this one myself, but I need your help. Give me your legal pad and a pen, would you?”
He pulled them from his briefcase, and she began writing in her illegible scrawl.
“I want you to find these people— ”
“Is this what I think it is?” His eyebrows knitted in a frown. “Your friends from Korea?”
She continued scribbling. “We promised twenty years ago that we’d all meet again, and it’s time, or it will be, soon.”
She tore off the page, handing it to him. “Do what you can, will you?”
It wasn’t a request. It was an order.
Leo looked at the list in dismay. It contained about twenty names, ranks, and a few last-known addresses. He looked up at her, but Trudy was looking out the window again.
“I’ll find them. When do you want them?”
“I’ve wanted them for a long time, Leo.” Her chin trembled and tears welled in her emerald eyes.
Leo had never, in all the years he had been around the family, seen Trudy Cavanaugh cry. Never. Not when she and Philip returned from Korea, his body mutilated then his soul, nor when Philip died. Not even when the Old Man died—but now—now, the woman was about to cry.
The driver slowed as he turned to question his employer with his eyes. They were nearing the turnoff to the cemetery.
Trudy nodded, slowly, as she bit her lip to control the tears that had spilled over onto her cheeks. Yes, she would stop at the cemetery as was her usual custom after haggling with the Cavanaugh Enterprises board members over one issue or another. She needed to get in touch with her roots, where she came from, more than where she was headed, and her roots lay with her late father-in-law, who had chosen Trudy over his own son, to assume the chairmanship shortly before he died.
Leo helped her into her coat before she stepped out of the car in front of the Cavanaugh Mausoleum.
She approached the stone edifice with legs that felt like rubber. Entering, she paused at the casket that contained the body of her father-in-law. “Colin,” she murmured. “You would have been proud of me today. I turned the company upside down. And yes, I threw up later.” She allowed herself a somewhat crooked grin as she stroked the top of the casket. She could almost imagine Colin guffawing loudly, his eyes sparking with a mischievous glint. She was silent for a few moments then turned to her husband’s casket a few feet away.
“Philip,” she whispered softly as she knelt to touch his casket. “I’m keeping the pact we all made when we were in Korea. We will all meet again as we promised. Maggie and Jake, BT and Doc, Nell and Evan…and…and…” She could not finish before she was swept away by great sobs. A moment passed while she composed herself. “I miss you.”
Wiping her eyes, she straightened and walked briskly to her waiting car.
“Let’s go home, Leo,” she said.
Now clear-eyed, Trudy allowed Leo to assist her from the limousine, saying, “Come into the study. We’ll have a drink before we go over those new Ellis contracts.”
Leo followed her from the car into the great hallway and into the massive oak paneled study. At the sideboard, she poured a drink and sat in a dark green wingback chair.
I feel like a fool, crying in front of Leo like that. It must be hormones, she thought.
They’re running full steam, getting in their last gasps, but Alex doesn’t think I’m too old. The feeling of warmth spread to her breasts as she remembered last evening with Alex. No, there was nothing wrong with my hormones, she assured herself.
She turned her thoughts to her upcoming reunion. She wondered how her “old” friends had fared in these twenty-five years since they had all been Army wives in a military compound so far from home.
Maggie would only be more plump, more brassy, if possible. And Nell. Nell would be even more of a comfort, an island of sanity in a crazy world.
And Leah?
She swallowed her drink
Leah should be here, she thought.
But Leah was dead.
Leah died in Korea, a voice taunted.
She stood and mixed another drink, something she rarely did.
The voice nagged at her. Leah didn’t just die. She killed herself.
Her legs became unsteady beneath her, and she sank into the chair. Colin’s chair. Her breath came in ragged gasps.
She was crying, dammit.
“I really don’t know why I’m crying, Leo,” she sobbed. “Except, after all these years, I miss those people. They were special.”
She motioned for his handkerchief. She blew her nose and started to hand the handkerchief back. “Thanks. I’ll get this back to you later. I’m sorry you had to see me cry.” She laughed self-consciously. “And if word ever gets out that Trudy Cavanaugh cried, I’ll know who to blame…”
“I’ll find them for you, Trudy. I’ll bring them all back.” Leo patted her shoulder awkwardly.
No, you can’t bring them all back, Trudy thought. Not Colin, Philip, or Leah.
Or the past. Never the past.
All Journeys Begin
February 1946 Aboard the USAT Gen. Mayo
Trudy was at last able to emerge from her cabin and go on deck wrapped in her good wool coat and scarf. She pushed open the door and stepped into the cold wind of the Pacific.
Feeling her way along the deck, hanging onto the railing as the ship swayed unsteadily beneath her, she staggered, recovered her balance, and stood facing the bitter air.
She breathed deeply of the biting sea air, allowing her head to clear of the foul stench of her earlier seasickness. She felt the blood rushing to warm her face while her hands tingled inside her leather gloves.
At last, she felt alive. She had been almost buried alive inside her cabin for—how many days? It must have been only two days since this ship left port, but it seemed like an eternity.
She ventured one turn around the deck and decided that would be sufficient. Taking one last deep breath of salt air, she shouldered open the door to the lounge and stepped inside.
A woman looked up from where she sat playing solitaire and motioned for Trudy to come over.
“Honey, you play bridge?” she demanded.
“Sure.” Trudy seated herself and began unwinding her scarf and pulling off her gloves. Her skin glowed from the brisk cold and turned her skin a vivid pink.
“We’ll snag some more players. Maggie Gorski’s the name.” The woman offered a hand that was plump and rough, with her nails, Trudy noticed, bitten to the quick.
“Trudy Cavanaugh.”
“You got any kids?”
“Not yet.”
“Wish to hell I knew where mine were. You see two boys, about so high?” She indicated their stature.
Trudy shook her head.
“Hell, they’re probably drivin’ the captain nuts, tryin’ to steer the ship.” Maggie sighed. “Honeymoon Bridge okay with you?”
Trudy nodded. “Fine.”
Maggie looked around the room and wished aloud, “We could use some more players.”
As Maggie shuffled the cards, her curly hair shook softly. While other women wore their hair in the current styles, in upsweeps with “rats” making ridges and rows, Maggie gleefully sheared her locks haphazardly. Before she had begun dyeing, bleaching, and tinting, her hair had been a non-descript brown. Now, after a long period of abuse, it showed peculiar streaks of champagne, blond, ash, and reddish tones competing with a few strands of hated gray.
Maggie’s sense of style matched her “who cares” attitude. Clad in a garish print cotton housedress, which was at least a half size too small, she had girded herself about her middle, and flesh rolled over the belt. At one time, Maggie would have been called “pleasingly plump”; now, while not quite fat, she gave the appearance of a comfortable easy chair, which sagged in odd places and whose stuffing showed lumps and bulges beneath the worn fabric.
Maggie Gorski’s slip showed all the time. If it didn’t creep from under her cotton dress, waving pinkly with every step she bounded, a strap would slither from her damp shoulder and peek at the world from beneath her short sleeves.
Maggie loved bridge, beer, her husband Jake, her boys, food, and people of all kinds but not necessarily in that order. People couldn’t help loving Maggie. She was the perpetual mother hen, whose friends willingly allowed themselves to be bossed, even bullied.
Maggie eyed her partner as she dealt the cards. Not what you’d call pretty, she thought, but attractive. Large features, but then she’s a tall gal. Green eyes and long, sun-streaked hair—and wearing a pair of slacks and sweater that must have cost big money. That’s out of place on this floating disaster in the middle of the ocean.
“Where you from, Trudy?”
“California.”
“Aha! You’re one of those Cavanaughs!”
“Yes, I’m afraid I am one of those Cavanaughs.”
“Hey, Trudy, I’m sorry. I just wondered why you were here, of all places.”
“Just like you, my husband’s in Korea.” Trudy shrugged. “I’m going to be with him. How about you? Where are you from?”
“Chicago, South Side. Gets cold as hell there—almost as cold as out here in the middle of the ocean. What I wouldn’t give to be stationed someplace warm for the winter! Isn’t it just like the Army—they send us north for the winter and south in the summer. I remember one time in South Carolina, it was so damned hot I was wishin’ I was back in Chicago again.”
Trudy started explaining to Maggie that she hadn’t yet experienced that quirk of the Army’s when Maggie pointed and said, “Why don’t you go ask that gal to come play bridge? The one that just came in.”
Trudy surprised herself by rising from her chair and crossing the salon, but she felt a bit foolish as she approached the newcomer.
“Excuse me, but my friend and I were wondering if you’d like to join us for bridge?”
The dark-haired, slim woman glanced at Maggie, who waved encouragingly.
“But that’s only three players.”
“We’ll find a fourth. In the meantime, we’ll play three-handed.”
Trudy led her captive to the table.
“Glad you could join us.” Maggie beamed. “Maggie Gorski’s my name, and this here’s Trudy Cavanaugh.”
“Nell Martin.” She seated herself at the table opposite Maggie.
“You got kids?”
“A boy and a girl; they’re both asleep in the cabin.”
“Wish to hell mine were. Well, they’ll turn up,” she said doubtfully. “I’m from Chicago. Trudy’s from California, and you’re—?”
“I’m from West Texas. Little town nobody ever heard of.”
“Well, I knew you weren’t from Chicago, with that drawl of yours. Been seasick?”
“It shows? Yes. It was pretty awful.”
“So far, so good, for me,” Maggie said cheerfully. “And my boys are still okay. Nothin’ much bothers them.”
Maggie dealt for three-handed bridge for some time until she nudged Nell under the table. “There’s a likely prospect. Go get her.”
Nell looked at Trudy, who shrugged. “That’s how we got you. It’s your turn.”
Nell left the table and approached the tall, slender woman, whose black hair skinned into a bun. She had a creamy olive complexion set off by brown expressive eyes. She moved through the lounge with the grace that could only have come through hours of intensive training, as a dancer or model, Nell thought absently.
Nell noted she was wearing a pair of navy wool slacks and a white silk shirt. She wore no jewelry, yet she caused every head to look up as she passed.
Nell looked back at Trudy and Maggie, who gestured, “Go ahead.”
“Excuse me, but do you play bridge? We need a fourth.”
The newcomer nodded silently and followed Nell back to the table, where introductions were made.
“Maggie Gorski, Nell Martin, Trudy Cavanaugh…”
“Leah Barnes.”
“At last,” Maggie beamed. “Now, we can play some real bridge.”
“I think I should warn you now,” Trudy said. “I play for blood.”
“Is there any other way?” Maggie’s eyes lit up as she rubbed her hands together.
Their gleam faded as Trudy reached into her bag and pulled out a pair of eyeglasses, which she perched ceremoniously on her nose.
Maggie countered by hitching herself closer to the table and drawing on her cigarette as if it were a cigar.
“Well, Trudy, my dear, you may have met your match!”
Nell dealt the cards, and the games were on.
Sometime later, Maggie threw her cards on the table.
“Boy, when you said you played for blood, you meant it!” She shook her head. “But I’ll tell ya, somethin’s been botherin’ me all this time. Leah, where you from?”
“New York. At least that’s where I worked before I got married.”
“No, the accent’s not quite right. It’s more like Nell’s—can’t take out that Texas drawl, can you?”
“Actually, it’s Oklahoma. I tried to lose it when I went to New York, but it keeps coming back.”
“New York—” Maggie pondered. “Hey! I know where I’ve seen you before. Bothered me all durin’ the game, no wonder I lost. You’re that model—the Dark Goddess, or somethin.’ Leah—Damon! I’ve seen you on all kinds of magazine covers!”
“But I’m Leah Barnes, now, an Army wife. Like you.”
“Not quite like me.” Maggie laughed. ”You gave up that life for—this?” Maggie waved her hand around the ship’s lounge.
Nell interrupted. “Are we all going to the same place? I hear some of the women on board are going to Japan.”
Maggie shook her head. “I wish. Korea for me. My Jake’s in Seoul.” She pronounced it “Sool.”
“Leah, do you make it unanimous?” Trudy asked. “Is your husband in Korea, too? In Seoul?” She smiled at Maggie as she pronounced the name of the city correctly.
Maggie shrugged, as if saying, oh, well, I didn’t know.
Leah nodded.
“Isn’t it strange that the four of us met, and we’re all going to the same place?”
“Yeah. Purgatory,” Maggie cracked. “Let’s play another round, so we can keep our minds off it.”
Night fell and lights were brought up against the gloom that filled the lounge. Only the women at the card table were chatting like old friends, engrossed in their cards and conversations.
A steward came into the lounge and rang the chimes announcing dinner.
Before the sounds died away, Maggie brightened and threw her cards on the table. “Dinner at last. I’m starved. Come on, let’s eat.”
Nell’s stomach lurched at the thought of food.
Trudy shook her head. “I’m second seating.”
Leah managed a tight smile of regret.
“Seasick, huh? It’ll make you feel better to eat,” Maggie scolded. “Besides, you can’t let your husband see you so scrawny. And Nell, if you can’t eat, you’ve got to feed your kids. Go get them, and I’ll round up my wild Indians, and we’ll meet you in the dining room. Sorry you two can’t join us.”
Maggie bustled away.
“Oh, say, I almost forgot.” Maggie shrilled from the open doorway. A cold blast of air penetrated the room, but Maggie seemed oblivious.
“You guys wanna play bridge tomorrow? Be here. One o’clock.” Then, she was gone.
“Well, I guess we’ll be here tomorrow at one o’clock.” Trudy laughed. “Can’t argue with Maggie, can we?”
“I’ll meet you tomorrow.” Leah rose from the table. “Right now, I think I’ll sleep through dinner—regardless of what Maggie says.”
“I hope you feel better,” Nell said.
The two women watched as Leah made her graceful exit.
“Nell,” Trudy said wistfully. “Does she make you feel like a real wallflower, too?”
“Yeah.” Nell shook her head. “She’d make Rita Hayworth look like Ma Kettle.”
Since Trudy had perhaps an hour before her dinner seating, she hurried to her cabin to write in her diary.
She really ought to call it a journal, she thought. Keeping a diary was such a foolish, schoolgirl thing to do, but she enjoyed it. Every evening she faithfully recorded her day’s activities, her thoughts, impressions—anything she deemed important found its way into her loose-leaf notebook.
Tonight she wrote:
Met three women in the lounge today. We played bridge and found we are congenial—more than that. We’ve already found ourselves calling each other “friends.” It must be the mutual misery since we’re all so different—Maggie Gorski is from Chicago, Nell from Texas, and Leah from New York—originally from Oklahoma.
We all seem like we have known each other for a very long time. Funny how that can happen.
Maggie is like a den mother to us all. Nell is calm and capable; they both have kids. Leah is—
Here Trudy chewed on her pen, thinking of how to describe Leah. Wary? Perhaps. Afraid? Possibly she’s afraid to get too close, to make new friends.
Leah is –cautious, she wrote.
Only a few more days. Then, I’ll be with Philip. Each dip in the ocean’s swells brings me that much closer to him….
She read over her last sentence and laughed aloud. Who would have thought that practical Trudy Schilling would have turned out to be such a romantic?
Trudy
The Early Years
A polio epidemic swept the little lumbering community in Oregon the year that Trudy Schilling was three years old, and her mother died.
That wasn’t supposed to happen to grown-ups, Trudy knew, and whenever her father looked at her with those sad gray eyes, Trudy wondered why her mother had to die.
Soon after the funeral, Elmo Schilling took a bottle of liquor off his grocery store shelf and wandered off into the darkness. No one ever saw him again.
Auntie Erna had come to take care of Trudy after her mother died. She was an old maid, who had been a schoolteacher in another state until she was forced to retire because of “ill health.”
Trudy often wondered what terrible disease her Auntie had contracted since she seemed perfectly healthy except for an occasional bout with her sinuses. She ran the house smoothly and efficiently.
Trudy couldn’t exactly call her a substitute mother since Erna was something less than affectionate, but they shared the love of learning. Auntie discouraged Trudy’s climbing into her lap at story times and fairly shrank from kissing her goodnight, but Trudy succeeded in spending a great deal of time in the kitchen with Auntie Erna reading poetry and discussing “great literature.”
It would be a good many years before Trudy would know what “great literature” was, but still the child was receptive to the printed word. The memory of her father and mother dimmed as the years went by, and Erna Schilling was blessed with a child almost her own.
Erna sighed, thinking of her brother. He had been—she began thinking of Elmo in the past tense almost immediately after his disappearance—the most hard-headed Dutchman she had ever encountered, except for Johann Dietermann.
She shook her head. There was no use thinking about that now. It was all over and done with, Erna thought as she went to the cabinet and took out her sewing basket. She sat in the rocking chair, humming under her breath.
There was always so much to do with a small child in the house—buttons to sew, hems to let down. A smile soon replaced her frown. Little Trudy, she thought. You are my gift to replace the child I had to give up.
She had experienced so much tragedy in this life. First Elmo’s wife died; then, Elmo…Where was he now? She wondered. Dead, most assuredly.
Then, an awful thought crossed her mind, something so terrible she was instantly ashamed of herself—she hoped her brother was, indeed, dead, so he couldn’t come back to reclaim her child.
Trudy was her child, now.
Trudy discovered school; she followed the neighborhood children to the school and waited outside for them to come out for recess. When recess was over, she simply got in line with the others and marched inside.
The teacher smiled at her and told Trudy she would have to go home and ask permission from her Auntie Erna; then, she could come back and stay.
Of course, Erna gave her permission. Trudy, at age four and a half, was a member of the first grade class. Honorary, of course, but she was in a school environment, where she found a home.
She skipped second grade and, again, the fourth. By the time she entered high school, Trudy was ahead of the others.
Trudy would come home from school chattering incessantly, and Erna would listen attentively, all the while managing to prepare dinner and check Trudy’s homework.
“Auntie Erna?” Trudy paused in her nonstop chatter one afternoon.
“Yes, Gertrude, darling?”
“Oh, please, Auntie!” Trudy rolled her eyes. “Please don’t call me that! I hate it!”
“Sorry. It’s a habit of mine, from my teaching days, to call children by their Christian names.”
“It’s enough to make me not want to be a Christian!”
“Then, my goodness, I won’t do it anymore, I promise. Now, what is it?”
“Some of the kids were talking about college.”
Erna’s hands stopped, poised over the apple pie she was making.
Motioning the child to sit, she poured herself a cup of coffee from the pot that was always on the stove and sat down.
“So, who were these children, talking of college?”
“Oh, you know.” Trudy hung her head and swung her feet over the linoleum. “Eddie Chatsworth and Stanley Hoffman—the rich kids.”
“Would you like to go to college, Ger—Trudy?”
“Sure. But doesn’t that cost a lot of money?”
“Of course it does, but there are ways. And now is the time to explore those ways. Don’t worry. We’ll see that you go to college.” She patted her hand.
Trudy kissed her aunt on the cheek and ran from the room.
The coffeepot boiled over, and Erna sprang to grab it. She knew this day would come but not so soon.
Dear God, already? Erna thought.
Thanks to Auntie Erna’s untiring efforts, Trudy would go to college. She had won a scholarship and would leave for the campus of a prestigious private school in California in August of 1941.
The handyman Joseph struggled under the weight of the steamer trunk.
“Ach! What have you got in here, child? The entire Encyclopedia Britannica?”
He winked at Erna, who blushed.
Joseph had been coming to the Schilling house quite regularly in the last few months, making eyes at her aunt, Trudy had noticed with amusement. She was glad, however, that at last her Auntie Erna could have a life of her own, with a fine man like Joseph Herrmann. Although not highly educated like Erna, he hungered for knowledge, and, as now, liked to show off his new vocabulary.
“The Complete Works of William Shakespeare?” He continued, mopping his brow.
“Just a few books.” Trudy smiled. “Favorites of mine.”
“They have books at school, Trudy.”
“But not these,” she said. She didn’t want anyone to know that some of the books in that heavy trunk were volumes of poetry; that she had discovered the romantic writings of the Brownings and had to possess everything they had ever written.
She knew she would be teased unmercifully for her “romantic notions”; after all, she wasn’t beautiful, and she accepted her limitations. She would never be loved as those were loved, but she could always dream.
“Time to go, child,” Erna reminded. “I can’t go with you to the station; I can’t stand goodbyes, especially there. So, now, dear one.”
Trudy hurled herself into Erna’s fleshy arms. “I’ll miss you!”
Erna held her closely then reached for her pocket handkerchief and blew her nose loudly.
Joseph honked the car horn impatiently.
“Sinus again,” Erna mumbled. “Always this time of year, sinus.”
Trudy shut the car door as Joseph pulled out of the driveway.
She smiled, looking back at Erna.
You old fraud, she thought. It’s the wrong time of year for your annual sinus attack.
Aboard the USAT General Mayo
Maggie found her boys at last, badgering the Military Police posted outside their cabin. She pulled them away from the beleaguered guards and into the room. She didn’t know how she had managed these long months without Jake to help her with these hooligans.
Well, she thought grimly. Just as soon as we arrive in Korea, their father can take over their discipline. God knows she’s done all she could.
“Jimmy! Tommy! Come on, now, stop hitting your brother!”
While trying to separate them, Maggie received a blow from her youngest child.
“Ohhh! Now, you’re gonna get it! Cease! Desist!” She swatted at her child’s bottom; Jimmy laughed and danced out of the way. Then, they were laughing, all three of the Gorskis, at the remembrance of when the boys were little; they thought their names were not Jimmy and Tommy but “Cease” and “ Desist.”
Tears rolled down Maggie’s cheeks as she fell on the bunk. The boys seized the opportunity to scamper away.
Maggie dabbed at her eyes.
She knew the tears were the products of anger and frustration, but mostly they were tears of loneliness.
Gretchen was right, she thought. And Sister was right.
I’m being punished. Oh, God, am I ever being punished!
Maggie
The Early Years
“I’m sorry I was forced to ask you to come in today, Mrs. Kinsella, but your Margaret Mary is presenting a number of problems again.”
The emphasis was on the again.
The nun stopped for breath; she was perspiring heavily beneath the long black habit. Sounds of a warm spring day filtered through the chalk dust hanging suspended in the damp air.
Maggie’s mother stood before the great oak desk, feeling more like a penitent called before the Throne of Judgment rather than the parent of an unruly fifth grade pupil at Queen of Angels Elementary School in Chicago.
