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The police scanner in the newsroom screeched the alarm shortly after 2 p.m. The boredom of the Saturday police beat was about to come to an abrupt end.


I was the police beat reporter for the St. Augustine Record, a small daily newspaper in the quaint tourist town between Jacksonville and Daytona Beach in Florida. I didn’t consider myself a true blue Florida police reporter. They live for bank heists, kidnappings and murder-for-hire plots all of which become part of their next crime novel. Being a crime reporter sounds exciting until you realize St. Augustine has very little such action. It isn’t Miami and we don’t have sexy CSI investigators exhibiting ample cleavage as they comb intriguing sun-drenched crime scenes.


Shoplifting, tavern fights and domestic disturbances are usually the highlights of my typical Saturday police beat shift. During the peak tourist season, fender benders become almost as common as late-afternoon thunderstorms. Many crashes are caused by New Yorkers who compete over scarce parking spots in the historic downtown area. I’ve always marveled why someone travels thousands of miles to visit the oldest European settlement in the United States only to fight over a lone on-street parking spot, instead of walking a couple blocks from the nearby municipal parking lot. More battles have been waged over parking spots in St. Augustine than ever occurred between the English and the Spanish who fought over the city’s famous fort, the Castillo de San Marcos.


The fire alarm shattering my boredom was at the Bay View Care Center, an assisted care living facility on the banks of the Mantanzas River. My city editor, George Shorter, had been in a particularly cranky mood before the scanner came to life. He always got cranky on slow news days. On this Saturday his only photo for the metro page was from the Castillo where Spanish re-enactors were defending the stone fortress against pesky English invaders who showed up every Saturday. The battle always turned out the same way, but the tourists were thrilled with the booming cannonade echoing across the bay.


“Hey Duncan,” Shorter said looking over his glasses that rode on the tip of his red veined nose. “Get over to Bay View and take Jacob with you.”


Dan Jacob, our best photographer, was already standing at the back of the newsroom with his bag of camera equipment waiting for me to join him. “It’s probably overheated ballast in a light fixture, but it’ll be better than another photo of the re-enactors,” he said.


We made our way across town to Bay View and pulled up as we heard the battalion chief on the scanner call in a second alarm. Obviously, this must be more serious than overheated ballast.


“What ya got,” I asked Battalion Chief Duane Lafferty, who was directing firefighters on where to lay down hoses from the tanker truck.


“Some guy smoking in bed. We’ve got him out of the room already and they’ve taken him to Flagler Hospital. We should be able to confine the fire to one apartment, but there’s a lot of smoke from the burning mattress and bedding. We’re evacuating one wing.”


Dozens of coughing and wheezing seniors were pouring from the front entrance assisted by nurses and firefighters who were leading them to waiting ambulance crews armed with oxygen bottles. Jacob was rapidly shooting photos as the frightened residents hurried from the building.


I was scribbling notes when I noticed a tall, striking woman rush up to Lafferty. “Please help me. He’s so stubborn. He refuses to come out without his photo albums,” she stammered.


I guessed she was in her 70’s with telltale remnants of a foreign accent in her soft, melodic voice. She had a full head of snowy white hair, creamy skin surprisingly wrinkle free, emerald, green eyes and an erect bearing indicative of a much younger woman.


“What apartment is he in?’ Lafferty yelled over the sound of the pumper truck pushing hundreds of gallons of water toward the fire.


“We’re in 215. We’re on the second floor. I’m afraid he’ll never make it down. The smoke is so thick in the hallway upstairs.”


Lafferty immediately ordered two of his men to don their air masks and make their way onto the second floor of the building.


“Don’t you worry ma’am. We’ll get him out.”


Within minutes the two firefighters appeared from the front door escorting a short, bald man wearing a white shirt covered in black soot. He looked to be his mid-80s, a short barrel-chested guy with a few wisps of white hair bordering a very shiny bald head. Coal black eyes gave him an intimidating intensity even at his age.


He clutched three photo albums to his chest. He didn’t release the volumes even when the paramedics forced an oxygen mask over his face.


“You’re so stubborn, Roberto” his wife yelled at him as he was led to one of the waiting ambulances. “They’re only pictures.”


