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The Characters
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Rayner Deutschmann/Charles Hardy

protagonist, your hero, young, handsome

he’s your narrator

––––––––
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Joseph E. Atkinson

newspaper magnate and erstwhile guardian

or a stingy Methodist with an eye on profits?

––––––––
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Vera Atkinson

long suffering wife of a certain newspaper magnate

she knows what goes on in the mind of a stingy Methodist

she shows up eventually

––––––––
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Mrs. Angela Tate 

Mr. Atkinson’s executive assistant, a war widow

she’s running out of time

what’s her role in all of this?

––––––––
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Willis Reid

a veteran reporter for the Toronto Telegram

––––––––
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Estella Jackson

wealthy daughter of a deceased shipping magnate

incorrigible by her own admission

she’s loaded

––––––––
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Colette 

an employee of the Louvre, a war widow with a child

she mourns for her husband. Hates Germans

they killed her husband in the war

Marianne is Colette’s younger sister

getting a picture now, are you?

––––––––
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Edna St. Vincent Millay

a brilliant poet, out of control, mind you

definitely a ‘femme fatale’

She wants you, but what for?

––––––––
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Edith Wharton

Pulitzer Prize winning novelist

an older woman, she’s longing for love

Henry James did not want her

For ten bucks you can meet her

––––––––
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Margaret Rowland

itinerant lecturer, talking head

she knows what’s good for you

––––––––
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Hep

a gambler, newspaper reporter, would be poet and novelist

sidekick, with an emphasis on the ‘kick’

he doesn’t like the look of you

––––––––
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Millie 

Hep’s long suffering wife. 

how exactly will he get rid of her?

––––––––
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F. Scott Fitzgerald

successful novelist and unsuccessful husband

what’s the ‘F’ for?

––––––––
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Zelda Fitzgerald

she’s out of control

she knows what the ‘F’ is for

––––––––
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Miller

would be American novelist 

disgusting 

not much of a boxer

––––––––
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the Prime Minister of Canada

is he really a momma’s boy?

––––––––
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Hans Deutschmann

father of Rayner Deutschmann

what exactly happened to him?

––––––––
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The Count

a charming aristocrat

the leader of the German delegation 

to the 1919 peace conference,

a big smoker, he’s open to a 

new romance every now and then
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Prologue

April, 1922
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I don’t know where I was conceived nor under what circumstances I was conceived. My birth certificate, however, testifies that I was born in 1899 in the City of Berlin (now the City of Kitchener) in the County of Waterloo, in the Province of Ontario, in the Dominion of Canada.

Yup, I’m a Canadian.

...and I’m your narrator.

So, where do I start?

Soon you’ll be hearing all about me so I’ll start with my folks.

You’ll be happy to know that I have one mother.

...and two fathers. 

Now that makes for a whole different story, doesn’t it?

Not what you were expecting?

Don’t worry! 

We’ll be getting to Paris soon enough.

First of all, a word about my mother and her story is interesting. This lady was born into the Amish community of the County of Waterloo. If you’ve never heard about the Amish, they are the folks with the horses and the buggies and the prosperous farms and the speaking German all the time.

Father number one is my original father. This man was a very handsome, ‘rough around the edges’, first-generation, non-Amish, bona fide German immigrant. I get my good looks from him. This daddy came to Canada for fame and fortune, but he was disappointed. All he got in Canada was long hours and back breaking hard work in some miserable factory in Kitchener. 

It was all very Charles Dickens.

After his marriage to my mother, my father proceeded to drink his way into full blown alcoholism.

What a tragedy!

Maybe my birth father thought that my mother would get the family farm, and that he could become some kind of German speaking lord of the manor, like somewhere in Bavaria or the Tyrol or something. 

It didn’t quite work out for him, did it? 

It wasn’t in the cards for my father.

He never got a manor for him to lord over. 

Now, a question.

Do you think that my mother paid a price for succumbing to her passions for this handsome man and for leaving the faith to marry an outsider?

Definitely.  

What was the price?

My mother was shunned by the Amish community and completely dropped by her Amish family. 

She was forbidden to return to the cult.

She was dead to them.

Deader than dead.

They wanted her to marry a nice Amish boy.

My mother chose to renounce her faith, and all its benefits, to marry a handsome, ticking time bomb of a man.

So, the clock ticks as time passes. In drunken, alcoholic rages my birth father starts beating my mother.