She stared blankly. Like Sister Teresa, she, too, was hot, tired, and reluctant to prolong this inquisition any longer than necessary. Her clothes stuck to her body, and her hair frizzed uncontrollably.
In the back of her mind, she knew she should be at home, preparing dinner. George Kinsella demanded the evening meal on the table promptly at five-thirty. It was now past four.
Molly Kinsella sighed wearily and forced her attention back to the problem at hand: Margaret Mary.
Her Maggie.
From the day she had come into the world on a torrid Fourth of July, Molly’s youngest child had always been difficult. She rebelled, she clowned, and she questioned. Molly had tried everything she knew to control this girl, but nothing worked. Maggie remained—Maggie.
Molly shrugged mentally then discovered, to her chagrin, that she had also shrugged physically in the presence of this stern nun.
“I’m sorry you had to call me, Sister,” Molly stammered. “I’ll see to it that Maggie is punished.”
“She has already been punished here, Mrs. Kinsella. We have ways of disciplining children like Margaret Mary. However.” Her voice rose hopefully. “We would appreciate it if you would speak to her father. Perhaps Mister Kinsella could be of some help…”
Molly heard no more. Mister Kinsella? Why should George concern himself with one of his children? He begat them, provided their food and clothing, and that was it. After he came home from his job at the foundry, George retired behind his newspaper with his beer. He spoke to no one. At the dinner table, he ate in silence and expected his family to be quiet, also. After dinner, he listened to the radio until bedtime.
Speak to Maggie’s father? Mother of God, when?
Molly checked her anger long enough to respond to the nun, repeating, “I’m sorry. I’ll see to it that it doesn’t happen again. Maggie will behave herself.”
Apparently satisfied, Sister Teresa raised her hand in dismissal, and Molly fled the classroom.
So, I’ve made no progress with Maggie’s mother, Sister Teresa thought. The parents are as helpless as the school in controlling her. The child will continue to rebel, mimicking the priests and nuns behind their backs, until she was grown. Until that time, it’s my job to discipline the girl.
Perhaps if Maggie were forced once more to kneel on rice on the stone floor of the chapel, beneath the gaze of the Blessed Virgin—no, that punishment had been tried before and found wanting. Maggie merely showed up in school with large kneepads strapped to her legs.
Sister Teresa smiled in spite of herself. Lord help me, I love Maggie. The child has a place in a world that needs laughter. There was no way, obviously, that the Church could change this girl. God Himself would have to do it—and in His own good time.
That’s it! God would have to take care of Maggie. He would have her marry and have a child like herself.
That would be Maggie’s punishment or her reward.
Sister Teresa left the classroom wearing a serene smile of satisfaction.
Aboard the USAT General Mayo
Nell returned to her cabin to find Marcie up and washing her little brother’s face.
“You’re such a help, Marcie,” Nell praised. “Are you feeling better?”
She took the cloth from her and finished bathing her son’s face.
“I’m all right,” Marcie said, going into the bathroom. She emerged with her brush, flailing at her tangled brown hair. Nell looked at Marcie’s face, puffy from sleep yet pinched with fatigue at the same time. Andrew, too, looked drawn and exhausted.
“Let’s go upstairs, have some dinner, okay?”
Andrew whimpered and clung to her.
“I don’t think I can eat,” Marcie said.
“Soup and crackers would be okay. You don’t want your daddy to see you looking starved, do you?”
At that, Andrew wailed. “I want my daddy.”
“Soon, Andrew, we’ll see your daddy very soon, but now you’ve got to be a big boy and go eat. Okay?”
They left the cabin and climbed up the stairway to the next deck then the next. Marcie asked, “When will we be there, Mother?”
Grown-up Marcie, Nell thought. She never used Mama or Mummy—just Mother. “In a few more days, I think. Probably a week, now. Think you can wait that long?”
“It’s been a long time, already.” Marcie sighed as they climbed yet another flight of stairs. “But I guess we can wait awhile longer.”
Nell imagined Evan on the shore, waiting for her. A soldier on duty—uniforms, orders, brass, shined shoes—that was his world.
And hers.
Nell’s mind flashed back to the time when her mother had warned her, “Don’t marry a soldier, Nell. They lead the gypsy life.”
Her mother’s advice had gone unheeded, of course, and Nell had married her soldier. They had led the gypsy life, all over the country. Marcie had been born in Texas, Andrew in Oklahoma. Nell had nightmares of the family riding in a gypsy caravan with Evan lashing the horses while Nell gave birth, dropping her children alongside the road.
As the ship pitched and rolled, threatening to throw the children from the stairs, Nell wondered again about the strange turn of events, which led her and her children aboard this ship bound for Korea, and an absurd thought found its way into her mind: Did Gypsies ever cross the Pacific?
Nell
The Early Years
My daughter will not be a camp follower,” Martha Graham declared sternly. “Remember that, Nell. A soldier’s life is a gypsy life.”
Nell nodded dutifully, feeling guilty that she had already accepted her friend Mary Edward’s dare of dating a soldier from nearby Fort DA Russell.
Martha heaved her bulk from the living room chair and shuffled painfully into the kitchen.
Eleanor heard the sound of her mother’s labored breathing and prayed that her mother was not becoming ill again. Martha was a diabetic, and her last pregnancy a year ago had nearly killed her. As eldest daughter, Nell had taken over the household chores, cared for the other children, then the new baby, and kept her grades up at school. Now that her mother was recovered, Nell was looking for some fun.
Mary Edwards had supplied the occasion.
“A blind date, that’s all,” Mary had urged the night before. “Golly, it’s Eddie’s friend, so you know he’s okay. Come on, your folks’ll never find out. Just tell them you’re going to my house—which you will—then we’ll take my car into town, meet the guys, have a soda, and you’ll be home before midnight. Come on, Nell!”
Nell had reluctantly agreed, but her mother’s voice was ringing in her head. No dating soldiers from the camp!
That evening, Nell finished helping her mother with the dinner dishes and hung the cup towel on the peg. She opened her mouth to tell her mother the half-truth that she was going to Mary Edward’s then decided Martha would see right through her story.
“Goodnight,” she said instead, as her mother went off to bed.
Aboard the USAT General Mayo
The women met for bridge the next afternoon—and every day following. It helped pass the timespent aboard the ship, and the women confided in one another as they passed the days.
Of course, each told only the portions of her background that she would want the others to know—basically, the pertinent facts of her parents, places of birth, her meeting and marrying her husband—in short, as Maggie laughed. “What got us here in the first place!”
Trudy noted all the details each day in her diary—that Nell and Maggie were outspoken and casual in their references to their families, but Leah rarely referred to her past at all.
Trudy also wryly noted that she was the “baby” of the group. Nell and Maggie had married and produced their children long before Trudy married.
However, Leah had been making a name for herself in the modeling world at the same time, too, so Trudy didn’t feel bad that she was the only one who hadn’t married and had children during those pre-war years.
Each day after playing bridge, Trudy retired to write in her diary. It wasn’t a journal, after all, she thought. A journal implies happenings of great import; a diary merely relates scraps of information. But it helps pass the time, she thought as she switched off the light on yet another day aboard the General Mayo.
Nell
Martha had been Nell’s mother since she was five. Nell knew she was loved as well as the four other children Martha bore her father, but there was one reason Nell was glad she was not one of Martha’s natural children. The woman had a penchant for naming her offspring after flowers: Rose, Daisy, and Violet comprised her “bouquet.” When a male child appeared, the family was certain the practice would be halted; however, Albert Graham, Junior was promptly called, “Bud.”
Having dismissed the thought of speaking to her mother, Nell now approached her father. Where Martha was soft, yielding, and comforting with her large bulk, Albert was all leather and wire. Now, a foreman on the Southern Pacific Railroad construction crew, he had also been an Indian agent and an Arizona cowboy.
He was seated at his roll-top desk, filling out the report for the day. Fascinated, Nell watched her father writing in his meticulous hand with the pen carefully gripped between the thumb and middle finger; his index finger was missing.
“Burned off,” he had told her cryptically when she was younger.
“Electricity did it. Burned all the way up my arm.”
He had shown her the scars, faint pink trails up the inside of his right arm to his armpit. “Now, don’t ask me again,” he had instructed. “That’s all I ever intend to say about it.”
Had it been an act of heroism when he’d saved another’s life? Until Nell was told that her natural mother died of a ruptured appendix, Nell had it in her mind that her father had somehow been injured trying to save her from something to do with “’lectricity.”
Had it happened overseas during the Great War, or, most exciting to a younger Nell, had her father been attacked by Indians? Although Nell had never quite decided how Indians could have managed to harm her father with electricity, she had heard Albert swapping stories with other men, who hung around the post office, about having a run-in with old Cochise, himself.
Her father never lied.
Not like me, Nell thought.
She blurted, “Daddy, I’m going over to Mary’s, okay? I’ll be home by midnight.”
Her father nodded absently, and Nell ran out the back door.
“It’s about time,” Mary hissed when Nell reached her house. “Hurry up, get in, or they’ll give up on us.” They clambered into Mary’s old Ford. “It’s too late to back out,” Mary said as if reading Nell’s mind.
“What’s he like?” Nell hoped her tone was casual.
“How should I know?”
“You’ve got me a date with someone, and you don’t even know what he looks like?”
“Of course, I don’t. It’s a blind date, you ninny. Eddie got him for you, and anyone my Eddie would bring along has got to be okay.”
“What’s his name, then?” They had reached the town square.
Mary giggled. “Ralph Mayfield Martin.”
“Oh, great! I know what he looks like, now. Don’t tell me. Teeth sticking out, and glasses like this—” Nell put her hands up to her eyes, making goggles. “Well, thanks a lot for—”
“For a Ralph Mayfield Martin?” Mary giggled again.
“Mary Edwards, you’ve done some things in your life you should be ashamed of, but this tops the list. I’ll get into trouble, and all for going out with an ugly, buck-toothed—”
“Shh! They’ll hear you!” Mary tried frantically to calm her. She pulled up and parked in front of the Presidio County Courthouse. “Be quiet, Nell. There’s Eddie.”
As Mary ran to embrace her boyfriend, Nell still sat in her seat.
Darn Mary, anyway, and darn this old town, too. What would they do tonight? Have a soda at the old drugstore?
Old Man Talbert would tell Mom and Dad that I was in here with a soldier and not even a good-looking one at that. Boy, Mary Edwards—
“Nell! Come out of there and meet Eddie’s friend,” Mary commanded.
The moment she saw a tall, slim young man step from the shadows, Nell dropped her plans for revenge. He had dark wavy hair and brown eyes that seemed to laugh at her although his mouth showed only the slightest smile. Evidently, he, too, had been reluctant to meet a blind date as relief showed plainly on his face.
Nell stepped from the car and took his arm. The foursome walked into the drugstore where Nell nodded at Old Man Talbert. Mary and Eddie declared their matchmaking a success and left Nell and her date alone at a table.
“Eleanor?” the young soldier teased. “I was expecting someone who looked like Mrs. Roosevelt.”
“Ralph Mayfield?” Nell grinned. “I expected worse than that!”
“Do you have a nickname? Eleanor seems so—Mrs. Roosevelt—ish.”
“My family calls me Nell. I like that better than Ellie, and surely people don’t call you—”
“My little brother started calling me Evan. I don’t know how he came up with that, but it stuck.
Hours passed. The couples danced to the music from the jukebox, talked, and sipped sodas until it was time to go home. Even though she and Evan had barely met, Nell could sense that this man could never be really off-duty. His ramrod straight back and the neatness of his uniform made him one born to the service.
As they said goodnight with the promise of meeting each other again soon, Nell thought that whoever married this man would always have to compete with that most demanding mistress of all: the military.
Aboard the USAT General Mayo
Leah hurried away from Trudy and Nell, her high heels clicking on the steel deck.
She arrived at her cabin, locked the door, and hurried to her suitcase. In the folds of a kimono, she had carefully placed a pint of vodka.
She poured a glass a third full and sipped it gratefully.
Leah surveyed the cabin. She should have made her bed this morning after the young captain had gone. Such a good-looking man. She grinned. And so good on such a cold, lonely night.
She had no idea how he had managed to come to her cabin last night, but they had remained undisturbed all night. She imagined he had someone filling in for him on his duty as the Army was prone to do.
She looked at the sheets, rumpled where they had slept, then sat down and stroked them absently.
She could almost feel him here again…Stop. She had to stop this. She was a married woman, on her way to join her husband. What would anybody think, if they knew?
Those women, Nell, Trudy, and Maggie, were pleasant enough, she thought. She had enjoyed her afternoon if enjoyment were possible on this ship, and she almost looked forward to tomorrow afternoon when they would meet again for bridge and companionship. That was what they were all looking for, really, companionship. They were all lonely.
Are they as lonely as I am? she wondered. Maggie seems so self-sufficient with her boys to keep her busy. No children for me, she thought wryly. Took care of that a long time ago. Nell has kids, too; she looks like a nice country girl. I ought to know about nice country girls. I used to be one, myself.
Trudy, she smells of money. I can see the signs. There is a certain quality to her, but she’s all right. She doesn’t let it go to her head.
I shouldn’t have gone into the lounge, she thought. I shouldn’t have been caught into playing bridge with them. It was more than playing bridge, though. She had played Army wife—and that was worse.
She downed the last of her drink, feeling its warmth all the way down. She poured another.
She decided that tonight she wouldn’t admit the young captain to her cabin again.
She couldn’t. She had to clean up her life—again.
She sighed.
I can do it, she thought.
Maggie had been right, dammit, when she had asked, what the hell was she doing here?
Leah-Mary Alice
The Early Years
She was called The Dark Goddess. With her exotic coloring, black hair, and dark eyes, Leah Damon was in demand everywhere for modeling jobs. She lunched with the best of society and was a prized decoration at parties. Her face appeared on covers of high fashion magazines, and her paycheck enabled her to buy a luxurious apartment overlooking Central Park.
Leah Damon was a success.
Mary Alice Thomason, however, was a constant reminder of what she had once been.
Mary Alice was born in a small town near Tulsa, Oklahoma. From a dark-eyed infant, she grew into a wide-eyed precocious child, who gracefully avoided that awkward phase, which afflicted other girls at puberty.
She sprouted no pimples, had no struggles with unruly hair or bad posture, and was not overweight. While her classmates worried about these ailments, the teenager Mary Alice woke one morning in a perfectly developed woman’s body.
Girls hated and envied her while boys fought for her attention. Not one of those males, however, could rightly claim he was “going steady” with Mary Alice Thomason. She remained cool, pleasant, and chaste.
There was only one blemish on her childhood. It seemed that as Mary Alice grew, she noticed her parents were considerably older than those of her friends.
Where she was dark-haired and brown-eyed, her mother was fair and blue-eyed. When she questioned her mother about this, she received an abrupt answer: “It’s your Black Dutch ancestors. Don’t worry about it.”
Mary Alice put any further questions in the back of her mind until she overheard her aunts whispering about “the poor child.” When she inquired, they changed the subject, looking at her with pity in their eyes.
She knew better than to question her mother again, so she simply filed these chance remarks away and laid her differences to her Black Dutch ancestors.
Whoever they were.
Her one constant friend during her growing up years was David Barnes, a neighborhood boy, who often studied with her at the table in the Thomason’s warm kitchen. Both sets of parents assumed their children would marry when they were of age; a fact that both David and Mary Alice would have gradually come to accept had it not been for several occurrences during their school years.
One languid summer day while locusts shrilled from live oak trees, David and Mary Alice, sweat soaked and burned bronze by the searing Oklahoma sun, sought refuge in the Thomason’s barn, where they rejoiced in the end of another school year and their simultaneous passage into the fifth grade.
“I’m gonna be a pilot when I grow up,” David boasted. His chin jutted out, and he stuck out his chest as if it were already covered with ribbons.
Mary Alice rolled over on her stomach and contemplated the view from the hayloft.
“You gonna be a nurse?” David prompted, irked by her lack of enthusiasm for his choice of profession. He flopped beside her and stripped off his shirt.
“No, I’m gonna be a model.” She stared at his chest.
“A model? What’s that?”
“It’s like in the movies, only it’s before the main movie starts—the newsreels, where they show the latest styles from New York. The ladies walk around in front of people, wearing long, pretty dresses, fur coats, and jewelry. People sit and look at them and go ‘ooh,’ and ‘ahhh,’ and clap their hands.”
She sat with a dreamy look on her flushed face.
“Bathing suits, too, don’t forget. You’ll have to show almost your whole body, Mary Alice.”
She shrugged. “What’s wrong with that? You’re showing almost your whole body.”
“A guy can show his chest. A girl’s not supposed to.”
“Oh, phooey! I’ll show you my chest.” She pulled off the light cotton blouse. “See? There’s nothing wrong with it.”
David stared, openmouthed. He had noticed months ago that Mary Alice’s dresses had funny bumps underneath. He reached out and touched the pink nipples.
“You’re not supposed to touch! Only look.” She giggled. Nonetheless, she didn’t remove his hand.
“Touch me, Mary Alice.”
She lightly touched his bare chest. “I can feel your heart beating.”
“I can feel yours, too.”
“Are we doing something wrong, David?”
“Yeah, I think so.”
She frowned. “I don’t think this is what my folks told me not to do. It had somethin’ to do with birds and cows and stuff—”
Below the loft, hens clucked disapprovingly, but the children didn’t hear them. The smells of warm hay, sweat, and dust mingled in the still, moist air.
“You wanna see my whole body?” she asked.
He nodded, his hands still on her bumps.
“Well, move.” She wriggled out of her shorts and panties and lay naked before him.
“Now, you. It’s your turn.” She smiled lazily at him.
David hastily shed his pants and shorts and lay beside her.
“You’re pretty,” he whispered.
“You’re not looking at my face.”
“More to a girl than just a face, my daddy says. Gotta have a body, too. Mary Alice, I think we’re pretty close to doin’ what grown-ups do—you know—” His face turned crimson, and he reached for his trousers.
“We’re not doing anything.” She reached for his hands and put them back on her breasts. “See?”
“What in thunder you kids doin’ up there?” Lewis Thomason’s voice boomed from below.
David turned white and threw on his pants; Mary Alice hastily retrieved her clothes and slid them on her bare body.
“David Barnes, your daddy wants you home right away.”
They heard her father’s heavy tread on the ladder; then, his head peered over the ledge. “What you kids find to do all day up there, anyway?”
“Nothin, Papa.”
“I’m gonna be a pilot, Mr. Thomason,” David said. “Mary Alice says she’s gonna be in the movies.”
“Not the movies, you dumbbell.” She stood and dusted the hay from her rounded bottom. “A model. I told you, a model.”
They followed Lewis down the ladder.
“How you gonna do that? Models are in Hollywood, and here you are, stuck in Oklahoma.” David continued.
“Shows you how much you know, smarty. Models are in New York, so I’ll go to New York.”
They rounded the barn where David would take the path to his house. “See you tomorrow?”
Mary A1ice looked at her father, who preceded her toward her house. She shook her head then said in low tones, “I don’t think so.”
“You comin,’ Mary Alice?” her father called.
“In a minute, Papa.”
They watched Lewis enter the house; the screen door whined and shut with a thud.
“I won’t do it again, honest,” David pleaded. “I know what we did was wrong.”
She looked at him a long minute then kissed him lightly on the cheek. “I’m not going up there with you again, but I liked it, David.” She laughed as she ran toward the house. “I really did like it!”
The children never spoke of that day again. Mary Alice and David grew up then apart. They were neighbors and schoolmates, but they never forgot how close they had been that one hot summer day.
Maggie 1938
Molly stirred the large soup pot, thinking her husband wouldn’t object to chicken soup once again tonight. George would eat anything, as long as there was plenty of it. Maggie would complain, though, and bitterly.
Molly reflected once again on the latest telephone call from the school—from Sister Teresa. When Maggie had been an unruly grammar-school pupil, the nun had summoned Mrs. Kinsella to the schoolroom. Now that Maggie was in high school, the weary nun had simply resigned herself to a telephone call as she had earlier that day.
“Mrs. Kinsella?”
Molly had braced herself when she heard the familiar voice. “Maggie had to be reprimanded again today. Her grades are slipping. I do believe she’s a little too old to require the customary discipline here—” the nun’s voice ended on a questioning note. Implying, Molly thought wryly, that perhaps her Maggie would be getter off in jail.
“I’m sorry, Sister. I simply don’t know what I can do.”
“Perhaps another school—then again, she has only a few months left before graduation. It would be a shame for her not to finish here.”
“Thank you, Sister.” Molly returned to the church to say a silent prayer for this good sister’s patience and forbearance.
If only she could hold out for a few more months…
Molly thought she might have made too much soup; there were only herself, George, Gretchen, Tommy, and Maggie at home now, but she never knew when one of her married daughters would drop by to feed one of her own children since one son-in-law or another was always out of work.
This Depression kept the entire family in a state of change. George was still employed, thanks be to God, and Tommy found odd jobs after school and turned his paycheck over to Molly.
Gretchen, of course, went to college although the family could ill-afford it. However, Maggie—Maggie had lost yet another part-time job last week at the five and dime store because of some fracas she’d caused.
“Insulted a customer,” the manager had declared.
“Told the truth,” Maggie had insisted.
Molly heard a faint sound at the front door. It was Maggie, trying for once to escape notice. She knows about Sister’s call, Molly thought. “Margaret Mary! What have you to say for yourself?”
“What do you mean, Mama?” Maggie’s eyes were all innocence yet sparkling with good humor. She slipped her arms around her mother.
“You know what I mean, young lady.” Molly found herself responding to Maggie’s embrace; she was her dear child, after all.
“Sister Teresa called today.”
Maggie’s head was stuck in the refrigerator. “What did you and the good sister have to talk about? Nothing to eat in here,” she complained.
Maggie edged toward the bedroom she shared with Gretchen.
“Not so fast. Come here and answer me.”
“Yuk. Chicken soup, again!”
“Yes, chicken soup, again. In case you haven’t noticed, times are hard. And don’t try to change the subject. Sister said your grades are down again.”
“Oh, to hell with Sister Teresa.”
“Don’t speak that way about one of God’s servants!”