“They may only be pictures, but they’re the only photos we have to tell our story. If they go up in smoke, no one will ever believe what we’ve been through,” he shot back after pushing the oxygen mask up to the top of baldhead.


I asked Jacob to take photos of the couple, sensing it might be the lead for my story. I walked over to the ambulance to introduce myself.


“Hi, I’m Joe Duncan from the St. Augustine Record. I’m glad you got out ok, but I couldn’t help but overhear you talking about your photo albums. They must be some very important photos for you to risk your life,”


“Hello, Mr. Duncan, I’m Katerina Leto and this is my husband, Roberto. Personally I don’t think they are all that important, but Roberto acts as if they are the crown jewels.”


Roberto again pushed up the oxygen mask, clearly aggravating the paramedic who was trying to care for him.


“You’re a reporter?” Roberto coughed. “Take a look at these photo albums. The pictures tell quite a story.”


I carefully took the photo albums he had been clutching and paged through the first volume. There were faded black and white photos of a handsome guy in a foreign military uniform. Despite the passage of years, I saw the resemblance to Roberto. Other pages carried photos of a beautiful woman singing on stage. I quickly concluded these were photos of Katerina in her 20s or 30s.


“Mr. Leto, these are interesting photos, but I’m not sure I understand the story behind them,” I said giving the albums to his wife to hold.


The old man glared at me.


“First of all, don’t call us Mr. Leto. My name is Roberto and my wife’s name is Katerina. Second thing, if you’re not interested maybe I’ll go back to The New York Times. They were pretty interested in this case once.”


“The New York Times was interested in your story?” I asked, becoming slightly more interested in the story. “When was this?”


“Katerina will show you the story. It’s in the back of one of the albums.”


Katerina sighed. “Roberto, this reporter isn’t interested in something that happened sixty years ago.”


This time Roberto pulled off his oxygen mask completely and gave it back to the paramedic.


“The Times story was full of inaccuracies. It as much as said I was a traitor and guilty of lying about American spies in China. I didn’t lie about anything. The spies existed and the State Department wanted to, how do you say, sweep it under the rug. Most people don’t know it, but the Mukden incident nearly resulted in another war. If it weren’t for my wife, you’d probably be reading about the great China-U.S. War in today’s history books.”


“Sweetheart,” Katherine said stroking her husband’s wispy hair. “You do know how to exaggerate. I didn’t do anything that another woman wouldn’t have done in similar circumstances.”


“Like hell,” Roberto shot back coughing a little. “You know she saved me from the firing squad. At the time I was so grateful to get out of China I didn’t care about the lies they told about me. But we’ve been living with those lies all these years. I want to set the record straight and don’t have a lot of time to get it done. My doctor says I’ve got prostate cancer. Katerina has emphysema probably from singing in all those smoky Shanghai nightclubs. That’s where we fell in love you know. Neither the Japanese nor the Communists could tear us apart. God knows they tried.”


This rambling, soot-covered old man and his attractive wife had hooked me on their story. As a reporter, I had heard many war stories but this one intrigued me.


The fire was quickly extinguished with no serious injuries were reported. I wrote a short story, and we published one of Jacob’s photos.


Writing the story about Roberto and Katerina Leto would prove to be much more difficult and time consuming. Unraveling the mystery of their lives would eventually lead to rewriting a small piece of history in a far away place.
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The normally noisy cabaret fell silent. Soldiers, sailors, international business executives and diplomats put down their drinks and stopped flirting with their “hostesses” to watch and listen. A shapely young woman with shoulder-length auburn hair, green eyes, and a deep, seductive voice had shanghaied their attention. The leggy beauty with her high cheek bones and full, alluring lips was pouring out her heart in a love song seemingly directed to each man. The spotlight illuminated her tight sequined dress in the darkened room emphasizing every curve in her elegant body. When she walked across the stage, the men strained to catch a glimpse of her shapely legs through the hip-high slits in the side of her silver gown. A plunging neckline revealed full, firm breasts between which a medallion on a gold chain bounced from side to side as she prowled the stage of the steamy club. Occasionally when she left the stage she would pick out a lucky patron, caress his cheek with her gloved hand and plant a kiss on his forehead. Most of the men never bothered to remove the lipstick smudge, preferring to wear it as if branded by an angel.


