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Past the boardwalk and the weathered wooden pier, out in the gray Atlantic under the brilliant sky, a merchant marine ship exploded into bright fire.
Grandmother and I had been strolling along the boardwalk with the other well-to-do to take in the sea air. We walked out on most afternoons, to get out of the house. The wind flapped my skirt against my knobby legs.
Out on the ocean, fire spiked from the ship’s deck. Things like fleas jumped away from the flames into the dark water.
“Oh,” I gasped and covered my open mouth. Too-big teeth touched my palm. “No. Oh, no!” The wind wrapped my skirt around my legs, and I stumbled.
Smoke poured up. Fire escaped and then dove back into the ship.
Black smoke balls rolled in the warm air.
Grandmother tugged my arm. “What is it, Eve?”
Describing the burning was horrifying. “I, well, I suppose it’s the Germans, the Nazis, attacking a ship out there. With torpedoes. There must be a U-boat out there. The ship is gray, and big, a merchant marine vessel. It’s burning.”
Earlier that morning, my brother Marshall and I had been sailing close to where the ship was now burning and sinking. Well, he was asleep under the headsail. I sailed our Bermuda-rigged sailboat into the wind back to the marina.
Distant torpedoes boomed. The thuds echoed in the hollow spaces of my chest. More fire wracked the dying ship. More awful smoke. Burning oil stench rode the sea breeze and reached us, there on the boardwalk. It stung my nose.
I wanted the hand of God or some black magic to pluck the men off the burning decks and out of the freezing water, but they flailed, swimming. My heart yearned to help. Everyone on the dock pointed and gasped, but no one could do anything. The ship was too far to swim out to help: perhaps three miles. The marina and our boat was fifteen miles away, and I did not drive.
Flames rolled across the decks.
“How awful.” Despite her words. Grandmother’s British accent was stiff-upper-lip. She squeezed my thin arm, disapproving of my skinniness even while the ship out there burned. She had been of strong, impressive girth her whole life. She carried her bulk like a knight’s shining armor but would not carry the white cane that Father had bought for her.
Grandmother cocked her head. “A woman to our right says that she saw a U-boat surface. What is she wearing?”
“Dark dress, red hat.”
“‘Dahk dwess, wed hat.’ Pronounce your R’s, child. You sound like an American. And you should wear a hat, too. Ladies wear hats. Freckles make you look Irish. What kind of hat is she wearing?”
The ship floundered, failing. For an instant, I wanted so much to help those men that I forgot I was on the shore and nothing but a frail girl, and I reached toward the ship. My freckled hand eclipsed the flames and collapsing steel on the gray and blue horizon, and nothing else helped them.
“The ship,” I said, “it’s listing. I think it’s starting to sink.”
A sea monster breached the ocean surface beside the sinking ship. Sea lice on the monster’s back pointed sticks at the bobbing fleas in the ocean.
Drumming gunfire.
“Strafing,” Grandmother said. Her sisters had been killed in the Zeppelin bombing raids during the World War, the previous one, in 1916. After Grandfather had been killed in the Blitz last year, she had finally allowed herself to be moved to the States.
I closed my eyes and shut out the gray box on the dull water under the bright blue sky, so I only saw the dark. “Those ships are supposed to be in convoys.”
During lunch, a few hours ago, a Southern boy had jumped up on a table and spoken stirringly about stopping the U-boats that were hunting the merchant marine ships off the Eastern Seaboard. He had sounded glorious.
This dying ship filled with burning men was ghastly.
The gunfire stopped.
The bow of the ship angled up, like a fighting horse, and slipped into the water.
“It’s sinking,” I said.
The ship crashed sideways onto the waves.
Grandmother pressed my arm. “Yes, the bomber will always get through. We Londoners know that. Come, Eve. You shouldn’t see this, dear. Let’s go home.”
I should have stayed. I should have witnessed those men in their last, desperate minutes, but my grandmother was pulling my arm, so I helplessly walked away like they were nothing to me.
*
Earlier that morning, before Grandmother and I went walking on the pier and saw the ship attacked, my older brother Marshall, home from Harvard for the summer, had wanted to go sailing.
Mother was reading the fashion section to Grandmother in the parlor and counting our ration coupons. I wheedled until Mother let me go with him, though she insisted that I wear a hat. “You are so spotty,” she said, eyeing me with one azure eye over the war-thinned Boston Globe. “With your mousy hair and your beige eyes, and wearing that brown outfit, you are mottled monochromatic taupe.”
My brother had Mother’s glorious Nordic looks, while I looked like my aunts: gangly and dun brown. I found a wide-brimmed hat.
I tied on the hat as we drove in Marshall’s car to the marina. Marshall smirked. Everything about him was the proper, even color: brown skin, white teeth, blue eyes, white-gold hair.
He didn’t freckle so much that even the blind complained. He didn’t get called senseless names like The Greater Spotted Stork of Wingaersheek.
Once on our boat—a forty-foot, two-mast Bermuda-rigged cruiser called The Golden Girl—we pulled in the ropes, hoisted the sails, and set out. My brown skirt whipped against my gawky legs, and I nearly tripped over a coiled rope because my skirt billowed.
When we were halfway across the bay, Marshall fell asleep on the bow of the sailboat, in the shade of the headsail. He had been out at a nightclub the night before and had promised to tell me about it, but he hadn’t. I trimmed the sails and kept us running before the wind and tacked back in time for lunch.
It was a beautiful morning for sailing. The wind was just stiff enough that The Golden Girl responded to my sailing like a high-spirited horse, wheeling and bucking in the turns. I loved it.
Marshall woke as I was tying the boat to the dock. He yawned, scratched his stomach, and said, “You’re sunburned.”
“So are you,” I said, “but only the left half of your face.”
He touched his cheek. It would take him an hour to figure out I was kidding.
He inspected the knot I tied to the dock, found it respectable. We went to the marina restaurant, The Canteen, for lunch.
He ordered Slap-the-Jap chili, which last summer had been Joe DiMaggio’s Grand Slam chili. I ordered Victory Garden vegetable soup.
Marshall finally said, “At the nightclub, we drank vodka and listened to a band.”
“What were the women wearing?” I asked.
He shrugged. “Blue?”
That would not satisfy Grandmother at all. Not that I could tell Grandmother that Marshall had been at a night club, anyway. She would rat him out to my parents, who would have apoplexy at such impropriety. “Anyone wearing zoot suits?”
“Only draft dodgers wear those. They waste cloth.”
Marshall had been on a reclamation committee at Harvard. Mother had lowered her voice just a few days ago and told him, “Marshall, if I want to buy new tires rather than retreads, I will, and you will stop provoking me right now.”
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