“Oh, Mama! The old woman eats, sleeps, and burps. I’ve heard her, just like us humans. I’ll bet she even goes to the bathroom. She’s just a nun.”
“That’s more than you’ll ever be with your attitude. What do you expect to do with grades like yours? You can’t graduate, get a good job…”
“Let’s leave all that book stuff to Gretchen. Let her have all the school she wants. I don’t care if I graduate or not. Just let me do what I want to do.”
“And just what is that?” Molly demanded of Maggie’s retreating back. Maggie pretended she hadn’t heard; the shutting of the bedroom door cut off her mother’s question.
Gretchen looked up from her books. “Please, Maggie. I’ve got a test tomorrow.”
“I’m just hiding out for a while. I’m in trouble with Mama.”
“As usual.” Gretchen returned to her books, twirling her hair between her thumb and forefinger.
“Don’ t you want to know what about?”
“No.” Gretchen’s eyes were fixed on her book.
“Well, if you really want to know, it’s my grades. They’re shot all to hell because I’ve been out looking for a job, instead of studying.”
“A job? You mean a real, permanent job?” Gretchen lowered her book enough to show that she was listening.
“Yeah. I really want to work, find a good job, and show Mama I can do it, but I don’t want her to know I’ve been looking, not just yet. I’ll wait till I start work.”
“I’m impressed. I didn’t think you’d do that.”
Maggie shrugged. “You think I don’t have the brains to go to college, don’t you? One in the family’s enough. And, it’s a cinch, I don’t want to get married, just to get married and have babies like Eloise and the others…”
Gretchen buried her head in her book again, indicating she didn’t like Maggie’s attitude about marriage and children.
Maggie sat on her bed, staring out the window. She would time it just right. She would apologize to Mama before her father came home—punishment by Papa was rare but swift and strong.
She didn’t want him to know. Maggie cracked her knuckles.
“Quit! You’re driving me crazy!” Gretchen groaned.
“Well, your fiddling with your hair drives me nuts, too.”
“At least, that’s quiet! Don’t you think you can risk Mama’s wrath by now?”
“Okay, okay, I can take a hint.” Maggie slid from the bed.
“Now, just don’t disturb yourself. You just sit there and study your little behind off. I’ll call you for dinner.”
Returning to the kitchen, Maggie said, “I’ll set the table, Mama.”
Her mother nodded. “Set extras for Eloise and her family.” So many children around this table for so many years, Maggie thought as she laid soupspoons and bowls around. I wonder if Mama and Papa had planned to have all these children.
Maggie certainly didn’t intend to have so many children. Two. That’s all, she thought. A boy and a girl, if possible, but only two.
Maggie knew how to prevent conception.
She thought back to the time she had first gleaned this information from her streetwise friend.
She met her friend, Sybil, one winter afternoon in the park. Sybil was holding an object in her mittened hand, tossing it up and catching it. “Hey, Maggie,” she had called. “Come see what I found.”
“What is it?” She hated to ask. Sybil knew everything, and Maggie always felt humbled around her. Sybil was in the eighth grade and fifteen years old while Maggie was only twelve and in the sixth grade. However, Sybil was her idol. Sybil knew everything Maggie longed to know.
“You dummy.” Sybil smirked. She continued tossing the thing up and down; Maggie’s eyes followed it. She hoped it wouldn’t blow away.
“You know how we get our periods?” Sybil said.
Maggie hung her head. Sybil had been having her periods for a couple of years now, and Maggie was yet to start. Maggie had one time anxiously asked her friend if she could possibly be pregnant since she’d let a boy French-kiss her.
Sybil just laughed then graphically told Maggie just how she could become pregnant. After that, Maggie let the boys French-kiss her all they wanted.
“By the way, you got yours yet?” Sybil’s pale gray eyes scrunched up against the biting wind.
Maggie noted that Sybil’s nose was runny; she needed to blow it.
To hell with Mama’s rules, she couldn’t stand to see the girl’s nose run, so she handed Sybil her handkerchief. Sybil blew her nose loudly and handed the filled handkerchief back to Maggie.
“Well?” she demanded.
Maggie gingerly deposited the used cloth in her coat pocket and shook her head.
“Not yet?” Sybil dismissed the girl’s inability to menstruate. “Well, anyway, men do something, too!” Her voice held a note of triumph.
Maggie’s mouth flew open. She hadn’t thought of such a thing. How could it be? She was on the verge of asking another dumb question when Sybil’s mother called her.
“Gotta go. Here, you keep this—” Sybil tossed the object at Maggie and ran off, giggling.
Maggie bent and picked it up from the pavement, rolling the rubbery thing in her hand. Men do something, too? she wondered.
Sybil didn’t come to school the next day. Maggie never saw her after that. Rumor had it her family moved away because Sybil “got in trouble.” It was a year or so later that Maggie discovered Sybil hadn’t known what she was talking about after all.
After Sybil moved away, Maggie was driven to the library by her need to know. She read in fascination about the wonders of personal hygiene, menstruation—she finally got her period, one day, in gym c1ass, and wished idly that she could tell Sybil— and, chapter of all chapters, sexual intercourse.
Pubescent Maggie had stood, knees trembling, the book slick with sweat from her palms, reading and re-reading this chapter.
So that was what had happened to Sybil. She shoulda stayed with French-kissing, Maggie thought.
Maggie had made the mistake of confiding in Gretchen her newfound knowledge. She should have known better. Gretchen listened to her sister’s full report on sex, marriage, and contraception before she launched into her tirade.
“You’re not a nice girl,” Gretchen shrilled. “To be reading all that trash. All you need to know is your duty to your husband.”
On and on Gretchen droned until Maggie thought she would rather kneel on rice again than listen to any more of Gretchen’s sermons. She kept any further information to herself.
Maggie finished setting the table just as Eloise and the baby arrived, breathless and cold from the biting December wind.
The baby’s face was chapped and his nose runny. He cried throughout dinner.
“How’s school?” Eloise asked Maggie.
Molly answered, “Maggie thinks she doesn’t need school.”
Now was the time, Maggie decided. “Mama. I didn’t want to tell you, but I’ve been looking for a job.”
“Oh? Well.”
“I’m going to make you proud of me, Mama.”
Molly patted her arm. “I’m sure you’ll find a job, Maggie. I’m sorry I scolded you.”
“You don’t have one yet,” Gretchen pointed out.
“Not yet. At least I’m looking,” Maggie said through clenched teeth.
“The baby’s sure growing,” Molly praised.
Eloise put her head on the table and wept. “I’m pregnant again, Mama.”
“How wonderful! Another baby.” Molly sprang to her feet and ran around the table to grasp her daughter by the shoulders.
“Don’t cry; another baby’s on the way!”
Maggie threw her spoon on the table. “Well, I could cry. Here she is, with a baby in her lap and one more on the way and her husband without a job. Mama! Can’t you see?”
“Maggie! Your sister’s going to have a baby. Be glad for her. Another life…”
Eloise sobbed again.
Maggie ignored her mother. “Another mouth to feed because of the church and all its teachings. That’s wrong. Hell, Mama. Not only am I going to get a job, a good one, but this is enough to make me not even want to get married, let alone have kids.”
“Leave the table at once! George!”
Molly appealed to her husband, whose only answer was a stern look in Maggie’s direction. Then, he rose from the table and proceeded to his chair and newspaper.
“I won’t hear any more of this in my house,” Molly continued, glancing in irritation at George.
“Fine, Mama. It’s your house and Papa’s. I’ll have my own house, someday, where I can do what I want. And Eloise, you can come visit.”
Maggie retreated to the room she shared with Gretchen where she brooded the rest of the night. Poor Eloise. The baby is sick, anyone can see that. Eloise doesn’t look too good, either. The new baby will be born to a world of sickness. She pulled the pillow over her head and tried to sleep.
Gretchen came in some time later, loudly preparing for bed, but Maggie pretended not to hear her. She didn’t want any more lectures.
Maggie found a job the next afternoon. It wasn’t glamorous, by any means, but it was steady, and the pay was good.
She told her mother. “The job is at Myers Drugs. I get to wait on customers and help out in the pharmacy. There’s a chance for promotion after a year.”
“See if you can keep it for a year,” Gretchen sniffed.
Maggie started her job and fell in love the next day. She had been taking inventory when she looked up to see a familiar face—familiar and yet new. It took her some minutes before she realized it was Jake Gorski, her grade-school friend.
Jake’s father had moved the family from the south side to a better neighborhood when Maggie was in the seventh grade.
“Hello, Maggie.” He smiled, a crooked tooth showing in an otherwise perfect mouth. “It’s me, Jake Gorski.”
“Yes, Jake, I remember you.” She remembered how Jake would wait for her when school was out. He attended the public school, of course, since he was a Protestant, and Maggie, good Catholic girl that she was, went to the Catholic school. However, they would meet in the park every day. Jake carried Maggie’s books, they talked about their respective schools and classes, and they parted at Maggie’s doorstep.
Of course, once Molly discovered Maggie was seeing the Protestant Gorski boy, and an older boy at that, she was forbidden to see him again.
Of course, Maggie continued to meet him every day until he moved away.
“How are you, Jake?” She put aside her counting to look up at him. Her knees shook, and her heart raced.
Jake Gorski was never a good-looking boy, and even now he was not a handsome man. Tall, around six feet, at the age of twenty with a few extra pounds already around his middle, he had lumbered, rather than walked into the drugstore. His face showed a few lines; in a few years, Jake would be mistaken for much older, and his ears stuck out like flaps on a schoolboy’s cap.
Everything was wrong, of course. Jake was not “from the neighborhood.” He was Protestant. He was older. He was in the Army.
All of which made Maggie all the more determined to marry him.
She continued to think about Sybil.
It was Maggie’s day off, yet she met Jake at the drug store as usual. She had to talk to him. She was desperately afraid she might be pregnant and desperately afraid she might not be.
They walked toward the park in the warming April breeze. Boys were flying kites, yelling when their kites soared into the sky and cursing when they came crashing down again.
Jake found a park bench, and they sat down, absently watching the kite flyers. Maggie wished she could find the right words to tell him, but Jake spoke first. “Maggie.” He took her hand in his. “I’ve got orders. I’m being sent to a base in Kansas.”
Her heart skipped several beats. Going.
Well, she knew it would happen. Jake was in the Army. He would be called to war and have his head blown off. Maggie didn’t even have a chance to tell him…
“Come with me, Maggie. Marry me.”
“I’m pregnant,” she blurted; then, her tears spilled from her eyes.
“I know.” He grinned. “Marry me. Give our son a name.”
“You’re so goddamned smart,” she wailed, throwing herself into his arms. “How come you let it happen?”
“It doesn’t matter. We’ll have a family—it’s a bit early, but it’s what we want.” He stroked her hair while her sobs subsided.
“No church wedding,” she said, wiping her face with her sleeve. “Mama and Papa wouldn’t approve.”
“Of me? Or your pregnancy?”
“Both. A city hall ceremony, then. I’ll ask Gretchen if she’ll stand up with me, and you get a buddy.”
“We’d better hurry.” He patted her stomach.
A newspaper kite soared overhead then crashed to the ground. Its owner ran over, retrieved it, and swore under his breath. “Busted!” he muttered, shaking his head.
“Hey, kid.” Jake called. “Go buy yourself the fanciest damn kite in the world.”
“Gosh, mister. Thanks!” The boy deposited the five-dollar bill in his jacket and ran to tell his friends.
“Now, I don’t have enough money to buy you an engagement ring,” he said sheepishly.
“That’s all right. If I ever doubted it before, now I know—I’m getting the best husband a girl could possibly get.”
Nell 1937
Eleanor sat at the dinner table, toying with her food. How could she tell her parents the utterly forbidden—she wanted to marry a soldier?
Albert sat at the head of the long oak table, crumbling his cornbread into a glass of buttermilk. Nell’s stomach rolled; she hated the sight of her father doing that, night after night.
Evan wouldn’t have such a bad habit, she assured herself. When they were married, everything would be perfect.
The low hum of her sisters’ and Buddy’s voices droned on.
How to bring up the subject? Maybe I won’t have to, she thought. Maybe we could just elope. I could pack my bag tonight—and break my parents’ hearts. Better do it now.
“Mom? Dad?”
Martha’s spectacles flashed in the reflection from the overhead light. Albert paused in his savoring of the buttermilk cornbread mixture, his spoon poised expectantly.
“I want you to meet somebody.”
Albert laid his spoon on his plate.
“A boy—a young man—I’ve been seeing.”
“Does this young man have a name?” Martha asked.
“His name is Ralph Mayfield Martin, but everybody calls him Evan.”
“I’ll bet,” Buddy muttered into his plate.
“And what does Mr. Martin do for a 1iving?” her father asked.
Nell took a deep breath. “He’s a private first class at Fort DA Russell.”
Her sisters’ forks paused in midair. The next to youngest, Daisy, quit swinging her feet under the table. Even the baby ceased her cooing to gaze silently at Nell.
Martha leaned forward and nodded at the children—the signal for dismissal. Milk glasses thumped on the tablecloth; knives clanged on their plates. As the children departed, they shot their sister a look that said, “Oh, oh, now you’ve done it!” Only Buddy gave his sister a knowing smile of approval.
Then, all was quiet, save the ticking of the clock on the mantle and the soft rumble of the eastbound Southern Pacific train passing the station blocks away.
Nell twitched in her chair. Martha removed her glasses and polished them on her napkin, a habit Nell had seen as often as she had watched her father crumbling his cornbread into his milk glass.
“Eleanor, you know we’ve forbidden any of our girls to associate with soldiers from the camp, yet you’ve disobeyed us. Why?”
“It started out as a dare. Mary Edwards arranged a blind date, just one blind date with this boy from her boyfriend’s unit. I thought just once I’d go since I’ve been cooped up here with the kids and the chores. I just wanted some fun.”
“I know it’s been hard on you since my illness, and children are a burden on a girl your age, but, Nell, you’ve evidently gone more than once.”
“Yes, I have, and we want to get married. Right away. Before a war—”
Nell’s parents nodded at each other and stood. “We want to talk about this privately, Nell. You understand. It’s quite a surprise.
Martha followed Albert from the room, leaving Nell alone at the table.
She picked at her food then began clearing the table. She wondered what her parents were saying to each other in their room upstairs.
She caught Daisy giggling and peeking around the corner.
“Go play, Daisy,” Nell scolded. “You’re not supposed to be here, now.”
Her little sister stubbornly held her ground. “Mama and Daddy aren’t in here.”
“Not now. They went off to talk. When they come back in here, you’d better be gone.”
“Nell, are you gonna get married?”
“Oh, I sure hope so, Daisy—Lazy.”
The little girl climbed into Nell’s lap. “Don’t get married and go away, Nell. I love you.”
She held the girl close. “I love you, too, my sunny little Daisy, but I have to have my own family, you know. I want to get married and have a little girl, just like you, with blond hair and blue eyes and chubby little cheeks—” She pinched the face until Daisy howled with laughter. “I’ll always be your sister, and you can come visit me anytime, okay?”
“Okay.” Daisy scampered from her lap and out of the room.
Nell wished her parents would hurry. She wanted to see Evan tonight to tell him the news—good or bad.
Finally, she heard them coming down the stairs. Her mother entered the kitchen first. Nell was unable to read her face. Her father, however, was more open. It looked good, she thought.
“We had hoped to protect you and your sisters," Martha began. “From the kind of life the soldiers’ women lead—the going from camp to camp, like gypsies. We want to see our grandchildren, nearby, someday.” Martha paused while Nell held her breath.
“But, if this is the man you’ve chosen, we’ll be glad to give our blessings.”
Albert nodded. “I have a feeling that the way things are going that pretty soon all our young men, Buddy included, will be in uniform. The other girls will also be bringing home soldiers—is Sunday all right, Martha?”
“Have him come to dinner on Sunday, Nell.”
She leaped to her feet, overturning the half empty glass of milk at Buddy’s place, and embraced her parents. Her mother’s ample bosom smelled of lavender and talc, and she felt the stays of the whalebone corset pricking her own ribs. Then, Nell bounced to her father; his coarse black whiskers raked her cheek.
“Oh, thank you! I’ve got to go tell Mary and meet Evan to tell him—oh, thank you!” She raced from the room, calling her sister, “Rose! You help with the dishes tonight! I’m engaged.”
Maggie 1938
Molly cried. Gretchen turned red faced, outraged with indignation.
Tommy hugged his sister. ”Attaway, Maggie!”
“He’s a Protestant,” Molly wailed.
She dabbed at her eyes and turned to her husband.
Dinner was over. Food was still on the table, but at Maggie’s announcement that not only was she going to be married, to a Protestant, a soldier, but was, incidentally, pregnant, the meal abruptly ceased.
The kitchen table became a battleground.
“What will our family say?” Molly wailed.
George spoke. “You mean, what will your family say? My family will wish her happiness, but in all the years I’ve known your family, those self-righteous, holier-than-thou Ryans, have I ever seen any indication that they have ever given one big damn about our family? Our children? And did you ever notice your brother Thomas always has liquor on his breath? I don’t mean an occasional beer with the boys—I mean all the time. And Agnes. Your sainted sister Agnes. She’s so damn proper no man’ll ever come near her.”
“And what’s wrong with that?” Molly snapped, the immediate problem forgotten.
“Agnes is the one who’ s always criticizing you, telling you how to raise your kids when she’ll never have any of her own.” He grinned at Tommy and winked. “What that old maid needs is a good roll in the hay.”
Tommy whooped and slapped his thigh. Gretchen’s face turned purple.
“George! Talking that way in front of the children!”
“Children? We have no more children, Molly. Gretchen’s in college, Tommy’s going into the Army—”
“Navy,” Tommy corrected.
“Into the Navy, where if he doesn’t know it now, he soon will, and Maggie—well, Maggie’s certainly no child! Children? My God, woman, at last we have no more children!”
“It doesn’t matter what I say,” Molly began again. “What I feel. Nobody cares how it looks—a civil ceremony. A protestant. And a soldier!”
Molly rushed from the room. Gretchen stalked to hers, and Tommy mumbled something about “going out with some fellas.”
“Mama won’t come to my wedding?” Maggie asked George.
“She’ll get over it. Let Eloise stand up with you. You were always her favorite.”
“And we’re both pregnant.”
“Forgetting that fact. What better time than this for you two girls to be together. I promise you, Maggie, your mother will get over it. Especially when she sees your baby.”
“Thank you, Papa.” She hugged him. ”I love you. And Mama…I hope you’re right…”
“Well, Miss Smarty, are you happy now?” Gretchen attacked her when Maggie entered the room that night. “You’ve hurt Mama, and I’ll never forgive you.”
“I’m not looking for your forgiveness.” She noted that Gretchen had already moved the furniture around to suit herself; Maggie’s things were shoved in a corner.
“You, however, are looking for a room.”
“I’m glad you’re leaving. You’re a bad influence.”
“On who? You? Hell, you’re just like that Aunt Agnes. What do you know about love? I don’t see you with any man.”
“I’m not pregnant and have to get married, either.”
“Listen to me, Gretchen. I’ll tell you once and once only. I’m not marrying just anybody because I’m pregnant. I love Jake. He’s good and decent.”
“Well, you’re not! You’ve hurt this family for the last time. Sister Teresa—”
“Oh, I’m so damn sick and tired of having her thrown in my face!”
“Your knees must have permanent scars from the rice—”
“Didn’t do a hell of a lot of good, did it? They should have been teaching me about contraception.”
Gretchen turned white. “What you’ve done is wrong. You’ll be punished. Your husband will beat you…”
“The way I look at it, Sister Saint, I’m being punished right now, so shut up and let me get some sleep. Tomorrow’s my wedding day.”
It was a brief ceremony, with only Eloise and Tommy in attendance for Maggie, and one of Jake’s Army buddies acted as best man. Jake wore his uniform, and Maggie wore a navy two-piece suit usually reserved for funerals and other solemn family gatherings. Two of Jake’s buddies treated the group to drinks at a local bar; then, the newlyweds departed for Kansas.
Jimmy was born one hellishly hot day in the Army hospital at Fort Riley, Kansas. Jake passed out cigars to his buddies, and Maggie called her parents.
Tommy answered the phone; he was home on leave from the Navy and was delighted at the news. George came on the line. After reassuring himself that his Maggie was all right, he relinquished the phone to Gretchen. She said she was doing well in school, and she hoped the baby would be all right.
Molly refused to come to the phone.
Well, Mama, it’s your loss, Maggie reflected. You’ll come around, sooner or later.
“I’ve been thinking, honey, with the baby and all, that I’d be better off as an officer. What do you think about my going to OCS?”
Maggie shifted uncomfortably. The baby had been big, almost nine pounds—partly because I got so damn fat, she thought—and now she longed to leave this hospital and go home. Now, what was Jake blabbering about? “OCS? That means—”
“Officer Candidate School.”
“I know that. Doesn’t it mean you’ll be away, not able to come home for weeks at a time, locked up like a prisoner?”
“Well, yes, but if I pass, I’ll come out a Second Looie, with more money and all the officers’ privileges. It’ll be better for all of us. What do you think?”
“I think you’ll do as you damn well please, as usual.”
Jake grinned. “Good. Because I’ve already applied and been accepted. I start next week.”
Maggie nodded wearily. Next week she and the baby would go home. Home to an empty apartment. Jake would be with the other candidates.
How would she manage? She could ask her mother, but Molly Kinsella wouldn’t set foot in any house where two people lived not married by a priest. Maybe Gretchen? Not much better choice, Maggie thought. But she’d give it a try. If Gretchen had a break in her school work--
Gretchen came, but she still maintained that Maggie was sinning even when she looked at her new nephew cradled in her arms.
“I just came because you really need me. I’m missing a lot of school because of you and the baby.”
“I’m sure you are, and I appreciate your coming.”
“Well, the baby is an innocent victim,” Gretchen sniffed. “You just go back to bed and rest. I’ll manage, somehow. Goodness, this place is a mess.”
She steered Maggie to her bed. “I’ll just tidy things up and make the baby’s formula…” She bustled about Maggie’s small apartment.
She sounds just like Aunt Agnes, Maggie thought as she drifted into a light sleep. She’ll be a carbon copy of that frustrated old busybody if somebody doesn’t stop her—maybe Jake has a friend.