Katerina was in her element. She was a showstopper twice a night at the Carlton Cafe, one of the best of the more than 300 thriving cabarets in Shanghai. Every night standing-room-only audiences enjoyed the lavish floorshows, featuring 50 Russian showgirls doing dance numbers in topless costumes.


Katerina had been dancing for about a year. Only nineteen, she was the breadwinner for her family. Her mother, devastated by the loss of her husband, a White Russian Army general, became ill during their arduous escape from the Red Army. She never fully recovered her health. Katerina’s seventeen-year-old brother, Aleksei, grew up on the run as the family moved from port to port eventually ending up in Shanghai. With little schooling Aleksei worked at a bakery in a section of Shanghai’s French Concession known as “Little Russia” because of the many Russian-owned shops in the area. He worked late at night preparing breads and cakes for the next morning. After her last show, Katerina often stopped at the bakery in the early morning hours to pick up her brother. Both walked to the family’s small apartment off Avenue Joffre in the French Concession.


Katerina and thousands of other Russian refugees loved Shanghai because as an international city neither visa nor passport was required to enter. By 1932, about 25,000 White Russians resided in the city, making them the largest foreign community after the Japanese. By the time Katerina’s family arrived in Shanghai, they were destitute. The Russian Relief Society, which provided assistance to thousands of Russian civil war refugees, helped them with food and temporary shelter.


Katerina had heard many stories of the fabulous wealth in Shanghai. She viewed the city as offering her the best chance of moving beyond the precarious edge of day-to day survival while making a new home for her mother and her brother.


The magazine articles Katerina read on board ship referred to Shanghai as one of the most exotic and wealthy cities in the world. She didn’t realize until she lived there for a few months that Shanghai was actually two cities: one Chinese and impoverished, the other European and lavish. She came to understand the oft-repeated observation that Shanghai was a city with a thin layer of wealth on a thick slab of poverty. The European Shanghai consisted of the International Settlement, run primarily by the English and the French. Both had their own governments, courts and police departments governing foreigners from more than a dozen countries. Barricades separated the concessions from the rest of the city with the Europeans seldom traveling to the Chinese side. The Chinese traveled to the European side only to work primarily as servants.


On Katerina’s first visit to Shanghai shops, the merchandise available in the stores amazed her. She loved looking at the expensive English leather purses and Italian jewelry. Dozens of French wines were available in the cabaret. But Katerina learned Shanghai’s prosperity was deceiving. She discovered Russians were not welcomed in the city by either the Chinese or the Europeans. The Russian refugees upset the informal caste system enforced by the status-conscious British. The Russians, who were willing to take menial jobs, embarrassed many English citizens of Shanghai. By contrast, the Chinese looked upon the Russians as competitors for menial jobs. Katerina couldn’t find a rung in the city’s economic ladder before becoming a singer.


While her mother was able to get work as a seamstress, her income wasn’t enough to support three people. A neighbor, who was a cabaret dancer, told Katerina about the Carlton Cafe, which attracted many rich business executives to its sumptuous location on Bubbling Well Road. Owned by Al Roebuck, a former club owner from San Francisco who hated prohibition, the club featured what many considered the sexiest dancers in Shanghai. Most of the dancers were Russian and Katerina’s long legs were her major selling point to get in the door. She was hired as a dancer without an audition. In the early days, she appeared topless along with the other dancers at the club.


One day Roebuck happened to overhear Katerina singing in the large dressing room behind the club’s stage as she changed between musical numbers. He eased the door open a crack to listen to her voice and discovered her standing naked in front of a mirror. Like most men he couldn’t take his eyes off her body but after a few moments forced himself to quietly close the door and wait outside the dressing room until Katerina finished changing. When she came out to perform her dance routine, he asked her to come to an audition the next morning. She sang one song and was hired as one of the main singers.


Katerina quickly picked up the popular show tunes and the provocative moves of a torch singer. Although knowing very little English -- the predominate language in the International Settlement -- she was able to learn the songs by listening to phonograph records Roebuck obtained from the United States. Before long, her stunning looks and vibrant voice led her to a featured spot every evening.