Like she was to blame for anything.

Wife beating is a crime.

That didn’t stop him.

I heard everything.

Was marital infidelity involved?

Was it about the farm?

I don’t know.

One day my birth father skipped out on my mother. He left her black and blue. 

Good riddance to that mother beater.

Where did he go? 

I don’t know. 

No one knows.

Is he dead or is he alive? 

I don’t know. 

Was there some kind of divorce? 

I don’t know. Were they even legally married? 

I wasn’t at the ceremony, was I?

I’ve never seen a marriage certificate.

Anyway, a few years later my mother is unattached. She meets and marries an Old Order, but not kindly, Amish farmer from the sticks of Waterloo County. 

God only knows what back flips were required to land this old codger!

Anyway, he’s daddy number two.

Did I mention that daddy number two is old enough to be my grandfather? 

The old boy’s first wife died in childbirth.

Call it an ‘Amish Divorce’.

The baby didn’t make it either.

Poor little thing.

So, here’s the deal. My mother got shunned for marrying my loser father, but her sins are forgiven because she marries back into the faith. 

To her credit, the plan worked, if there was a plan at all.

Hey! Maybe it was true love!

What the hell do I know?

There were some good consequences.

For one, the marriage took the Amish ‘shun’ off my mother and I got a new home, a farm in the County of Waterloo in the good, old Province of Ontario, Canada.

My mother and father number two speak German all the time. 

So, what’s on the agenda for my mother?

Give the old man a child. 

That’s what he wants. The old boy wants a male heir, someone of his own flesh and blood to inherit his farm. 

What does my mother do? 

She delivers a baby boy, a male heir and he’s a healthy little fellow.

...bit of a problem for me, however.

Unfortunately, I am not that boy. 

What happens when your mother remarries then has a son with husband number two?  

You get ‘bumped’. 

‘Bumped’ means that there’s little love and no inheritance for you. You are at the bottom of the pecking order, if you were in the pecking order to begin with. I’m happy for my mother, of course. Childbirth number two did not kill her, did it? Nor did husband number two. That’s good news, isn’t it? 

For me, life on the farm is rocky. You pay for your ‘keep’ by working like a slave on land that will never be yours.  Then, on Sundays, you’re on your knees for hours in that place of torture they call a ‘meeting house’, repenting for the sins your father committed.

Repenting for being born, more like it.

At home, you suffer the slings and arrows of a rather outrageous misfortune. Hiding out in the barn does no good. Enjoy beatings from a rather cranky ‘you know who’? Let me tell you, those guys can inflict pain with that good, old buggy whip.  

They believe in discipline. 

It’s a tenet of their faith.

If an Amish daddy thinks it’s a good idea, it’s permissible to administer the whip.

There’s no questions asked.

Anyway, you can’t take it anymore. Suddenly, out of nowhere, a dark savior enters the picture but your savior’s not a person.  It’s a war. It has a name. They call it the ‘Great War’ now, but then, it was just another war that kept getting bigger. The British need folks to fight in their ‘Great War’. 

Does a future with a rifle on your shoulder look promising? 

Actually, it does. 

You get to leave the County of Waterloo, you see, and you get to shoot things.  

What do you do?

You run away from home. 

Good riddance to you. You’re not missed. You’ve left a note. All is explained. No more need be said. You’re off to join the army. 

Of course, my mother felt pain at my leaving, but I wanted to become a man. I wanted to make my way in the world or to die trying. 

Let’s face it, my mother’s hands were full with the baby and the farm and all.

The old boy suddenly gets a smile on his face.

Why does the old boy think my joining up is such a great idea?

Because this kid’s gonna be dead meat in no time.

Hallelujah! All inheritance problems are solved!

In two shakes of a dog’s tail, Waterloo County’s behind you and you’re at the front in Belgium or France or wherever. The army starts you out as cannon fodder going ‘over the top’ but you are lucky, lucky, lucky! 

The Germans don’t kill you. 

Here’s a twist! 

One day your army realizes that you are a damn good shot. 

You’re a marksman, yes you are! 

The army makes you a sniper. 

You learn how to shoot Germans with your brand-new Lee Enfield rifle, if you must know make and model. They tell you to ‘kneecap’ as many Germans as you can. ‘Kneecap’? Why? You figure it out. A wounded guy is more of a burden on his military. A dead guy gets shoved into the ground after he’s killed and that’s that.  On the other hand, a wounded guy is a big management problem. All those bandages, all those doctors, nurses, medications, and hospitals. A wounded soldier’s a never-ending financial burden on his military. 