She giggled lightly. Maybe she was evil, after all. Maggie was plotting step by step how to get her sainted sister laid.
Nell 1938
Except for the fact that she slept with her husband every night, Nell might as well have not been married at all. Due to the shortage of both housing and money, the newlyweds were forced to live at Nell’s parents’ house—in Nell’s old room.
She continued her routine as before, except that now she no longer attended school, since graduation occurred almost simultaneously with her wedding.
Rose attended her sister, causing Mary Edwards’ nose to be out of joint; nonetheless, she consented to pour punch at the reception immediately following in the church parlor.
“After all,” Mary sniffed to anyone who chanced to ask. “I introduced them, but family is more important, I suppose.” She sighed as she watched Rose, in her pink gown, chatting with a young soldier from Evan’s outfit. Rose would be next, Mary thought sullenly. Certainly not me since I haven’t had a proposal from that Eddie. She spilled punch on the tablecloth and wiped at it hastily. That Nell has all the luck…
However, Nell didn’t have all the luck. It wasn’t easy living with her parents, being a newlywed, yet still the eldest daughter in her father’s house. Evan went to the base every morning and came home every evening. Nell worked in the house, preparing meals, doing laundry, and the other chores that occupy a woman’s time.
Evenings were the worst. After the dinner dishes had been washed, dried, and put away, the family would sit in the living room, listen to the radio, and discuss The War.
The subject made Nell jumpy. She was convinced that there would be no US involvement in the horrifying events taking place in Europe.
Albert, Evan, and Buddy would talk endlessly about war while Martha, Rose, and Nell listened apprehensively. Nell chose this time, finally, to read in her—their—room. She escaped by allowing her mind to be filled with fiction. It was infinitely preferable to talk of war.
Buddy was called up. Now, it would be Evan’s turn, Nell thought.
Her stomach felt peculiar much of the time now, especially when the evening discussion turned to the usual topic. She felt more than the usual distress one evening and excused herself to go to the bedroom.
She lay on the bed, feeling her stomach churn.
“May I come in?” Her mother knocked on the door, pushing it open slightly.
Nell nodded, choking down the nausea. Martha sat on the edge of the bed and felt her forehead then allowed her hand to drop and clasp Nell’s.
“Do you think you might be pregnant?” she asked.
Nell felt the words wash over her. Of course, she might be pregnant. She was married; she slept with her husband; she might be pregnant. Tears rolled down her face.
“I’m so scared. Evan might be called up—we might never see him again, and he seems anxious to go off and fight. Mother, I can’t be pregnant! Not now! When things are better, then—”
“Oh, Nell. Nature has a way of doing whatever she thinks is right, whether we like it or not and whenever she thinks it’s time. It’s evidently right for you, now, while you’re here, so I can take care of you when your time comes—if that’s possible. If the Army leaves Evan here. We’ll just take you to see Doctor Ames tomorrow. Right now, though, you just rest.”
“No,” Nell said slowly. “I think I’ll come join the family. I’ve got to face facts sometime, don’t I?”
Doctor Ames confirmed that Nell was pregnant. As the months went by and Evan was not called to another base, Nell relaxed and grew rotund and complacent in her last months.
One day in early May, Dr. Ames drove his ancient Ford out to the Graham’s house. Nell had been overdue for a couple of weeks and had finally begun labor. The baby had considerately chosen to make its appearance in the middle of the afternoon instead of the traditional three o’clock in the morning.
The household was bustling with activity as the doctor arrived.
While the nervous father was not exactly pacing the floor, he was always in the way of somebody rushing back and forth from the bedroom.
Finally, the doctor told him, “Son, you might as well go sit on the back porch and talk to the chickens, cause you’ll do them more good out there than you’ll do us in here.”
So, Evan took Daisy by the hand, and they contemplated the mysteries of why chickens don’t have teeth and cows do until at last he heard the loud wail of a newborn baby. Yet, Evan dutifully remained on the porch until summoned by Doctor Ames, who was rolling down his sleeves.
“Got a fine baby girl, there, young man. All eight pounds of her.” He clapped the father on the back; then, Evan went into the bedroom.
Nell was propped up, her face pale but smiling, holding the pink, howling baby in her arms.
“A girl,” she said. “Are you disappointed?”
“Of course not. Are you?”
“No. I wanted a girl.”
Girls, she thought, don’t go off to war.
Leah—Mary Alice
By her senior year of high school, Mary Alice’s constant companion was Jack Fiske, a large-boned, black-haired boy, who had defeated all other suitors by his sheer brazenness. That year, he had simply announced that he and Mary Alice Thomason were going steady, and no one dared argue with him. Not even Mary Alice.
They were parked in front of the Thomason’s house one night after a movie.
“Why don’ t you go to the lake with me?” he persisted.
“Because I know what that means. No sex, Jack. I can’t. I’m going to New York, right after graduation.”
He sighed and ceased his fumbling with her dress. “Might as well let you go in, then.” He leaned over her and opened the car door. He made no move to escort her.
As she reached her front door, he called out sullenly, “Okay, you win. But you’re still going to the dance with me. It is graduation, you know.”
“I know.”
He slammed the car into gear and roared off.
Her parents were waiting up for her as they always did. Her father looked foolish in his nightclothes and slippers. Her mother, clad in a shabby robe and slippers with her thin hair standing out like a wreath behind her, looked older than ever.
The thought crept into Mary Alice’s mind, as it did on odd occasions, that it was very strange her parents were much older than those of her friends.
“You didn’t have to wait up for me.”
“Your mother and I—we wanted you to have a special graduation present, so you can make plans.” Her father fumbled inside his robe pocket, pulling out a small passbook. “We saved every penny we could for your education. Although we would rather see you use it for your schooling—” He glanced in dismay at his wife, who nodded her head. “It’s yours to do with as you please. Even if you choose to go to New York.”
She opened the passbook. Four hundred dollars. Her ticket out of here to New York. Tears welled in her eyes, spilled down her cheeks. “Oh, thank you.” She hugged them both at once. “I love you very much.”
At the dance, she told Jack of her gift.
“I didn’t think your parents had that kind of money.”
“They must have saved for a long time. You sound like you’re disappointed.”
“I didn’t think you’d actually end up going to New York, but that money won’t be enough, anyway.” They were dancing, and he stepped on her toes.
“It’ll do for a while.” She winced. “I’ll buy the train ticket and have enough for food and rent for a while, and I’ll get a job the minute I get there—waiting tables or something.”
“Why don’t you just model? It’s what you want.”
“You can’t just wander in off the street, Jack. First, I have to go to a good photographer, make a portfolio of my pictures, and then take them around to various agencies. If they like the way I photograph, then I’ll get an interview. That takes a long time…”
“I’ve got some money saved up. Take it and just look for modeling work.”
“I can’t take your money, Jack! That’s for your new car!”
“There’s no way I’ll get my new car. The Army’ll get me, so you might as well take the money.”
Her eyes filled with tears. “Thank you. I’ll pay you back, someday.”
“Go with me to the lake.”
Such a simple thing, she told herself. She owed it to Jack after all this time.
They shook hands with the chaperones, told them they had a nice time, walked to the parking lot where others were leaving, and drove toward the lake.
She had been to the lake before with other boys; every growing boy and girl in town had parked at the lake at one time or another.
That didn’t mean the girl had to “go all the way.” It was a ritual, of sorts, something expected of an eager boy and giggling girl. The rites of passage were strictly observed: girls did not make out with just any boy who happened to take her there. She must be “genuinely in love” with him for months before yielding. Otherwise, all the boy could expect for his trouble were a few minutes of fervent necking. That’s all Mary Alice would give before—and all she intended to give, now.
They pulled the car into the wooded area beside the lake. Other couples were already spreading blankets on the ground, in groups, passing bottles around in good-humored camaraderie. “Turn the lights off,” someone yelled, and Jack turned off the ignition.
“Jack—”
He acted as though he didn’t hear her, reaching into the glove compartment and producing a fifth of bourbon. He went around to the trunk and brought out a blanket. “Let’s go.”
She opened the door and followed him.
“My dress is getting dirty,” she protested as the white gown trailed in the red dust.
“It’ll get dirtier.” He pulled on the bottle.
”Here, have some courage.” He handed her the bourbon.
She sipped, made a face, and sipped again.
“Aren’t we lost?” she said a moment later. They were well away from where they had parked the car.
“Naw, look. You can still see the lake. As long as you keep the lake in sight, you’re okay.”
She could see the moonlight glittering on the water through the trees alongshore.
“It looks like you’ve been here before.” The bourbon sat warm in her stomach.
He took her arm to help her over some boulders. “You might say a few times. Nobody as pretty as you, though.”
They moved into a cleared area of ground surrounded on three sides by trees with the lake on the other. “Nice, huh?”
He pulled off his jacket and spread the blanket. “Sit down.”
She sat gingerly, testing the ground for sharp rocks and burrs.
He passed her the bottle again, and she drank.
Her senses became dulled, hazy around the edges. She heard the laughter of the others, far away; they could have been on another planet. The moon shimmered on the lake, close enough for her to touch.
Jack took her in his arms, fumbling with her gown with rough hands; then, she felt coolness on her skin.
Her gown was off. She closed her eyes, hearing the rustle of Jack’s clothing being pulled off. They were in their own world of moonlight and soft breezes and caresses.
“NO!” She protested, trying to sit up, but Jack pushed her down, roughly.
“Jack!”
He grunted in reply.
“Jack, stop! I don’t want this….”
She felt a searing tearing pain shoot through her so unexpectedly and so overwhelming that she gasped and cried aloud.
She struggled to move—to move from that burning pain, but Jack was thrusting vio1ently, holding her tightly. She turned her face away from his mouth, crying for him to let her go.
Abruptly, he rolled to the side, grunted, and fell into an openmouthed stupor.
Dazed, a feeling of stickiness between her thighs, she crept toward the lake, where she vomited. Again and again.
It wasn’t supposed to be like this, she thought. She had heard other girls whispering about “how good it was.” All the songs, books, poems, about love… she was supposed to have enjoyed it.
I didn’t want it this way. I didn’t expect it to hurt, and it’s awful. Just another indication that I’m… different. I’m not like the other girls. What is wrong with me?
She waded into the water. It was warm already; this summer would be another scorcher, but she wouldn’t be here. She waded up to her waist then submerged her body into the cleansing water. She felt the gentle waves tugging at her, so she yielded to its pull, floating to the deeper part of the lake. It was cooler, there, dark and deep.
I could swim to the middle, put my head under the water, and let go…
She put her head under the water and let her body go limp. Float. Dead man’s float. It was so easy. Just let go.
She faintly heard a voice calling her name.
She’s not here, she thought giddily. She’s gone. Gone, gone, gone.
Darkness replaced the moon as she went deeper and deeper into the lake. Deeper and deeper into the gentle sleep.
Then, she felt Jack’s hands reaching for her.
“Been for a moonlight swim? Why didn’t you wait for me?”
He has no idea, she thought, furious that he had interrupted her. Her what? Escape?
She began beating him with her fists, screaming at him, “Go away. Leave me alone. Let me die! Let me die!”
“Listen to me! Come on, Mary Alice.” He began swallowing water. She was going to take him down with her.
Doubling his fist, he hit her on the chin, and she dropped her head, unconscious.
She woke to see Jack standing over her.
“Damn, you scared me! You okay?” He had pulled his shirt and pants on and covered her with her gown.
She sat up, coughing, and pulled her gown over her head. The bottle clattered onto the rocks. Jack tossed it into the trees, where it landed with a crash.
She shivered at the sound.
“What the hell were you trying to do out there, anyway?”
“I don’t know. I just…”
With a dismissive shrug, Jack picked up the blanket and wadded it into an ungainly bundle.
“You knew why you came out here. If this’ll make you feel any better…” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of bills. “I promised you, you know. It’s not much, but then…” His voice trailed off, ending in a snicker.
She knocked the bills from his hand, flailing at him with her fists. “I don’t want your money! I’m sorry I ever came here!”
“Oh, you wanna fight, do you?” He grabbed her hands, held them tight. “Don’t you think you’ve fought enough for one night?” His mouth closed on hers.
“No!” she broke loose and shrieked. “Take me home. Now!”
“Goddamn, shut up! Everybody’s gonna hear you! Okay, I’ll take you home. It’s not worth it.”
He picked up his jacket and the blanket and crashed through the underbrush.
“Wait!” she called. She picked up the bills and stuffed them inside her bra. She vomited again, leaning against a tree.
“Wait,” she called again. “Jack, where are you?”
She heard him faintly, stalking through the wooded area. She followed the sound, fell over a large rock, and tore her gown. She cried as she picked herself up and brushed the sharp grit from her bleeding hands.
At last she saw the car. Jack was standing alongside. “Goddamn, woman. I thought you was never gonna get here.”
He slammed the car into reverse almost before she got inside.
They rode in silence until they reached her house.
“You not gonna get in trouble—with your folks? For bein’ late?”
“Not with my folks. Jack, what if I’m pregnant?”
He shrugged. “It hardly ever happens the first time. You gotta be more exposed, ya know?” He reached across her to open the car door.
She smelled his sour breath, and her stomach churned as he muttered, “See ya.”
She raced inside. In her room, she pulled the bills from her bra and counted them. One hundred and sixty five dollars. Not half of what her parents had saved, out of love for her.
How had she gotten this money?
She stuffed it into her dresser drawer and hoped her mother wouldn’t find it. She pulled off her clothes and fell into bed.
She woke to hear her mother talking to Mrs. Barnes over the back fence. Their high voices carried in the warm spring air.
“Mary Alice musta had a big night, dancin’ and all,” her mother said. ”Came home sick as a horse and threw up half the night.”
Mrs. Barnes clucked sympathetically. “My David says he saw her at the dance, lookin’ so pretty. Too much excitement, I’d say. If it was anybody else but your Mary Alice, Annie, I’d suspect drinkin.’ Be glad she’s not that kind of girl, and gettin’ into trouble…”
The rest of the words were lost to her as Mary Alice turned her face into her pillow and cried.
Three months, she thought as she paused in front of yet another modeling agency. She compared the name in the newspaper with the one emblazoned on the building nameplate: Clayton Johnson Modeling Agency.
At least I’m down to the J’s, she thought. She felt another faint, dizzy sensation, so she braced herself against the brick. She shut her eyes against the sultry haze, which hung like a pall over New York. She waited for the dizziness to pass.
She hadn’t eaten since yesterday. After this interview, she promised herself, she would have a sandwich.
A sandwich was all she could afford. The modest sum she had left Oklahoma with had dwindled rapidly. Now, she was almost broke.
She couldn’t go home and admit defeat. She clenched her jaws. Go home?
She’d rather die, first.
She opened her eyes to the crowd of people in front of her. She had never felt so lonely, looking at them jostling each other. Nobody cared about her here. They didn’t mind pushing past her in subways or doorways and taking the last vacant seat in a cafe just as she was about to sink into it. Tears splashed down her cheeks, streaking her makeup.
Damn! she thought. She peered into her hand mirror and repaired the damage. Better make this a good interview. It’ll be the last one today. And possibly the last one, period. She pushed open the door of the Johnson Agency.
Although Mary Alice Thomason had been considered a beauty in her hometown, she had realized early on that she would find the competition heavy with the likes of these sleek sophisticates, who sat confidently in the outer office.
Where she was dark, with a healthy glow about her, these blond, elegantly dressed, and carefully coiffed interviewees all had the same look about them that said, “Model.” They sat chatting easily among themselves: sisters of the same sorority.
As she entered, she felt six pairs of eyes staring at her then dismissing her. She thought of turning and running from this place; instead, she approached the receptionist and in a voice she hoped was steady announced, “My name is Mary Alice Thomason, and I’m here to see Mr. Johnson. I have an appointment.”
This last statement was a lie. Of course, she had no appointment, but she had learned one of the finer points of job hunting—always say you have an appointment. It’s part of the game.
The secretary looked up, accepted her portfolio, and appraised her. Mary Alice thought that this Miss Prince, as her nameplate read, could have been one of the applicants rather than an employee. She, too, was slender, blond, and dressed even more fashionably than the others. She spoke with a voice calm in the assurance that she belonged here.
“Please be seated, Miss—Thomason.” She wrote the name on an appointment pad. “Fill out this form, and return it to me.” She handed her a pale blue sheet of paper. “I’ll be with you shortly.”
Miss Prince, too, was playing the game, intoning the changeless litany of receptionists everywhere. Anyone without an appointment, make them wait, a long time. They might get discouraged and leave.
She took a seat and began filling in the endless blanks. She had been here before, with these same people, writing the same information on the same form. She automatically wrote her name, address, age, height, weight, until she thought she would scream. This is definitely the last form I’ll fill out, she thought. I wonder what on earth they do with them?
“Miss Thomason? Mary Alice Thomason?” She looked up, startled at hearing her name. Miss Prince was standing beside the desk, beckoning to her.
She rose as gracefully as she knew how, dropping the blue form. She bent to retrieve it, feeling clumsy, and followed the receptionist. Behind her she could hear the barrage of comments.
“Who does she think she is? We were here first.”
“A relative, no doubt. She’s certainly no model.” Followed by laughter.
Miss Prince stopped before a closed door and gestured for Mary Alice to go inside.
She froze.
“Please go right in,” Miss Prince smiled. “Mr. Johnson is expecting you.”
This probably doesn’t mean a thing, she told herself. Still, it was more than she had managed before: getting to see the boss, himself. In only one other agency had she gotten past the receptionist, and that was only because the boss’s assistant was inclined to lechery.
Just go in and get it over with, she repeated to herself. Don’t expect anything.
Her stomach heaved, and she swayed against the wall. Not now, she thought. Get a decent meal after this is over. Then, admit defeat and go home.
She opened the door and stepped inside.
The room was dimly lit, with dark paneling contributing to the gloom. On the walls were large portraits of women she recognized. All were Johnson models.
As her eyes gradually adjusted to the interior of the room, she noticed two large leather chairs, a worn couch, and a huge desk with a mountain of papers stacked on top. Behind the desk sat a man, who now rose to greet her, looming taller and taller.
The light straining from the small lamp first reflected on enormous hands braced against the desktop. Gnarled knuckles protruded amid dark liver spots.
Her eyes unwillingly traveled from his hands to his chest; Clayton Johnson wore a three-piece suit with the vest open over his barrel chest. Her eyes were drawn irresistibly to his face. Perpetual frown lines were deep, frozen in place, as if the owner never smiled. A large hooked nose jutted between steel gray eyes, which seemed to pierce right through her.
“Miss Thomason?” the face boomed.
Her head swam. She took a step backward. A world of black swirled toward her.
“Are you all right?” she heard from a distance.
She nodded.
Then, Mary Alice Thomason, formerly of Oklahoma, five feet nine inches tall, with black hair, dark brown eyes, one hundred ten pounds, and dressed in last year’s fashion, did the only thing she could possibly have done at that time: she fainted.
Clayton Johnson was to remember that day vividly; the day he discovered his new star, out cold on his office floor.
His secretary had buzzed him from the outer office and said, “Clayton, I think I’ve found what we’re looking for.”
“Yeah, yeah,” he’d replied. Still, the tone of her voice convinced him that this girl might be different. Clayton needed somebody new. Different. Word was out that the Johnson Agency was going down the tubes. He would soon be faced with the dismal prospect of closing the doors and going back to The Island to his nagging wife and fat kids.
That idea alone decided him; he would have a look at this latest applicant.
“Okay, okay, send her in,” he’d replied.
He looked up as the door opened and a scrawny, scared girl crept in. “Then,” he would relate later to associates, “this kid just passed out cold on the floor of my office!”
So, he thought, this is my great discovery? This dead body will save my business?
Even while he doubted, however, he fell to his knees, swiftly appraising the girl’s features as he rubbed her wrists briskly. Good bone structure, he thought; she’ll photograph well.
Not too big in the boobs. Waistline a bit thick, but diet will take care of that. Under all that makeup, there could be a clear olive complexion.
Her hair looks thick, even though it’s pinned on top of her head. What these country kids won’t do to dress like the city folks: these tacky clothes were definitely run up at home by loving hands.
Still, he mused, the girl had—possibilities. Yessir, possibilities.
He buzzed his secretary with three sharp rings, the signal for her to come immediately. She came running.
Miss Prince stared at the girl on the floor
“Don’t just stand there,” Clayton yelled. “Call Dr. Greenberg. And send the others away. There’ll be no more interviews today.”
However, he was speaking to a rapidly retreating Miss Prince.
Mary Alice’s eyes fluttered open.
“We’ve called a doctor. You’ll be all right. Do you feel good enough to let me help you to the couch? Now, just lie there.”
“I don’t need a doctor,” she protested faintly.
Now, I’ve done it, she thought. How could I have done such a stupid thing?
Tears spilled over her white face.
“Look here, Miss—Thomason.” He seated himself beside her on the couch. “I really don’t know why, but I’ve decided to take you on as one of my models. You’ve got everything against you.” He hurried on as Mary Alice’s eyes widened. “And not much for you, including this awful name.”
He looked at the blue form that had fluttered to the floor when she had fainted. “Mary Alice? But with a little work—and a new name—you’ll do. You might be just what I’ve been looking for.”
Clayton rose to pace up and down the room, waving his half forgotten cigar.
She sat up suddenly. Hired. A new wave of dizziness pushed her back on the couch pillows.
“Still dizzy, huh? I recognize the look. You haven’t been eating, have you? Lots of girls do it, hoping it’ll give them a lean look, but all it does is make them surly. And faint.”
He smiled briefly as though it were an effort. “But I don’t think that was your motive. You’re just about out of money, aren’t you? Trying to save cash by staying at a women’s hotel, not eating except once a day—or less? Waiting for that big break. Well, don’t worry. After the doctor checks you over, you’ll have a couple of days to rest, and then we’ll put you to work. That is, if you’re willing—we still haven’t talked terms.”
“I’m willing.” Her voice sounded as if she were dreaming.
“Good. Our lawyer will handle everything. Now, a new name. Immediately. I refuse to call you—Mary Alice.” He shuddered.
He began rummaging on his cluttered desktop, piling blue forms onto the floor, where they lay ignored. He picked up a leather-bound book and thumbed through it muttering under his breath, “What some people will label their children.”