Katerina’s voice saved her from the fate of many Russian girls who worked Shanghai’s clubs. Known as hostesses or “taxi dancers” the girls danced with customers for tickets and collected a share of all the drinks their man purchased during the evening. The more drunk the men became, the more money the hostess earned. Every night while Katerina sang a romantic number, the hostesses roamed the dance floor looking for a man, preferably an Englishman, with a ticket and a fat wallet. Many times, the hostesses supplemented their dance income with under the table money from prostitution.


Katerina never resorted to prostitution. Although she made most men lust after her each evening, she was happiest simply singing her songs and going home, spurning many drunken suitors.


Tonight was different. When she left the stage at the end of her number, Roebuck waited for her at his table with a stranger. They both stood up when Katerina approached the table after her performance.


“Katerina, I’d like you to meet Edmund Whittaker. He is with the British consulate,” Roebuck said.


Whittaker, a short, balding man in his 50s, was beaming. He gently kissed Katerina’s gloved hand.


“Katerina, your singing is most delightful. May I buy you a drink?”


Katerina sat down at the table, her long legs clearly visible as her dress parted along the slits. “I pleased to meet you,” she said in halting English. Although she sang the latest American songs easily, her conversational English was still slow and studied.


“My lovely girl, I’ve come here tonight to ask you a favor. I’ve been placed in charge of entertainment for a party the consulate is hosting at Elly Kadoorie’s mansion next week. It would be smashing if you would sing a few songs. Of course we would be willing to pay you rather handsomely.”


Kadoorie, who made his fortune in banking, utilities and rubber exporting, was famous for throwing lavish parties at his luxurious Shanghai estate.


Katerina looked at Roebuck who nodded he had no problem with the special appearance.


“I will sing,” she said with a warm smile.


“Wonderful,” Whittaker said. “I will send the consulate car around to the club after your first show and I will personally escort you to the party. If Al here will allow you to skip your last show of the night, I’d love for you to be my guest at the party after your performance.”


Again Katerina looked at Roebuck who shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Katerina knew her boss would lose money without his star performer for his most popular show even for one night. Nevertheless, he again gave Katerina a nod of agreement. The English were extremely influential in Shanghai. She also knew Roebuck might need an occasional favor from the International Settlement’s municipal council, dominated by the British.
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On the night of the party, the consulate car arrived at the Carlton Café. The driver waited until Katerina finished her 9 p.m. show. She was wearing one of her best outfits, an eye-catching red, floor-length gown with a scoop neckline. Katerina’s mother made the dress with material salvaged from a gangster’s business shut down by the municipal council for failing to pay bribes, which they euphemistically called “taxes” in Shanghai.


On the way to the party, the driver stopped at the British consulate and picked up Whittaker, dressed in a black tux for the occasion.


Although confident about her singing, Katerina was nervous about her role socially. She had never rubbed shoulders with the higher echelon of Shanghai society.


“That is a very interesting piece of jewelry you’re wearing, Katerina,” Whittaker said as they traveled to the mansion in the back seat of the car. “I noticed you were wearing it the other night at the club. What is it?”


Katerina held the medallion out for Whittaker to examine. “I never go anywhere without my Madonna. It keeps me safe.”


“I understand now why some people refer to you as the Shanghai Madonna,” Whittaker said. “Don’t be nervous, they’re going to bloody love you.”


Her misgivings gave way to wonder when she entered the ballroom at Marble Hall, Kadoorie’s lavish mansion on the suburban part of Bubbling Well Road. The ballroom was bigger than the club she sang in each night. Fully fifty by eighty feet, it featured sixty-five-foot ceilings. Katerina counted eight crystal chandeliers equipped with different color lights so the lighting of the ballroom could be changed depending on the occasion and music. Tonight, all of the bulbs were lit creating a rainbow effect in the ballroom’s Italian marble floors. Floor-to-ceiling mirrors enhanced the brilliance of the lights. Fires blazed in marble fireplaces on opposite sides of the ballroom. She couldn’t imagine the Winter Palace in Russia would be any grander.


Whittaker escorted a bedazzled Katerina to a table in the corner of the ballroom, got her a drink and proceeded to mingle with other guests. When her time came to sing, the band director motioned to her to step up to the stage. She delivered one of her most popular songs accompanied by the piano. However, she was puzzled by the reaction to her song. The men, as usual, hung on her every word. The women ignored her and continued to talk to one another and to their husbands. To Katerina, the wives appeared intent on disrupting her performance.