His finger stopped, and he jabbed at a name. “Damon! You know the story of Damon and Pythias? Well, that’s your new last name. I like it. Those bonehead photographers will like it, too. ‘Look this way, Miss Damon.’ Yeah, I like it. Now, for your first name.”
“Mr. Johnson.” The door opened, and Miss Prince admitted a short elderly man carrying the inevitable black bag. The doctor was breathing heavily as though he had run several blocks.
“Ah, Doctor Greenberg. Thank you, Miss Prince. Please close up but then get back in here. I might need you.
“Thanks for coming so soon, Doc. But, as you see, our patient here has survived without you.”
“Been abusing your girls again, Clayton?”
“I wish you wouldn’t be so crass in front of the new girl. Of course, I haven’t abused her. She merely came into my office, took one look at me, and fainted dead away. Perfectly normal reaction, I’d say.”
The doctor took Mary Alice’s pulse, heartbeat, and looked into her eyes.
“It’s my opinion she hasn’t eaten in a while,” Clayton offered.
“Thank you,” Dr. Greenberg said dryly.
“Well, that’s it, isn’t it?”
“Well, I’d like to run some tests, to rule out other possibilities, of course…” He stopped, noting the expression on Clayton Johnson’s face.
“No tests. Get her on her feet. Now.”
“Nothing that a bit of rest and a few hot meals wouldn’t cure,” he agreed. “Three meals a day, now, young lady, understand? No more saving money by not eating.” He patted her hand.
”Yes. Thank you.”
“Oh, Doctor. I forgot. This is Miss Damon. We’re trying to find a new first name for her. You wouldn’t have any names in that black bag of yours, would you?”
“Only my medicine, and you wouldn’t want her named after any of that.” He put away his stethoscope.
Clayton continued. “Why is it all these girls come here with such hideous names? They're all named Matilda or Bonnie Sue.”
The doctor shrugged. “Perhaps their parents thought their choice of names beautiful, Clayton.”
Clayton dismissed that idea with a wave of his hand. “By the way, Doctor, how is Mrs. Greenberg?”
The man hesitated, sadness showing behind his rimless glasses.
“Mrs. Greenberg is somewhat better, thank you. But my wife has yet to recover from the loss of our Leah. It’s been some months ago that we lost—that Leah died,” he said firmly, as though saying the word actualized the event for him.
“She died, and my wife still mourns. I have my work, thank God, but Natalie—she still grieves for little Leah.”
Clayton cleared his throat. “Thanks for coming so soon, Doc. You’ll send the usual bill, of course.”
“Of course.” This time the eyes behind the glasses winked at his patient. “And goodbye, Miss Damon. Remember, eat.”
“Goodbye, Doctor.” Her mind was still reeling. He’d called her “Miss Damon.”
As the door closed behind the doctor, Miss Prince stepped into the room.
“Are you feeling better?” she asked.
“She’s fine, Myrna,” Clayton interrupted. “Damon. How’s that for a last name?”
Mary Alice struggled to make sense of the conversation. He had called her Miss Prince, “Myrna.” She was evidently used to it.
“Very good, Clayton.”
He shook his head, teeth clamping on a fresh cigar. “You pick a first name, Myrna. I’m tired of thinking about it.”
“Miss Prince?” Mary Alice said hesitantly.
“Oh, call me Myrna.”
“But on your desk—the nameplate says Gloria Prince.”
“So it does. That’s my professional name, one that Clayton hung on me, years ago. He usually calls me ‘Miss Prince,’ during business hours, but my real name is Myrna Feldman.”
“Anyway, Myrna—Mr. Johnson.” She swallowed. “I think I have a name for myself if you like it.”
Clayton’s bushy eyebrows rose in unison with Myrna’s penciled ones.
“I thought about it when the doctor was here; it’s Doctor Greenberg’s daughter’s name. Leah. Leah Damon.”
Myrna shot a questioning look at her boss.
He was silent, then, “Leah. Leah Damon. Yeah, I like it. It’s just right! Why didn’t you think of it, Myrna?”
He pointed his cigar at his new model and intoned, “You are Leah Damon— you’ll be the hottest thing in modeling since—since—”
“Since Myrna Feldman,” the secretary said dryly.
“Funny, Myrna. Now, how about all of us going to dinner? I intend to see to it that Leah here gets three big meals a day, starting right now. Coming?”
He fairly danced his way out the door, plans filling his head. A new ad campaign. Leah would be just right for it. A party with all his competitors there to see this girl, this marvelous new find. It was my lucky day when this girl walked into my office, took one look at me and passed out.
He conveniently forgot that his secretary had practically begged him to see her. In his mind, he was the one who had found her. This Dark Goddess. That’s what we’ll call her.
“All the other girls are blond, girl next door types. I wanted a dark, exotic gal, one who oozes mystery. And by God, I found her. I’ll make it big—”
He extended his arms to the two women.
The new Leah clung to Clayton’s arm.
I’ve done it, she repeated to herself. I’ve been accepted by an agency. I have a new name and a new life.
At that moment, Mary Alice Thomason ceased to exist.
Maggie 1941
Maggie’s scheme had worked only too well. The young Franklin Ballard had become so enraptured with Gretchen that he had soon asked her to be his wife, and Gretchen accepted. She stayed at Maggie’s to plan her small wedding, accepting the fact that she, like Maggie before her, would also have a civil ceremony. The shoe’s on the other foot, now, Maggie thought grimly.
Jake and Maggie stood with Gretchen and Frank as they exchanged their vows. Maggie thought back to her own wedding when only Tommy and Eloise had stood with her.
Gretchen certainly has changed since then, she thought. Love has changed her.
Tommy was now stationed in Hawaii. He wrote that he was forced to look at all the beautiful native girls and didn’t like going into town on liberty at all—and Gretchen believed him. Well, Maggie thought, she’ll find out.
She wielded her handheld fan like a weapon while an oscillating fan did what it could to prevent her family withering in the summer heat.
She hoped Jake would be transferred soon to a milder climate, but that seemed to be a perversity of the Army’s—hot, humid climates for summers and states like Kansas for winter blizzards. Never the reverse.
Jimmy was now creeping across the floor every time Maggie put him down. She was thinking if Gretchen could keep him one day when Jake’s home, she could have some time with her husband alone.
Finally, Jake and Franklin graduated from OCS and became Officers and Gentlemen.
“I suppose that makes me an Officer’s Lady,” Maggie snorted. “But I don’t want to be. Ladies don’t have any fun.”
Along with their graduation and new status, however, the men also received orders.
Jake was transferred to Fort Bliss.
Franklin Ballard was ordered to Pearl Harbor, but Gretchen would not go with Franklin to Hawaii.
“For Chrissake, why not?” Maggie demanded. The sisters sat by the pool at the Club, Jimmy gurgling an echo to his mother’s question.
“It’s hard to explain, Maggie. I love Frank, but I’ve seen what the Army life can do to its women. Not knowing where or when you’ll move next, the worry over where your husband is for days and weeks at a time—I’m scared.”
“Well, if you wanted security, you should’ve married the milkman. Look. Go with Frank. You’ll love it.”
“You don’t understand. I want to have the same neighbors, be around familiar surroundings. Especially for my kids. I don’t know how a child would react to being dragged halfway around the world every six months.”
“I don’t think it would bother Jimmy. He has his mama and daddy with him. That’s the important thing.” Maggie hugged her son.
“I just can’t see myself as the perpetual Army wife, living in one strange place after another. I’ve spoken to other women. Their stories give me the chills.”
“Oh, hell, Gretchen. Those dames were half weird to begin with. They knew damn good and well what they were getting into when they married their career officer types. Jake went into the Army for a job when times were hard. Now, look at him. Gung-ho, all that crap. And I’m still with him.”
“Well, I’m not going. I didn’t realize when I married him, I got more than I bargained for.““So, you’re gonna let Frank go by himself, to Hawaii? With all those brown-skinned beauties with their bare boobs?”
“Yes, with all that.”
“Don’t you even want to see Tommy again? In Hawaii? He’s probably expecting to see you.”
“I’m not going. I’ll go home and stay while Frank’s in Hawaii. Mama needs me.” Gretchen ended lamely.
“That’s a crock, and you know it. Mama doesn’t need you or anyone else. For once in her life, she doesn’t have any kids in the house. Now, maybe she and Papa can have some peace. If,” she added threateningly, “everybody leaves them alone.”
“I’m going home. I‘ve already told Frank.”
“And you’re crazy.”
“I didn’t think you’d understand,” Gretchen wailed.
She snatched up her towel and suntan lotion. Jimmy began crying.
“Nobody has ever understood me!”
“I’ve always understood you, Gretchen. You’re selfish, that’s all. Always what you want. Franklin Ballard is the greatest thing that ever happened to you, and you’re wasting time, crawling back to Mama. To your church. You won’t be happy there, either. You’ll still be scared. I just hope you haven’t lost him forever, you poor little girl.”
Leah 1940
After a dinner in a first class restaurant, Mryna excused herself while Leah said her goodbyes and thanks.
“Let’ s have an after dinner drink at my place. What do you say?” He puffed on his cigar.
Leah hesitated only a moment. After all, this man was her new boss. How could she say no to an after dinner drink? It would be a fitting end to a wonderful day.
She had dreamed about a place such as this when she had first come to New York. Now, she was here in a penthouse overlooking Central Park. It was real—the gold braid on the doorman’s uniform, the brass-lined elevator—
“Well, come in,” Clayton urged at his door.
While he mixed the drinks at a glass-lined bar, she seated herself on a white brocade couch and marveled at the view—both inside and out.
They’ll never believe me at home when I write them, she thought. It was as though all her past days were blotted out; she had been born this day into a new world, with a new name.
She whispered it again to herself: “Leah Damon.”
Clayton sat beside her, his cigar smoke circling the room slowly, lazily. “I think you’ll be very good for my agency, Leah—you might have guessed, I’ve been looking for someone like you, someone to build up my business.
“Clayton Johnson Agency was once the best in the city; then, my luck ran out—Myrna got old, I suppose—”
Leah was startled. Myrna old? She must be only thirty.
“The others ran ahead of me. You don’t know this business. Nothing worse than having once been number one. Nobody gives a shit what you were. What are you doing now? That’s what’s important in this business. Second is like death. Fashion is a hell of a business. They’re all the same. I needed a gimmick, something to catch the public. Something nobody had ever thought of.
“Everybody had a lovable, cute type. I wanted to go with the exact opposite—a dark, sensual type. The unattainable woman of mystery.
“You! The Dark Goddess. You’ll be the opposite of everybody else’s models. You’ll wear clothes that are soft, clinging. You’ll look dark, sexy. You’ll be yourself—understand?”
He stubbed out his cigar. “Now, let down your hair.”
She picked the pins from her hair. Freed from its tight bun on the back of her head, it cascaded about her shoulders.
“Beautiful,” he breathed, catching a lock in his hand. “Good texture, it’ll be easy to work with. Now, go into the bathroom and scrub your face clean. I don’t want to see that face the others are wearing. No penciled brows, or red lipstick. Natural, that’s what I want.”
She hastened into the bathroom and washed her face free of the little makeup she wore. She thought she looked dreadful. Surely this isn’t what he wanted?
While Leah was working and examining herself in the mirror, Clayton ransacked the apartment. He kept several dresses there for his girls’ use. He never knew just when a notion might strike to take some photographs himself.
He ran into the living area and called to her. “Now, come in here and look at this gown.”
She approached him hesitantly, wondering…
“Come, come, Leah.” He all but threw the dress at her. “Here, this will be marvelous on you. Come on. Put it on. First, though, take everything off. Nothing underneath. Just the gown. I don’t want its lines spoiled by garters, stays, and crap. Go on, go on.“
She scurried into the bedroom and examined the gown. It was Grecian styled, the color of corn silk, with no trim, no decoration, just a loose fluid garment designed to cling softly to the body.
She cast her last article of clothing on the bed, slid the silk gown over her head, and stood before the mirror. With her lustrous dark hair hanging loose over her shoulders, her feet bare, and her eyes shining with excitement, she looked the part she was expected to play.
She turned to go into the living room and felt her face turn crimson.
Clayton stood in the doorway.
“Never mind, Leah. You’re not the first girl I’ve seen without her clothes—and you won’t be the last. You look smashing, just what I intended. Come over here, come, come.“
He pulled her headlong into the room. A camera and lights had been set up in one corner; bright beams blinded her.
“Don’t squint. Better get used to the lights. Turn this way, and don’t smile.”
“Don’t smile?”
“You’re supposed to look mysterious. Mysterious women don’t smile. Now, hold it. Don’t squint!”
For what seemed an eternity, she turned, posed, followed his instructions. Finally, he stopped and dimmed the camera lights.
“Perfect. Beautiful shots. You’ve got it, Leah. We’ll show this town.”
“I didn’t know you’d be taking my pictures, Clayton.”
“Normally, I wouldn’t, but this is special. I wouldn’t trust another photographer to take your first pictures. Remember what I said about this being a sneaky business—oh, holy shit! I almost forgot! We haven’t gotten around to signing a contract, yet, have we? Better do that right away.” He lunged for the telephone and dialed a number.
“Hello, Edelman? Yeah, yeah. I know it’s late, but this is an emergency. I need this girl to sign a contract, right now. Standard, of course. Come up here, right away. To the apartment, of course.
“Very funny, Edelman. You want your fat fee from my agency? Good. I knew you’d see it my way.”
Leah felt faint and dizzy again. She crumpled onto the couch like a rag doll.
“Don’t sit down in that dress! You’ll wrinkle it all to hell!” he yelled.
“Well, how should I know? I’ve only been a famous model for half a day!” she returned his yell.
Clayton stared then smiled; then, they both roared with laughter.
“Go put on a dressing gown, you silly child. There’s one in the closet. And hang up that dress!”
As she was changing in the bedroom, she heard the doorbell ring.
Clayton answered and voices drifted into the room.
“Fine time to get me up here, for such a small thing,” a man’s voice whined. “Well, let’s get this over with.”
“Leah, come out here.”
As she entered the room, still barefoot with a blue dressing gown wrapped around her, the visitor stared openly.
“Clayton, old man, I’d say this time you have got a real emergency! Hello, Miss—”
“Damon, Leah Damon.” Clayton answered.
The lawyer was a little gnome of a man, quite unattractive, she thought. His eyes were like a ferret’s, reddish and small, and they roved over her body. She sat so that his eyes, instead of focusing on her bosom, were on her face, instead.
“Explain the terms of the contract, Edelman,” Clayton prodded.
“Yes, yes, the contract. The reason for this midnight visitation.”
She listened impatiently as Edelman explained details of the contract drawn from the depth of his briefcase; she signed without reading it.
Then, the feeling of dizziness swept over her once more.
“Leah, are you all right?”
She heard Clayton as from a distance. She shook her head and ran for the bathroom.
“Clayton—” the attorney began.
“Edelman, if you know what’s good for you, you’ll forget what you were going to say. You don’t know anything, understand?”
“Oh, I understand, all right. You really ought to be more careful with your girls.”
“You’re wrong.” Clayton ushered the man to the door. “I can’t begin to tell you how much you are wrong.”
He returned to Leah, who lay on his bed with a damp washcloth on her forehead.
“I’m sorry. I don’t know what got into me.”
“I know what got into you, Mary Alice. A baby’s got into you. About three months ago, I’d say. Fine thing, you come here, gonna be a model, all knocked up. What the hell you think you gonna model—maternity clothes?”
She burst into tears. He had called her Mary Alice. She’d have to go home—and pregnant. She cried even harder.
“Take it easy, kid. This ain’t the end of the world.” He patted her shoulder. “We’ll take care of this. You’re not the first girl in the world ever got pregnant. Lousy kid back home, right?”
She nodded.
“Did you hear that sonofabitch Edelman accuse me?” He laughed. “It has happened, to other girls in other agencies, but if my girls get in trouble, I call a doctor. He’ll take care of you. Just you lie there and go to sleep.”
She closed her eyes. Clayton would take care of everything.
As she slid into a light sleep, she heard him making a call in the other room—from his end of the conversation, it was to a doctor.
It would be done.
She was asleep in a minute.
She could sense that something was wrong. She tried to remember where she was: Clayton’s. How long had she been sleeping? She stirred, trying to see a clock. None. What had brought her out of her sound sleep? A noise, a different sound.
Then, she knew what it was. She heard breathing beside her.
A hand reached out and touched her bare skin where the gown had fallen open.
She shrieked then bolted upright.
“Clayton! Mr. Johnson! What are you doing?” She jumped from the bed, pulling the robe closed and tying the belt securely.
“What the hell do you think I’m doing?”
Her eyes widened, and her mouth worked silently.
“It’s all part of business. If you were a secretary, say, you’d still be expected to sleep with the boss.”
“No, I wouldn’t. And I won’t. You don’t own me.”
“Oh, yes, I do. You signed a contract tonight, remember? With my agency. You’ll do what I say.”
“The contract didn’t say that I have to sleep with you!”
“No, it doesn’t although I noticed you didn’t even bother to read it. Okay. You’re free to go. Go ahead, leave.”
He picked up her bag from the table and tossed it at her. “Get dressed in that tacky little suit and walk out of here. There goes your career even before it gets started. If you leave here tonight, you can’t get a job anywhere in New York. Nobody else sees your beauty, your unique looks. Nobody else knows that they will want you, yet.”
“Or.“ He moved confidently down into the bed. “You can stay with me, and you’ll have everything you ever wanted. It’s up to you, Leah.”
He raised his eyebrows.
She slowly untied the belt of the dressing gown and let it drop to the floor.
He smiled.
As his arms drew her closer, she thought, There’s a name for this. Just as there was a name for what I did back home with Jack. But I got out of Oklahoma with Jack’s help, and I’m getting what I want here, so it can’t be bad, can it?
She shut her eyes.
He knew just where to touch, how to hold her, and Leah responded.
When she found herself enjoying the feelings that were suffusing every inch of her body, she could not stop herself. When at last she felt the release she had heard so much about but never hoped to experience, she felt like crying.
Instead, she giggled.
He lit a cigarette. “First time, huh?”
“Not exactly, seeing as how I’m pregnant.”
“You know what I mean. The guy back home was a real jerk, wasn’t he? Didn’t give a damn about you.”
“After that one time with Jack—really, that one time—I thought there was something wrong with me. I wasn’t normal or something. I wasn’t going to go to bed with anyone, ever. I’m glad to see that I’m normal, after all.”
“And you were the one who said she’d walk out rather than sleep with the boss, but I believe you. I’ve never seen anybody so damned ignorant.”
She smiled. “Well, you’ll just have to keep teaching me.”
Maggie 1941
After hearing on the radio that Pearl Harbor had been attacked by the Japanese and fearing for Tommy’s life and Frank’s safety and praying that Jake not be sent overseas, Maggie knew she would have to do something or go crazy with worry.
She knocked on her neighbors’ door, asking her to please look in on her sons. She would be back in an hour, she called through the door.
"You’ve got to be kidding,” she told herself. “Pray? In a church? I’d rather kneel on rice aging than go to church.”
Yet, she was going.
“ Oh, God, please—“
Inside the crowded church, she dropped to her knees and composed a prayer—a Maggie-type prayer, but an earnest prayer, nonetheless.
“Well, God, it’s me, Maggie Gorski. This is the silliest kind of prayer you’ll hear, no thees and thous, no praying to the saints, just Maggie asking you something. Please take care of my brother Tommy and Gretchen’s Frank. Please let them be safe.
“And keep Jake home with me? I’ll make a deal with you. You keep them safe, and I’ll come back to Church, regular. I know it’s important to Mama and Gretchen; they’re probably praying right now, too. With all of us asking, the boys should be all right. Tell me they’re okay, please, would you give me a sign they’re okay?”
She paused then decided she was finished; all she had wanted had been asked for. Amen.
She paid for two candles, lit them, and left the church confident that she would be given a sign.
She began wishing she had been more specific about her sign. It could be almost anything. A bird flying overhead? Hell, birds fly even in this weather.
A light? It's just a porch light in the gloom. It’s no ray from Heaven, Maggie! A sign… She suddenly felt her stomach churning, and for just a few minutes with all the candles in the church, she had felt funny—almost like she had felt when she was pregnant with Jimmy.
She stopped dead on the sidewalk. It just could be. Despite all her precautions, she just might be pregnant again.
It was her sign, then. God wouldn’t let her be pregnant when Tommy or Frank might be dead. This meant they would be safe as her baby inside her was safe.
I’ll tell Jake when he gets home, she thought. But I won’t tell him about my sign. He’ll think I’m nuts, for sure.
Leah 1942
The abortion was arranged. Leah arrived at the doctor’s office promptly; she was relieved to see it sterile and modern looking, and his nurse wasn’t inquisitive.
She was assured it would be safe and clean with little or no after-effects.
When she woke, she was told by the white-gowned doctor that he was sorry, but due to complications, she would be unable to have any children. He was very sorry, he added.
She almost thanked him.
No children? That was all right with her. She never wanted any. Her figure would be ruined. The good thing was she no longer had to fear pregnancy.
She only wished she didn’t hurt so badly. This would no doubt delay her going to work. She asked when she could go to work?
"You'll feel better in a week or so. In the meanwhile, it will help if you take these.” He handed her a vial of pills. She took one immediately and was unable to sleep at night.
She felt no pain, just pure energy. She would be at work in a day or two, at this rate, she thought.
She regretted her decision the first day she was on the job.
After hours of work with hairstylists, fitters, and makeup artists, she was ready to drop. Her hair had been washed, rolled, braided, put up, taken down until her head ached. Clayton refused any changes from the original loose, flowing look.
Makeup men kept her seated in front of the mirror for what seemed like hours. Rouges, eyebrow pencils, false eyelashes—her face felt like sandpaper.
Clayton also vetoed any makeup. “Natural, you dumb shits. You’ve made her look just like everybody else. I want her to look—this way.”
A few deft strokes with the brow pencil, the pale lipstick, a blusher there, and Clayton whirled her around for all to see.
“There! That’s what I want, you dumb bastards!”
Then, he stalked from the room.
At the end of the day, Leah wanted nothing but quiet and bed.
Alone. However, Clayton needed her to attend a party.
“I can’t,” she cried. “I’m so tired.”
Then, she thought of the pills. She’d take one, just to get her through this night.
She felt the fatigue vanish, but when they arrived later at Clayton’s apartment, she couldn’t sleep.
“Damn!” he muttered when she was still pacing the living room at four in the morning. “Here,” he said irritably. “From my own private stock. It won’t just help you sleep—it’ll make you sleep.”
She took one pill and within minutes was drowsy in his arms then asleep.
She couldn’t get up the next morning, so she took another pill to wake up.
Clayton Johnson was again at the top, and Leah had put him there. She accompanied him to parties where his business friends hinted broadly that they, too, would like to get to know her better.
“I’d like you to do me a favor,” Clayton asked her one night on the way to yet another cocktail party. “Go with Mr. Daniel tonight—to his apartment.”
She stared at him. “Is this part of my job, too? “
He shrugged. “It’s up to you. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do, but it would help—he’s our biggest contract.”
“Since you put it that way,” she said.
Leah drank more than usual. She took another pill, and she left the party with Mr. Daniel.
However, Myrna began making noises—about Leah. “She’s ruining herself,” she protested to Clayton one morning. “Look at her. She’s got circles under her eyes that makeup can’t erase. Her hair is getting brittle from her neglecting it. People are beginning to notice, Clayton. You’d better protect your investment.”
“Our investment. Aren’t you making money off this kid, too?”
“That’s why I’m asking you to ease up on her. Give her some time off, some rest—and the pills. Clayton, the pills—”
“Stick it, Myrna. Don’t forget who’s paying your salary.”
Myrna slammed out of his office.
Leah was waiting outside, waiting to see Clayton.
“What’s the matter with him?” She tossed her head in the direction of his office.
“Oh, just an argument. Nothing special.”
“Can I go in now?”
“He's on the phone. Here, have some coffee.” She handed Leah a cup.
Leah accepted with hands that shook.
“Leah—get off the pills.”
She stared blankly.
“Get off the pills and the booze. I know what I’m talking about.”
“Does Clayton know you’re talking this way?”
“To hell with him. We’re friends, aren’t we?”
Leah nodded.
“Then, listen to me. You know I was once right where you are now. The top draw of this agency. I was Clayton’s girl—his mistress—whatever. I’m not proud of it, just stating a fact. Then, time caught up with me. Time, pills, and booze. They just about killed me, Leah. Just like they’re doing to you.”
“I feel fine.”
“Sure you do, now. But tomorrow—tomorrow you’ll be in the gutter.”
“So, what happened to you? I see you’re still working for Clayton Johnson.”
“I’ve got to make enough money to live. Besides, I know my boss. Look, what I’m saying is I could have ended up in Bellevue, but I went off the pills and the liquor. It damn near killed me but keeping on the way I was—it could have killed me. So, take my advice, Leah. I’ll help you.”
Leah set the coffee cup down, virtually untouched.
“Thanks for the advice, but I don’t need it. I’m fine. Now, would you please tell Clayton I’m here?”
Myrna pressed the intercom button, hard.
“Mr. Johnson. Leah is out here, and don’t forget the Allison contract meeting at ten o’clock.”
After all, she thought as she watched Leah enter the office, I still have to pay the rent.
Maggie 1942-44
God had kept only half his bargain.
Despite the fact that Maggie had been given the gift of a new life inside her and she believed with all her heart that God would protect her men, Franklin Ballard had been killed at Pearl Harbor.
So, Maggie and God were back at the beginning again.
She was chagrined at the thought of ever having gone to bargain with a God she didn’t believe in, anyway.
She grew larger and larger as the war continued. Jake was still with her for some reason Maggie couldn’t understand.
He, who was so eager to go to war, was still behind a desk.
Some six months later when Maggie’s second child was due, her mother arrived.
“I certainly didn’t expect to see you, Mama.” Maggie hugged her in delight.
“You didn’t expect Gretchen to come, did you?” Molly removed her hat and jabbed the hatpin deep into the fabric.
“Of course not. I know she’s still grieving over Frank.”
“I think it’s more than that, Maggie. She’s angry at the world, but I think she’s mostly angry at you.”
“Me? What the hell did I ever do to her?
“Watch your language.” Molly sat at the kitchen table. "Would you make us some coffee?"
Maggie turned to busy herself at the stove. “Why would Gretchen still be mad at me? It’s been months.”
“Look at Gretchen’s life now,” Molly continued. “She has nothing—no husband, no child.”
“I’m sure there are many other women in her position.”
“But you, Maggie. You have Jimmy and another child on the way, and your husband is still with you.”
“And I’m supposed to feel guilty because her husband was killed and mine wasn’t? Thanks, but no thanks. I’m not buying that, just to salve her conscience. She could have gone with Frank, you know. I tried to tell her, begged her to go.”
“She didn’t tell me that.”
“Well, she’s just telling you what she wants you to know, so you’ll feel sorry for her. I can’t. She’s still acting like a spoiled brat.”
“So, I was taken in by Gretchen, again. Oh, Maggie.” She sighed. ”I’m glad I came. It’s been a long time—my grandchildren! I have so many, now! What do you hope for? Boy or girl?”
“A girl would be nice, I think.”
“Have you thought of any names?”
“Well, I damn sure won’t name her Gretchen.”
God played His wild card next.
While Molly was visiting Maggie, and Gretchen Ballard was still grieving for her Frank as Maggie moved about heavily, waiting for her baby to drop down to be born, God completed the great practical joke He had begun with Maggie months earlier.
Tommy Kinsella was killed in action in the Pacific.
Maggie tried to comfort her mother, but she was hurting, too. She was beyond rage. She felt only a numb ache, a feeling of betrayal, of guilt, somehow, that she had something to do with her brother’s death.
She didn’t know how, unless it was that dumb bargain she had made and not kept her part; she hadn’t been going to church regularly, after all.
That’s the way things are, she thought one night as she lay beside her snoring husband. She heard her mother in the next room, crying softly in her sleep. Tommy and Frank were both dead.
That’s it, Maggie thought. Confirms all I ever suspected about a God, if there is one.
She felt a sudden tugging in her womb. This baby was going to come faster than Jimmy. She poked Jake and told him it was time to go to the hospital. They roused Molly to tell her they were going, and Jake would call her later.
Come on into the world, Maggie told her unborn child. Come into this dumb place and see if you can make any sense of it.
Because, so far, all I've managed to do is screw it up.
“It’s a boy.” Jake leaned over her bed and kissed her.
“A boy?”
“A fine, healthy, perfect little boy. All eight pounds, four ounces.”
“Ouch. How’s Mama?”
“She’ll be all right.”
“Jake.” She fought for consciousness.
“Yeah, honey?”
“Tell Mama—and Gretchen—”
“Tell them what?”
I must have had quite a time with this baby, she thought. Judging from the anesthesia still roaming around my body. Now what did I want to say?
Oh, yes, she remembered. She would have the last laugh on God, after all.
“Tell Mama and Gretchen I want to name the baby Thomas Franklin.”
She drifted into a deep, contented sleep.
Leah l944
Leah was more stunned than sorrowed when the call came telling her that her mother had died.
Clayton allowed her to go home for the funeral, but she had to return as soon as possible. Business was business.
Leah promised she would not linger. What was left in her old hometown, anyway?
The funeral was brief, simple, and attended by almost everyone in the small town. Leah was amused to see that obviously a great many of the “mourners” were there simply to get a glimpse of “Mary Alice, the model.”
Conscious of the image she would project, she wore a simple navy blue dress with white cuffs and collar, a heavily veiled hat, and a string of pearls around her slender neck. She pulled her hair back into a simple bun like her mother’s.
However, she couldn’t mourn her mother’s passing. She hardly remembered her, except for the image of a care-worn older woman, who always smelled of soap. How could she cry? Her father would miss her, so she tried to console him.
David Barnes’ parents were across the aisle from her at the funeral. Afterward, they offered condolences and pecks on Leah’s slightly rouged cheek.
“How is David?” she asked.
Mrs. Barnes replied, “He’s in Europe.”
Of course, Leah thought with a start. She had been as far removed from the war these last few yeas as though she were on another planet.
No words of bloody battles, loss of life, or bombings had reached her. She had been insulated from reality, playing the part she had always wanted: model. Leah had forgotten about her parents, her childhood, and her old friend David.
There were no young people left in town, she noticed; the war had taken them all, in one way or another, except Jack Fiske. He sat across from Leah and three rows behind during the services. Leah felt his eyes boring a hole in the back of her neck.
“What’s he doing in town?” she whispered to her father before the final hymn.
“The Army wouldn’t take him. Ruptured eardrum,” Lewis Thomason whispered back as if disbelieving what he had said.
After the burial service, the relatives swarmed over the house like locusts. They brought food—potato salad, chicken, hot breads, pies, and cakes. Some of these relatives hadn’t seen Leah’s mother in years. Aunt This and Uncle That paraded by a numbed Leah, planting damp kisses on her flushed face. Then, she would hear snatches of conversation, the same she had heard through her growing-up years.
“The poor child.” Those words that had haunted her.
At last, they were gone. Lewis sat disconsolately on the couch, staring at his daughter.
“Do you want some coffee?” she asked.
“That would be nice, Mary A1ice.”
Leah was jolted at the sound of her childhood name.
“Then, come and keep me company.” He patted the section of the couch next to him.
“I miss your mother,” he said when she brought his coffee and sat beside him.
“I know.” The coffee cup sat, untouched.
“So many years—did you put sugar in it?”
She nodded.
“Your mama wouldn’t like it.”
“You’ve had sugar in your coffee for years.”
He shook his head. “Your mama wouldn’t like it.”
Leah’s frayed nerves were ready to snap. First, the death of her mother, the funeral, and all the relatives. Now, must she contend with her father’s senility, too?
“I’ve got to tell you, anyway. Come in here,” he continued.
Lewis made his way into the bedroom. Leah let out her breath. It was just an old man’s memories, after all.
She trailed after him.
“Your mother wouldn’t permit it as long as she was alive. She told me, if anything happened to her, to use my own judgment—whether to tell you, or not…. So, I want you to know—” Lewis shuffled through the room and paused before the large humpback trunk that had always stood in the corner of the room.
“Know what?”
Lewis didn’t answer but began rummaging inside the trunk. Smells of musty linen, photographs, and yellow clippings swirled from the opened trunk.
Leah’s mind flashed back to a time long ago when she was a young girl, forbidden to explore the contents of this treasure chest. She defied her parents one day, opened the lid, and peered inside.
Instead of finding riches, jewelry, or money, all she could see were insurance policies, old photographs of long-dead relatives, a pair of baby shoes—
Mary Alice had slammed the lid shut with disgust and never wondered again about the contents of the trunk.
Now, Lewis pulled things from the trunk—a report card, a snapshot of her when she was four, recent magazine covers with her picture on front.
At last Lewis found what he was searching for. “I don’t know if what I’m doing is right or not,” he repeated tremulously. “But I think you have a right to know.”
He held yellowed papers out to her.
“These are your adoption papers, Mary Alice.”
Everything fell into place with an almost audible thud.
She thought about the whispers she used to hear. The poor child. She’s different. She remembered growing up with parents who were so much older than those of her friends and how she was the dark-haired child of the blond parents.
Father must be crazy with grief, she thought as she took the papers from him and sat numbly on the bed.
“We had wanted a child for so many years. Annie was almost frantic for a child. She saw her sisters with a new baby every year, and she cried herself to sleep. At last, we got a chance to adopt. A lawyer in Tulsa had a baby for us. We went to the clinic there three days after you were born and brought you home. You were ours.”
“Who were they? My parents?” she asked dully.
“Don’t know exactly. No names, of course. A poor little Indian girl, left pregnant by a white boy. She didn’t know what to do, but she wanted to give the baby a good home—”
Indian—Leah heard little else after that. All the relatives had known and had whispered behind her back. Leah’s stomach churned.
“I thought you should know.” Her father patted her shoulders. Then, Lewis plodded outside to sit on the front porch in his rocking chair.
Leah listened to the rhythm of his feet hitting the plank floor—thud, thud—it matched the pounding in her head.
This explains my exotic coloring, she thought. The coarse hair that I have to oil nightly. These high cheekbones that photograph so well are in reality a legacy of a thousand years of squaws squatting around campfires, gutting deer, and chewing rawhide.
I’m no fancy model. I’m just like all the fat old squaws at the bus station, with a blanket draped over her shoulder even in the hottest weather and a moon-faced baby sucking at her sagging breast.
For the first time since her pregnancy, which seemed so long ago, Leah vomited.
She woke to find Mrs. Barnes standing over her.
“Now, now, don’t move. Are you feeling better?”
Leah could only nod.
“Your papa found you out cold a few minutes ago. Came tearin’ over to my house yellin’ you was dead. Poor man. Had enough for one day without you faintin’ dead away. I expect everything’s been too hard on you. Just look at you—skin and bones. David certainly wouldn’t know you.”
Mrs. Barnes removed the pan of water and washcloth she’d used to revive Leah.
“I’m fine now. Thank you, Mrs. Barnes.”
She needed a drink or a pill, and she had access to neither in this God-fearing Christian house.
“Maybe you could write to him.”
Mrs. Barnes couldn’t stop bragging about her David.
“I think I’d just like to sleep now if you don’t mind.”
“Of course, dear. That’s what you need. I’ll drop by tomorrow, see to it that you and your father have something hot to eat.”
Leah waited until she was gone then crawled from the bed and glanced out the window. Her father was still on the porch, rocking.
She went quietly into the kitchen to the telephone, gave the operator the name, and had only a moment before she heard the familiar voice: “Hello?”
“Jack? It’s Leah.”
“You mean Mary Alice, don’t you? Well, well…”
“I want to pay you back—the money you gave me a long time ago.”
“Well, that’s good news. It’ll be good to see you, too.”
“This is just business.”
“How ‘bout meetin’ me at the tourist court at the south edge of town? Me and my daddy bought into it; it’s gonna be the next hot thing in the country. Beats the hell out of the lake.”
“All right. I’ll be there.”
This might be just the thing she needed, and she'd show him a thing or two.
“And Jack? Bring a bottle of Scotch.”
Jack was waiting for her when she pulled her father’s old Ford into the parking lot.
Inside the room it was nowhere near the night at the lake. Leah was not a frightened, inexperienced schoolgirl this time.
She kept Jack waiting while she poured a glass of Scotch. She knew what she was doing—what she had done—and what she was.
Leah returned to New York the next day.
Clayton was puzzled by the change in her. Always prompt before, now she began showing up late for appointments. She became ill-tempered and abrupt.
Her appearance changed drastically and rapidly. Her eyes were ringed with dark circles only a good sleep would erase. Her olive skin grew sallow, slack, and her cheeks dry.
Despite the fact that she ate little or nothing, she gained weight.
Ten pounds, her cameramen insisted. When her hairdresser pointed to a gray hair, she went into such a rage that the poor man fled in fright.
“You've changed since you came back, " Clayton roared one night.
Leah stood at the bedroom window, gazing blankly at the lights of the city below.
“Give you something to fix you right up—”
“Not that; I’ll sleep. I’ll come to bed in a minute.”
Clayton sighed and soon began to snore. Leah continued her vigil at the window, but what she was looking for, she couldn’t say.
She couldn’t get into a dress. She burst into tears.
Now, she was the potbellied, pendulous breasted squaw of her nightmares.
Clayton called her to his office. “Straighten up, Leah, or you’ll find yourself out on your can.”
“My fat can.”
“Right. Your fat can,” he agreed with a straight face.
Leah ran from his office and stopped at Myrna’s desk.
“Myrna. Please help me!”
Maggie l944-1945
Molly stayed long enough to help Maggie manage her two boys then left for home. The shock of losing her only son changed Molly dramatically. Maggie saw, for the first time, a streak of gray at her mother’s temples.
By l945 Jake still had not been called overseas. Maggie admitted to a twinge of guilt when she thought of Gretchen, widowed and childless, but she forced the feeling away. After all, Jake really did want to join the fighting. The Army just had other ideas.
Maggie determined during the first part of the New Year 1945 that she would make peace with her sister. But how? she wondered.
She wrote letters; Gretchen returned them, unopened. She sent photographs, mostly of her two boys. They came back, torn to bits. She could just picture Gretchen staring at the snapshots then angrily ripping them to bits.
Maggie wrote to her mother, carefully phrasing the letters so that if Gretchen should happen to read over her mother’s shoulder, she would take no offense. There was no response from Gretchen.
By the time the war ended, Maggie was so tired of fighting her own battle with her sister, and Jake was so disappointed he hadn’t escaped the desk job he had held for the duration that they were almost too weary to celebrate.
There was little to rejoice about, after all, with Tommy and Frank both dead and Gretchen not speaking to her.
Maggie supposed she should be grateful that she still had Jake and her two boys, and she was not pregnant again, but she’d be damned if she’d thank God for any of that.
Nell 1942-45
By 1945, Evan had decided that OCS would be his way out of the doldrums and into the real Army—meaning that would be his way of being sent overseas.
However, the Army had other p1ans for him after all—and so did nature.
“If that’s what you want, go ahead,” Nell had said when he spoke to her about OCS. “Marcie and I will be fine.”
She knew that months of grueling work lay ahead for him and months of lonely days and nights for her, but the end result would be worth it.
There was a standing joke that OCS wives were almost guaranteed to become pregnant due to the enforced separation punctuated by brief, but intense, weekends home together. Half the class became fathers that winter, along with Evan Martin.
Nell delivered her son that winter of 1943. She felt almost guilty she was bringing a new life into the world when all around her others were losing husbands, sons, and brothers.
She worried about Buddy and about Daisy and Rose’s husbands, but, most of all, she worried about Evan.
Evan was eager, ready to go to war, but he spent his time teaching others about war. He pulled every string he could think of, only to be blocked at every turn.
Nell missed the coolness of the Davis Mountains those summers they were in Oklahoma. It would still be ferociously hot here at midnight; she would toss and turn in sheets soaked with sweat, dozing only fitfully until dawn. The sun would crash into her bedroom window to rouse her for another hot, humid day.
She almost longed for Fort Bragg again; at least there were trees around her house where she could catch a small breeze. Here, there was nothing but mesquite, live oak and parched red earth.
Evan tried one last time. In the spring of 1945, he requested liaison pilot training at Sheppard Air Force Base in Texas.
“Anyway, I’ll be able to come home.”
“Sounds just like OCS.”
“It won’t be long.”
“And when you’re finished, you’ll be sent overseas.”
“Nell, that’s my job.”
“You don’t have to ask for it!”
“Look, please don’t start this again.”
Nell set her mouth in the look that Evan knew only too well—she would quit her crying, not say anything else, but she wasn’t going to forget it.
Nell had checked out as many books as allowed from the local Carnegie library, in anticipation of Evan’s imminent departure for the war. He was already in flight training at Sheppard AFB in Texas. If she and the kids were still in Fort Sill, it would be no problem for Evan to cross the Red River and come home on weekends. However, the Big Bend was far, far away from North Central Texas.
One sultry August afternoon, she noticed her books were due that day—the 14th. She fed Andrew his lunch, put him down for his nap, and left Marcie to baby sit. She walked the few blocks to the library.
She alternated carrying the heavy books in her left arm then her right. By the time she arrived at the library, perspiring and red faced, the ink from the bindings had melted into her skin.
Gratefully dumping the bundles on the desk, she rubbed the black spot on her arm while chatting with the librarian.
“More classics today?” Mrs. Turner joked.
“I think this time I’ll take Dickens—maybe his Christmas Tale will make me feel cooler—”
The librarian’s reply was cut off sharply by the wailing of a fire siren. It was joined by another, far off, then more, plus whistles and bells. The women looked at each other.
“What on earth?” Mrs. Turner’s glasses wiggled.
The quiet sanctity of her world had been shattered.
A babble of voices in the street sent the patrons of the library outside into the glare.
“What is it?” demanded Mrs. Turner. Her query stopped the nearest person, a small boy, who ran barefoot in the middle of the street. Nell marveled in the back of her mind, how the child could stand the blistering heat of the pavement on his bare soles.
“The war’s over.” The child panted. “Heard it over the radio. It’s over,” he repeated almost in a whisper.
Nell rushed from the library steps. “Mrs. Martin,” Mrs. Turner called after her, “You forgot your book. Don’t forget Dickens!”
Nell ran into the street, which was rapidly filling with people greeting each other with the news, and into her own house.
Andrew was still sleeping; Marcie was coloring in her new book
The radio took an interminable time warming up. Then, she heard the comforting, confirming words: “The Japanese have surrendered.”
Evan won’t have to go now, she thought.
Now, he could come home. She cried with relief.
Leah l944-1945
The drying-out process was long and unnerving. While Leah had not been taken to Bellevue, she was put in a private hospital in the countryside where she was given every consideration possible: good food, unlimited visitation, fresh air, and sunshine— everything she needed—except alcohol.
When she was dismissed, Leah went directly to Myrna’s.
For the next two weeks, she depended on Myrna for everything, including her decisions on what to wear each day. Myrna supervised Leah’s diet and her exercise. For the first time in many months, Leah began to look like herself again.
She decided not to live with Clayton any longer.
“Smart move,” Myrna agreed. “I wish I had done that years earlier. Good luck.”
Leah was back at work and met with Clayton.
“Give you a break and what do you do?” Clayton asked. “Spit in my eye? Thanks for nothin,’ Leah.”
“Clayton, I really do appreciate all you’ve done for me, but I have to learn to be on my own.”
“Is that what they taught you in that fancy hospital? That I paid for. To boot your friends in the ass. Okay, then, go on.” He waved his hand.
“I still want to work for you, Clayton.”
“You think you still got it?”
“I look better now than I did months ago. I’ve lost weight. My hair isn’t breaking off in my hands anymore. I don’t shake, either. Let me come back to work.”
“And not live with me? No chance.”
“Clayton. That’s not part of our agreement. I only work for you, remember?”
“Myrna been talking to you?”
“She’s my friend.”
“She told you to move out.”
“Of course not. That’s my own decision, and I know you’ve already got somebody in your apartment so don’t give me that hangdog look. You did me a favor, really.”