At the conclusion of the song, Katerina received a polite applause and walked off the stage. Whittaker congratulated her on the song. He asked her to dance with him. Katerina thought he primarily wanted to show her off to his friends.


As they danced, an English woman bumped into Katerina so hard she stumbled and nearly fell to the floor.


“Well really,” the woman protested. “Must we deal with THEM even in our private homes” she said to her partner. The two continued to dance without any apology.


Katerina regained her balance but broke off from Whittaker.


“I think you owe apology,” Katerina said haltingly but loud enough for several people in the immediate area to overhear. The dancing in that part of the hall stopped. The woman glared at Katerina.


“It’s not enough these White Russian whores steal our husbands, now they rub our noses in their activity at our own parties.”


Katerina knew many Russian women were very eager to find themselves a foreign husband, particularly British husbands. White Russians were stateless, and a British passport meant a ticket to a better life. British women were increasingly vocal about the number of divorces among foreign-service officials who were involved with White Russians.


“I not whore,” Katerina said anger rising in her voice.


“I know a slut when I see one,” the British lady huffed.


Katerina turned as if leaving but clenched her fist tight and whirled around connecting perfectly with the woman’s nose. The force of the impact sent the woman sprawling to the floor. Blood trickled from her damaged nose. Her dance partner used his handkerchief to stem the flow.


Pain shot through Katerina’s hand but she refused to acknowledge it. “Remember this next time you accuse Russian woman of being whore. I go now,” she said turning to Whittaker.


With a look of astonishment frozen on his face, Whittaker took Katerina’s arm and escorted her from the ballroom. Stunned dancers parted to allow the Shanghai Madonna to pass.









[image: image]


The sights and sounds of Shanghai bombarded Roberto. When his ship entered the mouth of the Yangtze River, the countryside looked as he expected. Skinny boys rode muscled water buffaloes in soggy rice fields with a picturesque pagoda occasionally punctuating the scenery.


But after the troop transport glided into the Whangpoo tributary, the scenery changed drastically. Was this really China? Billboards, teetering on wooden poles in mud flats, advertised everything from cigarettes to cameras. Belching factories, sprawling warehouses and oil-stained docks filled the industrial side of the river. The smell of dead fish mixed with sulfur odors in the water discharged by factories along the shore.


The business district on the opposite side of the river was even a bigger surprise. It could easily pass for a European city. He watched his fellow Italian marines standing along the ship’s rail, cameras at the ready to capture the exotic nature of the Orient. No shutters snapped. Roberto interpreted their gaze as a mixture of amazement and confusion. A collection of tall, majestic buildings sketched the landscape in a picture reminiscent of Rome or another major Italian city.


Roberto admired the flowered walkways defining the Bund, or central business district. Tall ornate masonry buildings occupied by banks and western businesses crowded the riverfront. A Standard Oil Company sign clung to one of the tallest most ornate structures in the city. Thousands of straining telephone and telegraph wires created an intricate spider web above the crowded sidewalks. Beneath the web of wires, American-built cars navigated around bicycles and rickshaws.


Roberto saw every conceivable type of watercraft on the river. Warships with menacing black guns anchored in the middle of the river forcing junks with tattered sails to zig and zag around them. A few of the more enterprising Shanghai merchants stationed themselves and their wares in bobbing sampans ready to get the first crack at newly arrived Europeans before they stepped on the dock.
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Shanghai wasn’t Roberto’s only surprise. During his four weeks in transit Roberto’s world wobbled a bit amid the rapidly changing currents of world events. He questioned if he had made the right decision to join the marines and volunteer for China duty.


Roberto’s mother opposed him becoming a communications officer, concerned he would be the first to be swept up in outbreak of war. Roberto viewed it as an opportunity to further his education in his first love - radio. Most of all, he wanted out of Italy. More than one million Italians were unemployed and living standards were declining for the bulk of the population. By contrast, as an Italian marine assigned to a foreign concession in China he was looking forward to excellent living conditions, good pay and relatively easy duty. The only danger, he was told, were the Chinese themselves. Everyone warned him the Chinese shouldn’t be trusted because they despised Europeans. At all costs avoid interaction with the militarily superior Japanese who controlled Manchuria and threatened much of China.


Because of the varied international concessions in Shanghai, Roberto hoped peace would prevail in the extravagant city while the rest of the world tore itself apart. He intended to save money during his two-year tour of duty and eventually return to Italy to continue his education and possibly become an engineer.


Perhaps China duty would be a way to escape combat duty. The year before, Mussolini ordered an invasion of Ethiopia and called up a half million troops. While the victory provided a morale boost for the beleaguered Italians, Roberto feared his country’s armed forces would be no match against well-trained armies.


After graduating as a petty officer from the naval radio school, Roberto’s first assignment was aboard the S.S. Monfalcone, a destroyer of World War I vintage. Based in Palermo, the Monfalcone intercepted Russian ships believed to be carrying supplies to the Spanish Republic. The republic was engaged in a struggle against rebels lead by Francisco Franco. Mussolini supported Franco but Roberto knew little about the Spanish dictator.


His first assignment illustrated just how ill prepared the Italian Navy was for combat. One good shot to the hull of his vintage ship would have sunk the rusting hulk in minutes. Because of a shortage of ammunition, the deck gun hadn’t been fired in more than two years. Fortunately, the Russian ships never challenged the Italian Navy. The captains of the interdicted ships followed the instructions Roberto broadcast to them allowing the Italian marines to board. When contraband was found, the Italian warship escorted the Russian cargo ship to a port held by Franco forces. Fellow crews members referred to the duty as Mussolini’s bluff. Sooner or later, Franco knew some nation would call the bluff.
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Gradually, Roberto became aware of someone standing next to him along the ship’s rail. A tall, handsome marine who Roberto recalled seeing onboard, smoked a cigarette while studying the sampans circling their troop ship.


“Got any money?” the marine asked.


“Excuse me.” Was this a holdup or a request for a loan?


“If you have some cash, you can buy just about anything you want from those sampan merchants. If you can’t find it there it’s on the black market in the city. I’ll bet you can buy Italian wines cheaper here than you can in Rome.”


“How’s that possible?”


“It’s basically stolen merchandise. With so many different countries operating concessions here the amount of merchandise coming into this port is phenomenal. Some of it gets lost occasionally, if you know what I mean.”


Roberto didn’t respond.


“I’m Walter Tonelli,” the young marine said extending his hand to Roberto.


“Glad to meet you, I’m Roberto Leto.”


“You’re a radio operator?” Walter asked apparently noticing the insignia on Roberto’s steel gray uniform.


“I graduated from La Spezia a year ago.”


“I’ve heard that’s a damn hard school. Someone told me they didn’t give cadets liberty for three months if they failed one test. Is that true?”


“There were some recruits who never got to go home. Eight hours of classroom work was followed by two hours of drill each day. It was very difficult.”


Roberto recalled the agonizing long nights studying despite physical exhaustion. He was better prepared than most cadets because he had worked with his mother in the telegraph office. His experience led him to finish first in his class. Roberto earned liberty but rarely used it. He didn’t enjoy going into town with the other cadets for nights of drinking and gambling. Besides he could ill afford any added expenses. He was paid the equivalent of $2.25 per month as a cadet. If a book or piece of his uniform was lost or damaged, the cost was deducted from his pay. Roberto seldom was charged these costs but occasionally loaned money to cadets who were in financial straits. He was known throughout the academy as “Bank Leto.”


“That’s what I don’t understand about our military,” Walter offered. “Why do they think discipline is the only learning tool? If you don’t have the basic talent for radio, no amount of discipline is going to make you smart.”


Roberto listened and surveyed his new friend. A ready smile and warm blue eyes combined with an easy manner to put him at ease. He was about a foot taller and much slimmer than Roberto’s muscular wrestling build. Walter’s nervous energy kept his body in a state of perpetual motion. He never stopped shifting from one foot to the other.


“Where you from?” Walter asked.


“I was born in Corniani but lived most of my life in Aquileia. You know the town?”


“Vaguely,” Walter replied scratching his chin. “My fifth-grade teacher loved to dwell on ancient history. All I remember about Aquileia is that it’s on the Apian Way and was destroyed by Attila the Hun,” he said laughing.


“That’s right,” Walter said amused at Walter’s little history speech.


“So how’d you get interested in radio?”