“Hell, I didn’t know if you were coming back or not, and you would’ve done the same thing, Leah. You know it. Don’t forget. I’m not getting any younger, either.”
“Just give me some jobs to keep my hand in it.”
“Okay, Leah. Of course, I’ll give you work.” His countenance softened. “Still friends?”
“Still friends, Clayton. Thanks.” Leah rose from her seat across from his desk, shaking his hand, more as a friend than an employee.
“Leah,” he said as she reached the door.
“Yes?”
“Whatever happened to that kid who didn’t know enough to read a contract?” He smiled faintly.
“Oh, her? She’s still around. She just grew up.”
Trudy 1942-1945
Trudy strode to classes at the university, glasses perched precariously on the end of her not-so-dainty nose, unmindful of the stares that followed her.
Trudy Schilling was not beautiful. They noticed her severe hairstyle, her no-nonsense air, and her casual, somewhat rumpled clothes.
She was not the typical co-ed, a cute young thing on campus merely to trap and marry a young man. She was a pure scholar.
Everyone knew of her formidable mind. She was admired by her professors and awed by her fellow classmates, but Trudy was dateless on a Saturday night—and any other night for that matter.
She was not altogether unaware of the handsome young men on campus, who dated her roommate, but she thought them brainless. Trudy could wait for a man who would challenge her wit and intelligence. He could be handsome, all right, but he must have a good mind.
She shuddered at the thought of spending more than five polite minutes with any of the hulking brutes who appeared in the dorm lounge for her roommate, Connie Browers.
Connie was popular with the men; she seldom stayed in her dorm room all night. This was fine with Trudy as she could stay up late studying. Connie’s morals were Connie’s business; studies were Trudy’s.
It was during her last year in school that she met Philip Cavanaugh.
“I’ve got a date for you,” Connie challenged one night.
“Connie, I hate the thought of a blind date.”
“This one’s different.” Connie primped at the mirror as she spoke. “Hurry up and get ready; he’ll be here in a half hour, and you’re a mess.”
“I’m always a mess,” Trudy responded dryly. “I really don’t want to go, okay? I have an exam in the morning, and I want to go over my notes one more time.”
“Oh, phooey on your notes!” Connie reached for Trudy’s notebook and flung it on the floor. “You know darn well you could teach that crummy course. Why don’t you break loose from that grind and have a good time?”
Trudy retrieved her notebook and placed it carefully on the desk. “Just who is this Prince Charming, anyway, to have you in such a state?”
“Philip Cavanaugh.”
“Philip Cavanaugh, who has the English Lit class right after mine? The Cavanaugh who is so good looking—and so rich?”
“So, you took your nose out of a book long enough to notice a man?”
“Of course I noticed Philip Cavanaugh,” Trudy admitted, her cheeks red. She had noticed his blond hair, tall lean body, and eyes that mocked her good-naturedly. “And I know about his family’s money. Who wouldn’t? But that doesn’t mean that I’m going out with him. So cut the jokes, please.”
“I’m not joking. He asked me about you.”
Trudy’s jaw dropped. “It must be some kind of horrible practical joke, then. Take old Trudy Schilling out and you’ve passed initiation—”
Connie shook her head. “Would I lie to you? Especially about a man. You’re going, whether you want to or not. Any girl within a hundred miles of here would be beating your door down to take your place. Get ready, or I’ll go!”
“You’d make the ultimate sacrifice, huh?”
“I’d step over your unconscious body to get at him again. He took me out once,” Connie said casually while Trudy splashed water on her face. “I don’t know why he never asked me out again. Could be because I couldn’t understand anything he wanted to talk about.”
Connie pouted prettily while Trudy changed from her faded dungarees and shirt to a skirt and blouse. “Here, let me do something with your hair. Why I’m doing this, I don’t know. I should lie and tell Philip that you’re sick and go instead.”
“Why don’t you?” Trudy winced as Connie yanked her hair with the brush.
“It has something to do with ethics. It just wouldn’t be right. I may do a lot of other things you don’t approve of—” She giggled. “But I don’t lie.”
After finishing with her hair brushing, Connie urged her roommate out the door and down to the lounge to wait for her date.
She stamped her foot in frustration. Why Trudy? Conversation, evidently. Well, conversation didn’t seem important to him when we were in the back seat of his expensive little sports car. Connie chuckled.
She imagined him with Trudy. What would they talk about in the back seat? Integral calculus? She doubted it.
Connie settled contentedly on the bed. Arranging this date for Philip would certainly warrant a thank-you call, she thought. He’d discover Trudy wasn’t at all that he wanted, and he’d ask Connie out again.
When Philip called the next day, it was Trudy he wanted. He briefly acknowledged Connie’s help in arranging the date but was bubbling over with enthusiasm for Trudy.
Trudy? Well, her roommate certainly kept her charms well hidden. Connie knew only that Trudy had tiptoed into their room shortly after midnight. When questioned by Connie, she had answered only briefly.
“How was your date?”
“Fine.
“How was Philip?”
“He’s fine, too.”
“Where did you go?”
“To a movie.”
“And then what?”
“A coke and talk.”
“Trudy! What I want to know is—did he like you?”
“I think so, Connie. I certainly like him.”
Connie mourned her loss but only briefly. There were too many other men around.
Philip took a great deal of ribbing from the other men, about dating a girl who was neither a cheerleader or a prom queen, or even what they considered attractive. Then, he silenced them with, “I know what I’m doing. I’ve dated prom queens and cheerleaders. She’s different, and I intend to ask her to be my wife.”
His friends shrugged; Philip certainly seemed to know what he was doing but Trudy Schilling?
For four years, he had his choice of women on campus, but he grew bored with the steady succession of girls with vapid smiles and empty heads. Philip was looking for something else—a woman, not a girl, a mind as well as a body, a mother for a son.
He was looking for a Cavanaugh woman.
One night when he had gone to the dormitory to pick up Connie Browers, that big breasted, empty-headed blonde, he had noticed her roommate.
Philip couldn’t say what it was that drew his attention to her. She appeared only briefly, scurrying from the lounge up the stairs with barely a hello. Her hair was tied straight back while her figure was hidden behind a pair of blue jeans and a faded shirt. Her glasses were perched on the top of her head, and she wore no makeup.
Still, there was something. He watched her as she strode up the steps. He liked the way she walked—not seductively with swaying hips, but boldly, purposefully. Beneath the flannel shirt, which was a size too large, he could still detect a definite feminine shape, soft and rounded where it should be.
His father would have called it “good lines.” His father would have approved.
As Trudy passed the landing on her way to her room, she looked down at him and flashed a whimsical smile.
Connie tugged impatiently on his arm. “Who is that?” he asked.
“Oh, that’s just my roomie, Trudy Schilling. Let’s go, Philip.”
He looked once more at the spot where Trudy had just been then back at the girl who stood at his side. For once, he was annoyed at the thought of having to spend the evening with such a carbon copy of other women on campus. Trudy Schilling intrigued him.
Connie sat curled on her bed, polishing her toenails.
Trudy stood at the mirror, humming to herself as she brushed her hair the ritual one hundred times before going to bed.
“Trudy?”
“Uhmmm?”
“About you and Philip. Are you getting married?”
“He’s asked me. I really don’t know—”
“You don’t know?”
Trudy laid the hairbrush down.
“There’s a war on.”
“Philip Cavanaugh will never be called to war. His father will see to that.”
“That’s a terrible thing to say!”
“Why is he here in school, anyway? He’s physically fit; school is a good place to hide.”
“Connie! That’s not fair. Philip has to have an education, so he can take over his family’s business.”
“Bullshit. Old man Cavanaugh didn’t have a degree and look how he runs the business.”
“Times are different, Connie. Now, you need a degree in business to run a corporation successfully. Besides, Philip isn’t avoiding his service commitment. He’s going to do his two years after graduation. I think you’re being unfair. Philip would like to make the Army his career, but his father needs him to take over the family business.” Trudy was near tears.
“Sorry,” Connie said. “We got off the subject. You said you didn’t think you could marry him—besides that old ‘there’s a war going on’ that everyone’s using now, what’s the real problem?”
“It’s the money. His family is so wealthy. My father had a grocery store, Connie. It’ll never work. His family won’t accept me. I won’t fit in.”
“Listen to me. If you let this guy go, you’ll never get another like him. You love him, right? And he says he loves you. Well, love is blind, and sometimes deaf and dumb, from the looks of this.
“You marry Philip Cavanaugh. His family be damned. Hell, Trudy, can’t you see what you’d miss? Love, and money to boot! And they call me dumb!”
Trudy stared a moment. “You’re right. And listen, you’re not dumb. You’re the smartest person I know.”
She ran from the room to call Philip.
No, Connie thought numbly. I am dumb, to explain to her. I blew it.
Somehow Connie felt content that she had done the right thing.
Dumb, but the right thing, after all.
“Hello, Aunt Erna?”
“Trudy, dear, how are you? Is there anything wrong?”
“Everything’s fine. I just called to tell you…" She paused, reaching for Philip’s hand as he stood beside her. “I’m married.”
“Married? Oh, my dear little Gertrude. Of all the surprises! You must come home, now, you and your husband. Oh, I’m so surprised. Who’s the lucky groom?”
“I’m Mrs. Philip Cavanaugh.”
“Cavanaugh? You don’t mean—surely he can’t be one of those Cavanaughs I keep reading about?”
“Yes, one of those Cavanaughs,” Trudy smiled at Philip.
“Oh, Trudy!” Her aunt couldn’t disguise the anguish in her voice.
Trudy read the tone and thought, Poor Aunt Erna. All my life she’s taught me that since I’m not beautiful all I need to do is smile and be pleasant and everyone will like me. She didn’t plan on telling me what to do if a handsome young prince came along and swept this ugly duckling off her feet.
“I’ll be all right,” Trudy said.
“I just wondered about his family—”
“We’re leaving in a few minutes to meet Philip’s parents.”
“Just be your own sweet self, dear,” came her aunt’s reply.
Trudy could have cried; it was so like her.
“I’ll come home soon for a visit.”
She heard crying on the other end of the phone. “Oh, Auntie Erna, please don’t cry. I didn’t die. I just got married!”
Philip negotiated the small roadster over the hairpin turns with a skill he had acquired years ago. Now and then he reached over to squeeze his bride’s hand.
Trudy smiled tightly. She could appreciate none of the beauty around her: not the ocean on one side, the hillside on the other, or the white cumulous clouds in the slate blue sky.
Trudy was terrified. She was on her way to meet her in-laws.
“Happy, darling?” Philip broke her thoughts.
“I’m scared to death,” she said honestly.
Philip laughed and swung his arm to pull her close. “You should be nervous. I’m sure you’ve read about my father. According to those who do business with him, Colin Cavanaugh is a certified, one hundred percent son-of-a-bitch. He can count his friends on the fingers of one hand—on a good day.
“His enemies are legion. Most people bore him. He’s been called a bear, a beast, and a few other names not suitable to repeat.
“They’re all true. In the publishing world, anyway. He scratched his way to where he is now. He’s been rich, and he’s been poor, and he intends to stay rich.
“Father always says he can’t allow sentiment to cloud his judgment, so he builds a wall around himself that people can’t penetrate. As a consequence, they assume Colin Cavanaugh is aloof and uncaring.
“They’re wrong. My father is a good, kind man.
“Katherine Cavanaugh, on the other hand, has never been poor. Mother is old society; her family watched young Colin climb, inch by inch, and never offered a hand up. When her family saw that Katherine might be interested in ‘that Cavanaugh fellow,’ they made it very difficult for the young people to see each other.
“They didn’t know her very well. She wanted Colin, and she got him. Even then, Katherine was made of steel. You’ll never see her break under any sort of pressure. Never. Appearances mean everything to her. She’s been described as haughty, demanding, calculating, and impossible.
“And those are her good points.”
Trudy shrank lower in her seat.
“Seriously, darling, you’ll love the old man. Since I’m the only child, I’m expected to inherit the business someday—not that I look forward to it. Thank goodness my father has some good years left.”
Trudy half-listened to her husband. One thing had not escaped her. He had said, “You’ll love the old man.”
He didn’t say, “You’ll love my mother.”
They sat in silence, for several miles, and then Philip turned off the main road into a tree-lined lane. In the distance, a large stone structure loomed ahead.
“Home,” Philip said cheerfully.
Trudy was overwhelmed by the sheer size of the building. It looked like pictures she had seen of English castles: cold stone, aged wood, ivy covered walls, and peacocks strutting on the lawn. Only here the peacocks were missing.
Philip braked to a halt in front of the massive front doors and helped her from the car.
“It’s very pretty,” she managed.
“Remember, Trudy, I love you. You’re a Cavanaugh now. This is as much yours as any member of the family. Now, give me a kiss.”
Trudy closed her eyes, clutching at Philip as if he were a life raft, and she was drowning in hurricane waters.
When she dared release her grip on him, she saw a man standing beside the car.
A short, stubby man, with a slight paunch, he nevertheless carried himself with a brisk stride that belied his weight. He was not old but had short salt and pepper hair, a strong, bulldog jaw, and warm brown eyes like Philip’s. He was a powerful man.
“So, this is the woman you’ve taken for a wife?” Colin embraced Philip, grinning broadly, and simultaneously managed to survey his new daughter-in-law.
She stood with knees trembling while Colin ran his eyes over her. She wished her hair were not so windblown. She hastily smoothed it. She remembered her sweater had a hole in one elbow, so she grabbed her right elbow with her left hand. This left her right hand planted awkwardly against her chest, where her heart pounded wildly.
Trudy felt Colin’s gaze pass over her bosom, her waist, and hips until it finally rested on her feet, which were encased in sensible walking shoes.
Colin embraced her.
“Welcome, my dear. A fine choice, Philip. An excellent baby-maker. I can tell by the hips.”
“That’s only one reason I married her, Dad,” Philip rescued his wife.
“Hmmmm, yes, I see. Forgive me, Trudy. I was only trying to put you at your ease.”
“How do you do, Mr. Cavanaugh?”
“Oh, call me Colin, please. Everybody does. ‘Sir’ and ‘Mister’ make me feel old. Come, let’s go inside. The servants will see to your luggage.” He extended his arm to Trudy.
“Let’s have a drink before dinner, in the study. Katherine will be down, shortly. Right after you called, Son, with your good news, your mother embarked on plans to introduce your wife to our friends.”
“What kind of plans?” Philip asked warily.
“Oh, the usual. ‘A little party’ is the way she put it.”
Philip groaned. He explained to Trudy: “When my mother says ‘a little party,’ you can be sure half the state will be here, from the governor on down. Senators, at least four bankers, a dozen attorneys—Mother doesn’t do things halfway.”
Colin chuckled in agreement as they entered the entry hall.
There were dark, paneled walls, marble floors, paintings by renowned artists, flowers in tall vases every few feet, and toward the end of the foyer, a most unusual sight. Colin even now was tossing his driving cap toward it: a massive bronze sculpture of Diana, the Huntress, done by an unknown, and no doubt unsuccessful, artist because the proportions were off; even Trudy could see that. The pose she struck was almost comical: one hand outstretched as if beseeching the guest while the other was thrown back behind her as if preparing to flee.
Colin’s hat landed in a graceful arc precisely on the outstretched hand.
“Bulls-eye again!” Colin smiled. A servant discreetly entered the hallway and removed the cap.
“Mother doesn’t approve,” Philip whispered, and Trudy nodded. “But Dad does it every day. I think just to annoy her, so she has a member of the staff on alert for ’hat attack’ and then everybody’s happy.”
The trio passed into another room.
As Trudy had been impressed by the outside of the house, she was now truly awed at the sight of Colin’s study. It looked precisely like its owner: imposing, masculine, and exuding the aroma of rich leather and aged tobacco.
They had entered through massive sliding wood doors as large as the width of the room. Bookcases floor to ceiling lined two sides of the study; a polished desk faced the third wall, which was entirely French windows. The scent of jasmine wafted through the open doors.
Trudy sank gratefully into the comfort of a large wingback chair and accepted Colin’s offer of a martini, dry, even though she didn’t like martinis. This was cause for celebration.
Her brief period of relaxation was interrupted by the sound of high heels tripping rapidly along the parquet floor off the main hallway.
“That would be Mother,” Philip said, tossing Trudy an encouraging wink. He stood as Katherine entered the room.
Philip had described his mother well. Katherine was petite, almost fragile looking, yet she carried herself with such regal bearing that she gave the impression of being taller. She was wearing a deep green suit of raw silk, with a string of pearls around her slender neck. Her brown hair, which was pulled into a chignon at the nape of her neck, was attractively streaked with gray.
“At last you’ve come to see us, Philip. I don’t know why my son can’t come home more often.” She allowed him to peck her cheek.
“Well, you’re here at last and with a wife!”
“Mother, this is Trudy.”
Katherine turned her ice-blue eyes on her new daughter-in-law.
“How do you do?” Trudy extended her hand.
“Well, Philip.” Katherine turned to her son. “You could have warned us earlier, instead of surprising us like this.”
While silver gleamed in candlelight and crystal tinkled softly, Trudy sat frozen, barely able to eat. Katherine directed all her attention to her husband and her son, telling them of her plans to introduce Trudy to society. Trudy thought she detected more than a tone of regret in Katherine’s voice.
Over coffee in the living room, Katherine at last spoke directly to Trudy. “I assume you brought a suitable gown to wear to our little party?”
Not trusting her voice, Trudy shook her head.
“Then, I shall have several sent around from town from which to choose. Would you like that? The best shops, of course. Let’s see. About a size…fourteen? They will have to be cut rather full—Well,” she added briskly, “it’s late, and I’m sure you children are tired after your long drive. Shall I show you to your rooms?”
“Our room,” Philip corrected.
“Yes, of course. Your room. How silly of me.”
“I believe we can find our way.” Philip took Trudy’s hand.
“Nonsense! I’m still a good hostess even to my own son and my—his wife. Come along.”
Philip and Trudy fell behind Katherine as they ascended the massive stairs.
“I had your bags sent up to your old room,” Katherine said to Philip as she opened the door.
Trudy stepped inside, and she barely stifled a gasp.
“Good night,” Katherine smiled.
“Goodnight, Mother,” Philip said as he shut the door.
Trudy stared at the twin beds. “Philip!”
“Don’t worry. We’re not staying here. We’ll move down the hall to the guest room—after Mother goes to sleep.”
“Why didn’t you just tell her we don’t want to stay here, in your old room—with twin beds?”
“Oh, honey, Dad and I learned a long time ago you have to play things Katherine’s way. Be even more devious than she is. She respects that.”
“I don’t think I can do it. I’ve always been too darn straightforward.”
“And that’s what I love about you. Anyway, just sit tight, and everything will work out. Go get your nightie on, and in a little while we can sneak out—”
“This is ridiculous,” Trudy called from the bathroom. “Sneaking around in your own house. With your own wife!” She laughed in spite of herself.
“Makes it more romantic, don’t you think?”
“Philip, how is this going to beat Katherine’s game?”
“Just wait till morning. We’ll make sure she sees us coming out of the guest room. Then, she’ll give up on us.”
Philip eased the door open, glanced into the dim hallway, and motioned Trudy to his side. “Everyone’s gone to bed.” He took her in his arms. “In just a minute, we’ll be in the biggest, most comfortable bed—”
Stifling laughter, the newlyweds tiptoed hurriedly into the guest room and quietly shut the door behind them.
They didn’t see the dim figure at the head of the stairs, hidden by shadows.
Colin gazed at the closed door. So, Katherine has been outfoxed. He smiled. There’s no way to thwart young love.
He remembered years ago when he had first loved Katherine. She had been warm, vivacious, and even passionate. They had been a handsome couple. They had produced a son, Philip. They had had everything.
When Philip was in Prep School, however, Katherine had cooled toward Colin. In retrospect, he had to wonder which came first: her coolness or his affairs?
He honestly couldn’t decide since they seemed to commence about the same time. After a hard day, Colin would join some pretty young girl; all his friends boasted of mistresses, and some men even brought them to the Men’s Club for lunch. Discretion, of course, prevailed. No man informed on another.
If Katherine knew of these other women, she never indicated it. At first, Colin found it comforting that his wife showed no jealousy, no suspicion. She was busy with their son, with her gardening, and charity bazaars. One day, claiming his snoring disturbed her sleep, Katherine moved into another room. Colin was puzzled but said nothing.
Although he had his women, Colin was certain Katherine had no lovers. She, above all people, would keep herself above reproach, yet her coolness disturbed him.
He soon found himself almost eager for his wife to discover his women. Other men joked that their wives, upon discovering their dalliances, would fly off to the Caribbean, embark on wild spending sprees, or run off to Mother’s.
In the end, they always returned. It was a small price to pay; his cronies assured Colin. The wife kept her place, the husband kept his relationships, and everyone was happy.
Katherine remained maddeningly uninterested in Colin’s activities. If she would only find out, he thought. At least he would have some proof that she cared.
Perhaps that was why Colin had chosen his last mistress so recklessly. For whatever reason, Colin’s choice had shocked his sophisticated friends.
“You’re playing with dynamite,” one man said. “Get someone who’s not so close to the family.” Colin knew he was playing a dangerous game.
Years had passed since the affair reached its bittersweet ending, and Colin and Katherine continued to lead their separate lives.
He owed her a deep debt of gratitude, and he supposed there was some sort of love, there, after all.
However, he no longer sought mistresses.
This last one had scared the hell out of him.
Colin gazed with longing at the closed door and wished his son a better life than the one he chose for himself.
Maggie l945
“Jimmy! Stop that!” That boy is almost more than I can handle, Maggie thought. Now five years old, he had begun kindergarten and was drunk with power.
Maggie caught her two boys striking matches in the back yard.
“Whatever made you think you could start a fire? You could have been hurt, don’t you know that?”
Jimmy didn’t reply, casting a withering look at his mother instead. Tommy’s brown eyes turned in innocence to hers.
“I can’t tell who is responsible, but, Jimmy, you’re older and ought to know better. Now, both of you go to your room, right now. I’ll have your father take care of you when he comes home.”
He was late, later than usual. Since the war had ended a month earlier, Jake had been out of sorts as if the challenge in his life had been taken away. Well, he ought to try these boys of his for a real challenge, Maggie thought.