“My father was a telegrapher in the Army and postmaster in Aquileia. When he left to go to the war, he taught my mother how to do his job and made her postmistress. My mother practically raised me in the post office after Dad was killed in the war. I’ve always been fascinated by the telegraph. By the time I was ten, I could send and receive messages.”


Roberto realized he was summarizing his life for a man, who up until a few moments ago was a stranger. In return he knew precious little about his companion.


“I’m in intelligence,” Walter volunteered. “Don’t ask me how I got into it. God knows I’m not cut out to be a spy.”


“What’s your assignment here?”


“I wish I knew. I’m supposed to be stationed in Peking. Maybe they’ll have me uncover the secrets of Chinese food. Who knows maybe I’ll become another Marco Polo bringing home new spices from the Far East.”


Roberto realized his friend was being evasive in a gentle sort of way.


Walter offered Roberto a cigarette, which he accepted. For a moment the two studied the variety of ships passing along the busy river.


“Where you going to be stationed,” Walter asked lighting Roberto’s cigarette with his own.


“My orders say Tientsin. I imagine I’ll be handling radio traffic between Tientsin and the embassy, so maybe I’ll be in touch with you. Some of the marines I’ve met who have served over here say life’s pretty easy,” Roberto said exhaling. “The pay is good. Many hire housekeepers. I’m told some of the Chinese families will sell you the services of one of their boys to be a personal valet 24 hours a day.”


“Yeah maybe, but you’ve got to be careful. The Chinese appear subservient, but they hate foreigners. Look at that city,” Walter said pointing to Shanghai. “Europeans built it and Europeans run it right in the heart of China.”


“You think the Japanese will make trouble for the Europeans?”


“The Japanese have already taken Manchuria and there have been some incidents here in Shanghai. I’d say they’re preparing to conquer this whole damn country.”


Roberto enjoyed being the inquisitor. “Do you think there’s any danger of us becoming caught up in the fighting?”


“I don’t think so. It’s clear to me we’re going to become allied with Germany and thus we will likely side with Japan. I don’t want to be in this country if the day comes when the Chinese gain control of their affairs. It’ll be bloody for foreigners, I guarantee you. It’s in our best interest to keep this country divided.”


Roberto never seriously considered the reasons behind his duty in China though he did think it strange Italians were sent thousands of miles from home to live in concessions on Chinese soil. His superiors said the military presence was needed to safeguard commercial interests.


The discussion of the two marines was interrupted by the sound of ordinance. Neither one noticed another ship approaching. It was the SS Lepanto, an Italian light cruiser stationed in Shanghai. A deck gun fired a volley to salute the arriving marines. Roberto and Walter joined others on deck waving to the crew on the passing ship. It and two small Italian gunboats were the extent of the Italian Navy’s presence in Chinese waters. The Italian Navy was vastly outnumbered by the 45 American, English and Japanese ships anchored in the middle of the busy river.


The Lepanto escorted the transport slowly down the river. They couldn’t dock in their designated space because a Japanese cargo vessel was not finished being unloaded by the hundreds of Chinese who labored under the watchful eye of Japanese soldiers. Roberto found it ironic Chinese were unloading guns and ammunition he suspected would be used to kill their fellow countrymen in future battles.


Walter was the first to notice the sound of approaching planes. He tapped Roberto on the shoulder and pointed to specks in the sky. “Looks like we have visitors approaching.”


Roberto spotted four planes coming out of the sun. As the planes screamed in from a higher altitude, Walter yelled, “They’re Chinese, we’d better take cover.”


Roberto followed Walter to an area shielded by the ship’s superstructure but still in view of the dock, alive with men running for cover in every direction. Japanese anti-aircraft guns on the shore opened fire at the approaching planes.


The twin-engine light bombers lined up in single file for a bombing run against the Japanese supply ship at the dock and a battleship anchored in the river. The first bombs hit the water sending up a geyser of spray.


Explosions pierced the air and jolted Roberto to cover his ears.


“Those idiots,” Walter yelled. “They’ve miscalculated and have hit their own buildings.”


The first three planes made their bombing runs and headed off to the west. Anti-aircraft fire struck a fourth plane. Spewing dark black smoke from the left engine, the stricken plan quickly lost altitude and disappeared sputtering over the horizon. Roberto heard a loud explosion and watched a plume of black smoke rise into the blue sky.


Firefighters, police and ambulances soon converged along The Bund to extinguish the fires and take the wounded to hospitals.


The bombing extensively damaged several buildings including the Palace Hotel. The Japanese supply ship and battleship escaped without visible damage.


“That tells you a lot about how this war is going for the Chinese,” Walter said.


Once ashore, they were pressed into service to help evacuate the wounded. Shanghai police officers directed the marines to the Palace Hotel, which sustained a direct hit to the rooftop restaurant.


As they made their way along The Bund, the carnage was worse than anything Roberto had ever seen. Body parts were strewn everywhere. At one intersection, Roberto saw the wreckage of a Buick and an Oldsmobile set afire by the bombing. The blackened bodies of the drivers smoldered in their seats.


Roberto stopped to help an injured Chinese man sitting on the curb. A British police officer forced him to move on. “We treat the Europeans first,” he said pushing Roberto along the street toward the hotel.


When they got to the hotel lobby, bleeding guests filled the expensively upholstered chairs and couches. Glass and pieces of ceiling littered the floor.


One British guest propped up against a wall yelled to Roberto and asked for a cigarette. Roberto handed him one then noticed the man was missing most of his leg below the knee. His blood soaked the plush blue carpet.


Roberto found some shredded drapes nearby and created a tourniquet to tie off the man’s stump. The bleeding slowed but the man lost consciousness. Roberto gently took the cigarette from the man’s hand and stayed with him until he was evacuated to a nearby hospital.


The surprises of China duty were only beginning.
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Every spare evening, I was at the Letos’ apartment interviewing the couple about their wartime experience. I had told Shorter, my city editor, about the Letos and my plans for a feature on the couple. He pressed me to finish the feature for the following Sunday, but I managed to escape that immediate predicament by telling him I needed more time to research the story. He mumbled some profanity beneath his breath and found an AP feature with a Daytona dateline about beach erosion. Daytona was close enough to St. Augustine to be considered metro news. Residents in every city along the Florida coast are concerned about beach erosion. Thank God for the Associated Press.


I stalled Shorter for nearly a month. I knew he wasn’t going to accept my “more time” excuse much longer.


“Hey Duncan,” he said one morning when I came into the newsroom. “Whatever happened to that feature on the China couple? You’ve had that story for more than a month.”


“George it’s a great story. I want to pitch it for A-1 some Sunday.”


“You let me take care of the pitching stories. The ME will make the decision about A-1.”


The ME, or managing editor, was a nice guy but thought the best features about people were obituaries. He was always looking for a prominent obit for page 1. Shorter wasn’t much better. His most popular people feature involved any state, county or city employee wasting taxpayers’ money. Neither one would be attracted to a war story for the front page, especially a war story more than 60 years ago.


“Tell me why you think it’s worth A-1?” Shorter asked taking a gulp of the muddy water he called coffee from a mug he hadn’t washed since Nixon resigned.


“It’s a great love story and…”


“A what? What the hell do you think we’re running here, a Goddamn tabloid. This is a respectable family newspaper. If you want to write a bodice ripper, talk to Harlequin. I’m not paying reporters to write fucking love stories.”


“It’s more than a love story, George. Give me a chance to explain. It’s a story about spies, international intrigue and torture. Our government lied about this guy.”


Shorter gave me an odd look and slurped his hot coffee again. From his expression, I knew he was waiting for more details on the story.


“It’s pretty involved. When I finish the interviews, I’ll give you more details.”


“Look Duncan this is a small staff. I can’t afford to assign you to some love story while the rest of the reporters struggle to put out a daily paper.”


“I’m aware of that George. I’ll do this story on my own time. I’ll do my regular beat and work some extra Saturdays if you give me additional time for the story.”


Shorter smiled. He always accepted volunteers for the Saturday police beat. He again grunted something unintelligible, hitched up his baggy trousers and sauntered to the coffee machine in the back of the newsroom to get another cup of muddy water.
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After the wounded were evacuated, the marines were trucked back to a musty warehouse along the pier. Roberto and the other 200 newly arrived marines entered the dilapidated building while Chinese police officers hurriedly tried to remove the last of the many refugees who desperately sought shelter in the city from the fighting in the countryside.
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