“Maggie?”
“In here, Jake,”
Jake fairly leaped into the kitchen, grabbing Maggie by the waist and spinning her around.
“Wow! What have you been drinking?”
“Nothing. Not a thing. But I’ve got a cigar, and a bottle of wine here, to celebrate.”
“A cigar? Hey, Jake, I’m not pregnant, and that wouldn’t be anything to celebrate, anyway.”
“Sit down, honey. Boy, do I have news!” He struggled with the cork, popped it, and poured two jelly glasses full of the red liquid.
Jake lit his cigar, drew a deep breath, and announced, “Well, I finally got it.”
“I sure hope it’s not contagious. What? Tell me!”
“I got orders. For overseas.” He puffed and blew a large smoke ring.
“Overseas? What do you mean, overseas?”
“The Occupation. We won the war. Now, we’ve got to keep the peace. Crap like that. Anyway, we’re being sent to places in Europe and Asia. For three year tours.”
“You’re going for three years?” Maggie’s lip began to tremble—any day but today. Any other day she perhaps could have handled the news better, but not today—with the boys setting fires.
“Before you tune up and cry—after I’m there eighteen months, you and the boys can come join me.”
“Why can’t we go with you now?”
“Sensible question. And the Army has a sensible answer: because they say so.”
“I’ll go anyway.”
“There won’t be any place for you to live, honey. They have to make quarters for you—“
“I don’t care! I’ll live in a tent.”
“Don’t you even want to know where I’m going?”
“I suppose so. Europe?”
“The Far East.”
“Does that mean Japan?”
“Orders didn’t say specifically. All I know is I’m supposed to leave in two weeks. You and the kids can come over in a year and a half.”
“Eighteen months! Oh, Jake!”
“You’ll be all right. You could go home—” He stopped. “Well, that wouldn’t be such a good idea, would it?”
“No, not now. But I can wait longer than Gretchen can. I’ll stay here. I don’t want to uproot Jimmy’s kindergarten. So, for the duration—funny how we’ve been saying that for months and years—for the duration. I suppose I can keep on saying it for another few months.”
“Atta girl. Now, com'ere. I wanna remember my wife and all the good lovin’ I’ve had, startin’ right now—”
Maggie felt his strong hands on her tear-streaked face. For once, she really didn’t care if she did come up pregnant.
Nell 1945
“The Far East?”
Evan stood in the living room of the small rented house on Oak Street and grinned broadly. He finally got his wish: orders for overseas.
“I don’t understand. Why now?”
Evan sat on the couch and pulled her next to him. He explained about the occupation, ending with, “Orders are to leave in two weeks.”
“That’s too soon!”
“I get my inoculations en route. The Army is sure in a hurry.”
“How long will you be gone?”
“Three years.”
“Oh, Evan!”
“Wait, honey. After eighteen months, you and the kids can join me.”
“Why can’t we just go with you?”
“Housing has to be built for you, schools and all that—and mid-way between my tour. You don’t want to be there for three years.”
“I do if I’m with you. That’s all that matters.” She held him tightly, wondering why, of all times, the Army decided to take her husband away from her.
She knew the answer: there’s the right way, the wrong way, and the Army way.
This was the Army way.
The next two weeks were a nightmare of activity. Nell spent as much time as she possibly could with Evan, and Marcie trailed after her father constantly. Andrew could sense the tension in the air, so he whined incessantly. Nell was in a state of shock all that time.
They stood in the nearly deserted train station, kissing goodbye. Nell thought of all the leave-takings that had taken place here in this very depot only a few months earlier; soldiers, sailors, and marines had left their families, some never to return. She thought of all the women who smiled through their tears, waving their men off to war until the train was out of sight then returning to wait in silent homes.
Nell wished she could be so brave. She sobbed openly as Evan swung on board the train. Marcie and Andrew burst into fresh tears, too. Nell didn’t see the train as it pulled away.
She didn’t think she could stand it.
It was almost a month before Nell received word from Evan. She tore the envelope open eagerly.
Dear Ones All:
First, I miss you terribly. The trip was tedious; many of the men were seasick or ill from the inoculations. We received on the average, two per day, one in each arm, for almost ten days. We were injected with antitoxins for typhoid, tetanus, plague, cholera, encephalitis, and many more exotic sounding diseases.
You and the kids will have to take them, too, but you’ll have more time to space yours out, so they won’t be so many all at once.
Now, some news about where I am. We thought we were going to Japan, but you know the Army. We’re not in Japan but in Chosen.
Her heart sank. She searched her memory for any reference to that country: nothing. She couldn’t recall seeing the country in her geography books in school, either, and she was expected to go there—with her children.
I’ve sent you a map. Nell reached inside the envelope and extracted a small paper, which proved to be the map.
She unfolded the small map; there were the islands of Japan, pink against the sea. There was China, Manchuria, and Chosen.
It looked so far away. It dangled like a misplaced apostrophe off the coast of Manchuria.
Nell had dealt with many things in her career as an Army officer’s wife—moving all over the country, coping with hostile landlords, inclement weather, prejudiced people, who looked on the military as some kind of gypsy. Now, she was being tested in a new way.
She hoped she could manage.
She finished reading the rest of the letter, which told her about the planned facilities, such as the school, commissary, etc.
Then, she read Evan’s endearments to her and the kids, and she cried. Well, she thought, I can’t stay here any longer. I just can’t.
She put down the letter and called her parents.
“I’m coming home.”
The next week, she was at the same train station where Evan had left, boarding the train for the trip to Texas.
Trudy 1945
Only Katherine Cavanaugh could have planned a party for the same weekend the war ended. She accepted the coincidence as only her right and proceeded with the plans for Trudy’s introduction into society.
Katherine had rung up the finest women’s shops and asked that a choice of gowns be sent to the house. Katherine hovered over Trudy, urging her to try on dress after dress, chattering all the while about persons she would meet: senators, ambassadors. Trudy’s head was reeling. They finally came to the end of the gowns, Katherine’s monologue, and Trudy’s patience.
Still, Trudy had not decided.
“I think this will do nicely,” Katherine said, folding a heavy blue satin gown on her arm.
“If you think so.” Trudy didn’t want to go to the party in the first place, and she didn’t like the gown, either. It would be hot, heavy, and make her look even larger than she was.
“And your hair, Trudy dear. Would you like Marie to do it up for you? Oh, heavens! Shoes. We must have some to match the gown. I’ll call right away. What size?”
“Nine and a half.”
Katherine, to her credit, did not raise her eyebrows.
An hour before the party was to begin, Trudy rebelled.
“I won’t wear those shoes, Philip. They hurt my feet, and the heel is too high.” She flung them across the room.
She stood barefoot in the center of the bedroom, looking like a little girl in Philip’s bathrobe.
He hugged her. “Look at it this way, darling. You’re trying to please your mother-in-law. Play it her way for a while. It’s only a party.”
“Do I have to let Marie do my hair?”
“I think it’ll look kinda cute, with your neck showing like that—” He lifted her hair to the top of her head and kissed her neck.
“Oh, Philip. How can I fight you when you don’t fight fair? All right. I’ll wear the damn shoes, and I’ll let Marie fix my hair—and Philip, you’d better stop, or we’ll miss the party entirely.”
“Okay. I’ll go down, greet the guests. Cheer up, honey. It’s only for one night.”
Marie entered as Philip left, tossing her a wink.
Marie did the best she could with her fine hair, then Trudy, balancing on the hated high heels, put on her gown, looked at herself in the mirror, and groaned.
The off the shoulder dress only emphasized her size. It showed her neck and broad shoulders, and freckles on her bosom peered over the bodice. She slapped powder on them and tugged at the gown’s top.
At the last minute, Trudy removed her glasses. Now, she appeared to herself as a soft blue, her imperfections faded to fuzziness. She wished everyone could see her this way.
She straightened her shoulders, took a deep breath, and stepped out into the hallway. The broad staircase loomed before her; the sounds of the party drifted upward.
She began her descent, shaking on the wretched shoes. Her breathing became the panting that comes from fear. She was glad she couldn’t see the faces of the strangers who looked up at her.
Then, she felt a steady hand, grasping her elbow. Colin had ascended the stairs and steadied her, making it look like the most natural gesture in the world.
“Thank you, Colin,” she breathed.
He led Trudy to the bottom of the steps, winked, and patted her hand. Colin gestured for the music to stop then said to the tuxedoed men and their bejeweled wives: “Ladies and gentlemen, friends and relatives, I have the great pleasure to present Trudy Cavanaugh, wife of our son Philip and our new and treasured daughter.”
There was a smattering of applause; then, the conversations resumed; the music and dancing began again. Colin escorted her to the dance floor. “Let’s show these stuffed shirts,” he whispered.
A moment later, Philip cut in on his father, and Trudy lost herself in dancing with her husband. “You look beautiful.”
“Thank you, but only a husband or a mother would say that.” She shook her head. Part of her hair wiggled loose, and she reached up to pin it in place. “I feel perfectly awful in this dress.”
“Just hold on, honey. This can’t last forever.”
Colin cut in. “I need to borrow your wife; must introduce her around.”
“Where is Mother?”
“Oh, she’s overseeing the preparations in the kitchen.”
“Well, don’t let Trudy get stuck with the cousins,” Philip said as he took up his station at the entry hall.
Colin led her away. “Sheer coincidence, the first group over here is the cousins. The females are a dull lot, ugly as sin, but be kind to them, Trudy. They can ruin you with a word.”
“Edna, Martha, Jacqueline.” He presented Trudy. “They are daughters of Katherine’s sister, Ellen.” They all nodded politely, expressing their best wishes while assessing Trudy coolly and disdainfully. Colin mercifully led Trudy away.
They reminded her of the three witches of MacBeth; all they needed were brooms and a kettle.
“I don’t imagine you’ll remember their names even later this evening,” he said, ”but I’ll bet you won’t soon forget their faces!”
He led her to another knot of people. “More cousins Peter, James, and John. They’re not apostles, but hellraisers from way back, aren’t you, boys?”
The boys nodded and replied, “Yes, Uncle,” almost in unison. Trudy was reminded of the pictures she had seen of the doltish Princes of the British Royal Family.
Other groups were introduced to Trudy, who grew dizzy with all the names, ranks, and social titles. She was left momentarily with a group of senators and diplomats and was having a problem following the conversation at first, but, within a few moments, she was eager to join the discussion.
At that moment, Colin’s hand gripped her shoulder.
“Sorry, everyone. You must excuse us. There’s someone else I want her to meet.”
“They’ll never miss me, Colin,” she whispered as they moved away.
Colin urged her toward the entryhall, passing the cousins, Katherine and Philip, until they reached the front door.
“And this latecomer is Gail Rutherford. Another cousin, believe it or not.” He indicated a woman who was taking a drink from the waiter.
Trudy didn’t believe this was a cousin; she was beautiful. She held herself with assured grace; her choice of gown was simple but elegant, and her blond hair was, in contrast to the elaborate styles of the other women, wound in a bun at the back of her slender neck. Gail’s eyes seemed to mock everyone she saw, including Colin.
“There you are, Uncle. Looks like another horribly dull party. Why does Aunt Kat put us through such nonsense? Doesn’t she know or care that we all get bored pissless, standing around, trying to make pleasant talk with each other?’
Gail turned to Trudy in mock seriousness, “She knows we all heartily hate each other. Can’t stand Cousin Edna, loathe Martha, and Jacqueline is a bitch. And the boys—well, they’ll never grow past the emotional age of twelve. A true family of inbred morons is what we have here.”
Trudy glanced at Colin, who was choking with repressed laughter. “Good evening, Gail. I see you’re in rare form tonight. I’d like you to meet Philip’s wife, Trudy. The reason for this boring party.”
“I’m always in rare form, you know that. The new bride? Well, welcome to the Family Cavanaugh. I don’t know whether to offer congratulations or condolences.”
“Gail…” Colin warned.
“Oh, all right, Colin. I hope you’ll be very happy, Trudy. Is that all right, Uncle? Now, I’ll put in an appearance for Aunt Kat, and then I’m getting the hell out of this museum. I’ve got a Marine outside with his motor running.” She winked at Trudy.
“Don’t be so fast, Gail. Stay a bit, for Trudy’s sake. Defend her from cousin Jacqueline and Edna’s sharp tongue. Please. Take her in hand.”
“Oh, all right, Colin. I’ll take pity on the new kid, but can I bring my Marine in?”
“I wouldn’t mind.”
“Oh, okay. I know Aunt Kat wouldn’t like it. I’ll send him on his way; he’ll come back later.”
She motioned for one of the servants to come to her side, where she whispered instructions for him to relay to the Marine outside. “And tell him to please come back for me around midnight, alright?”
“And Gail?”
“Yes, Uncle?”
“I promised Katherine there’d be no problems tonight.”
“I’ll behave myself.”
Colin started for a group of ambassadors clustered by the fireplace.
“Just for tonight, though,” she called after him. Gail downed her drink and took another from a passing waiter.
“So. Philip caught himself a wife. No doubt all these old hens are clucking that he could have done better. Hell, I don’t blame them.”
Trudy’s mouth flew open.
“What I mean, cousin dear, is that you could have fixed yourself up for this party, but you didn’t. Why? Is it Aunt Kat’s doing?”
Trudy nodded.
“For heavens sake, girl, speak up! I’ve been here for ten minutes, and I haven’t heard you say a word yet. I want to get to know you, and all you can do is shake your head. If you want to belong to this family, you’ve got to talk.”
She led Trudy to a mirror. “Now, if you put your hair back, like mine, it would look thicker. This makes you look too old.” She pulled the pins from Trudy’s hair. “Better just leave it loose, and your eyes are pretty; you really ought to set them off with some shadow. And such clear, white skin.
“Yes, Ma’am, you could look lovely. Too bad you’re going to lose Philip.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“Aha! You can speak! I said that you’ll surely lose your good-looking husband if you don’t straighten up and behave like a Cavanaugh. Aunt Kat will see to that; she’s already done a job on you. Isn’t that right?”
“I let her choose this dress,” Trudy admitted, her head hanging in shame.
“I can tell. Katherine the Great doesn’t like it one bit that her son chose you—you’re not at all what she would choose. No money, no background.”
“No looks,” Trudy said dryly.
Gail waved her hand in dismissal. “Oh, we can take care of that; that’s the easy part. It’s your attitude we have to work on. You’re a Cavanaugh, and you’d better learn to act like one. I’m the only one who doesn’t have to conform.
“I’m the bastard relation, so to speak. I’m not really in the family; my mother is Katherine’s half-sister. My father was an actor—I think. I’m not even sure I’m legitimate, but it doesn’t matter anyway, does it? I’m much brighter than some of the real members of the family.
“Look at those boys. No future to them. Money, but no sense. And the girls? Thank God they have money. No one would have them for their looks. The only one with any promise at all in this whole friggin’ family is Philip. And you’ve got him, Trudy. The whole future of the Cavanaughs is in your genes.
“You’d better hurry and reproduce—save the family from sinking to the level of an amoeba.”
“But you’ve got brains.”
“That’s true.” Gail laughed. “Stick with me, Trudy, and we’ll survive this dull family yet. Might even get out of this place, go where interesting men and women congregate.”
Placing her drink on the tray near her, Gail indicated they move toward the small knot of the dreadful cousins. She approached the boys with, “Dear, dear Peter! And James and John! My, you boys are looking exceedingly handsome. Be sure and save me some time for a dance.
“I see you’ve met Trudy.”
Trudy nodded, thinking of what she had said. What could she lose if she followed Gail’s advice? After all, she couldn’t give Katherine the satisfaction of knowing she had driven her away.
Bless you, Gail, Trudy thought.
Katherine, pleading a sick headache, retired early.
Leah 1945
Clayton kept his word and tried to assign Leah to as many jobs as he could. The problem was that Leah had been out of circulation for some months, and the fickle sponsors no longer clamored for her.
Although Clayton hated to admit it, the drinking had changed Leah’s looks—left her with a look that no longer proclaimed innocence. He had a new girl for that.
Leah would just have to retire, gracefully. It would be tough, but she would be forced to do it.
In the meantime, though, he kept sending her out on jobs that were increasing1y less lucrative and more hard work under hot lights.
Today Leah had been given a most unwelcome assignment: modeling furs on the steps of the New York Public Library. Sweat washed away her makeup, and cameramen delayed the actual shooting while arguing over where to place yet another reflector—she had shadows under her eyes again.
Leah was expected to smile, wrap the hot fur around herself, and pretend she was standing in snow.
Just when she thought she would drop from the heat, she noticed that the crowd around them had become larger, more noisy, and elated. The cameramen dropped their equipment, embracing each other.
Leah stood, perplexed, as the director rushed over to her and snatched the fur from her. “Go home, Leah, sweet. It’s over.”
“Over?” She repeated dumbly, watching the crowds throng in the street below her. Men in uniforms and gaily-clad women melded together.
“The war’s over. Go celebrate, you silly girl.” He pulled one of the cameramen down the steps with his arm around his slim waist.
She could hardly move through the crowd. Everyone wanted to kiss everyone else; she imagined the fairy producer and his cameraman wouldn’t be noticed among this crowd. She was grabbed and kissed by a sailor, then another.
“Mary Alice!” Someone must have my name, she thought as someone stepped on her foot. Hands caressed her hips as yet another serviceman kissed her soundly.
“Mary Alice Thomason!” She searched for the source of the name.
“There you are!” A face appeared in the crowd.
“David?”
“Yeah, it’s me.” He pulled her to him, holding her close.
“David, it’s you? What are you doing here?”
“Celebrating the end of the war and looking for you. I saw you, just a minute ago, and then the crowd just swept you away—”
“How are you?” she asked inanely.
“Alive! Alive and home to stay! God, it’s good to see you again, Mary Alice—oh, you’re not Mary Alice anymore, are you?”
“Hey, Barnes,” came a good-natured call. “You lucky devil.”
“Can’t have her, guys. This is my home town girl.”
David’s buddies vanished into the crowd. “They’ll never believe me. I can hardly believe it myself.”
“David, let’s go somewhere, so we can talk.” She turned him in the direction of her apartment.
Soon they were seated in the coolness of Leah’s apartment, high above the celebration in the streets. David sat on the sofa. “I hope you don’t mind, but my feet are killing me.” He pulled off his shoes then undid his tie.
“That’s my line,” she said as she poured a drink for David. “I suppose it’s an occupational hazard for both soldiers and models.” She stepped out of her shoes.
“You made it, didn’t you? My mom sent me your magazine covers.”
She nodded. “And are you a pilot, like you wanted?”
She searched his insignia for telltale signs and remembered that she had virtually no knowledge of how rank showed on collars and sleeves.
“No, I never flew, so I guess my childhood dream didn’t come true. Yours did, though.”
“How do you like the little kid from Oklahoma? I even made the newsreels. This place is mine, too.”
“Terrific. Cost a lot, I’m sure.”
“I’ve got all I ever wanted.” She sat in silence. “David, did you know my mother died? I went home for the funeral. Your parents were very kind to me.”
“Yes, I heard. I’m sorry. Your mother was a fine woman.”
She lit a cigarette. “I found out something when I went home for the funeral. My father showed me some papers…that I was adopted; that my mother was an Indian girl.
“Know what that makes me? A squaw. A half-breed. And they kept it from me!”
She rose and paced the room. “Did you know, David? All those years. Did you hear what all the kids were whispering, and your parents were younger than mine—did you figure it out?”
“No, I didn’t know. It wouldn’t have mattered to me, anyway.” He stood and held her close. “I’ve loved you since we were ten years old. White or Indian, you’re still the little girl you were that day in your father’s barn.”
She smiled faintly at the memory. “Oh, we were just kids.”
“Remember the day we buried Rover?”
She searched her memory. Rover was her pet tarantula. He had lived in a mason jar under Leah’s bed, fed by the children a diet of dead flies, grass, and crickets. Despite all her care, Rover had died of mysterious causes. They buried him one hot afternoon, one very much like this one, and Leah had cried.
“We even made a tombstone for him.”
“I kissed you then, remember?”
“No, I don’t remember. Would you kiss me now?”
“How did you find me, anyway?” she asked later. They were eating soup and crackers, all that Leah had in her pantry.
“I went to the agency, and someone told me where you were.”
“Myrna,” she thought aloud.
“I don’t remember. I’m just glad I found you.”
“How much leave do you have, David?”
“A month. Come home with me, Mary Alice. As my wife.”
“You don’t know me, David. We’re strangers.”
“We’re still the same people, and we’ll grow together. As soon as we get back home, we’ll be just like we planned.”
“I’ll never go home again.”
“I hope to change your mind. Think about it, would you?”
“I’ll think about it, but I doubt I’ll ever go back. Even with you.”
He leaned back on the couch, pushing the tray of soup and crackers away. “I hope you won’t be mad, but there’s no place in town for me to stay. Could I just sleep on your sofa here? For a couple of days? I won’t get in your way.”
“Of course.”
“God, I’m tired. Honey, would you just get me a pillow and a blanket—I’m about to go to sleep right here….”
She went to the linen closet to get sheets and a blanket. When she returned, he was already snoring, his head resting on the arm of the couch.
She covered him gently and kissed him goodnight.
”Thanks,” he mumbled. “I love you.” Then, he was snoring again.
Leah stood at the window for a long time. He doesn’t know about me at all, she thought. How can I pretend to him—the life I’ve led? How can I be his wife?
She looked at him, sleeping peacefully. There was nothing left for her here. She couldn’t pay next month’s rent on this huge apartment. Clayton had nothing for her, nor did anyone else.
She would marry David, then. There was nothing else for her to do.
During David’s leave, he received orders. The newlyweds had just returned from their honeymoon in the Poconos, courtesy of Clayton Johnson, when David got his orders.
The Far East.
Immediately.
Leah was stunned. What would she do?
“I can’t stay here, David. And you say I can go with you, but I have to wait a year and a half?”
“That’s right, honey. You just sit tight and wait to join me. Go home, stay with my folks or your father.”
“Go home.” Her blood froze, yet she knew she’d have to go home again.
Trudy 1945
Trudy luxuriated the next few weeks at the Cavanaughs—at her new home. Every morning she rode to the lake with her husband or went into town or slept late—
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