Imagine all the whining!

‘I’m in pain! Give me a pill! Kill, me, I want to die!’

Well, orders are orders and with their rifle to my head, who am I to disagree with their ‘knee capping’ strategy?

In a way, regarding the war, you and I were both in it together. While you were waving the flag back home, I was taking out Germans at the front.

Truth is, I got to shoot my stepfather a lot and when I got tired of that, I shot my real father a over and over.

My apologies for the bitterness.

You know what happens next?

If you guessed that it’s payback time, you are correct.

You get shot. 

You get picked off by a German sniper, but he’s a lousy marksman. He doesn’t kill you. He misses your knee by a country mile, but he does shoot you in the shoulder. Did he even try to shoot me in the knee? 

Was I happy about being shot in the shoulder? No, I was not! Mind you, in retrospect, I wasn’t sentenced to a lifetime on crutches or in a wheelchair.

So, what do they do with wounded you? They ship you back to Canada.

Where else?

Your penance for all your shooting—or is it your reward—is a new situation. You are now an invalid, but hallelujah, there’s magic afoot! You’re shipped home to recover in a ward in a military hospital in good, old Toronto, Ontario, Canada!

Toronto the Good!

Anyway, one day, out of nowhere, the guy in the next bed asks me an interesting question.

“What do you want to do for the rest of your life?” he asks. 

I reply that most likely I will have no choice. I expect that Canada will return me to the front in Europe to die the death I narrowly escaped. 

That’s what they do with guys who have recovered, right? They ship you back to the front for more war fun. 

Buddy in the next bed with the bandages on his face, the fellow who looks like a living ghost, tells me he’s gonna be a writer when the war ends. He says that he’s gonna write all about his experiences in the war. He tells me he has some ‘how to’ books on the topic. 

Will I read them to him?

Damn right, I will!

I’ve got time on my hands.

He was a nice fellow.

Past tense.

Inspired by my buddy, I write compositions about my life. I write about my mother and my fathers, about war and peace, about being a sniper and getting wounded.

My pal couldn’t write, so as a favor for his encouragement, I wrote up a lot of his experiences. As a result, between his experiences and mine, we had a gold mine of material to write about and believe me, I still have plenty of these notes.

You know what happens next.

The bandaged angel in the next bed passes away. 

Influenza or infection, something like that. 

Poor man.

He didn’t write a single word. 

I’m glad I did it all for him.

I’ll never forget him and his kindness to me.

I carried on writing. I showed my work to other people, nurses and counselors and such. They liked what I wrote.  Were folks interested in my war experiences, you know, about my life and the people in it?

Yes, they were interested. 

Could I possibly earn a living as a writer?

Maybe I’ll give it a shot some day and find out.

What happens next?

Saints be praised!

I recover.

There I am, ready to go back to the front, to kill or be killed. This time, however, I’ll make proper notes so I can write a great war novel, which in turn will get published and I’ll make my way in the world.

How’s that for a plan?

Ready for a surprise? 

They’re not sending you back to Europe!  You’re not going anywhere! You’re going down the street to the west end of the City of Toronto to start a new job!

You’re assigned to work in an ‘abattoir’ in Toronto. 

What’s an ‘abattoir’, you ask? Well, don’t bother looking it up. ‘Abattoir’ is a nice sounding, perfumed up French word for a slaughterhouse, you know, a meat packing plant. Lucky me, lucky ‘kraut’ me!  Their plan for me is to spend the duration of the war as a slave in a freaking meat packing plant in Toronto! 

You know what happens next?

I get the shittiest job in the plant.

Was it because of my German surname?

Was it because I am from Kitchener, the meat packing capital of Canada?

God only knows, but I have my suspicions.  

The whole assignment is an outrage. Here I am, born and raised in Canada, a wounded veteran, and I get the shittiest job in a shitty abattoir!

I should have worn my medals every day to remind them of my service to Canada, just to make them feel guilty,

What about being a writer? Precisely who wants to read a novel about a guy who works in an abattoir?

Nobody, that’s who!

So, welcome to my nightmare! I’m now killing animals, mostly cattle and pigs. The abattoir provides all the necessary hooks and conveyor belts, the bibs, the odor, the greasy fellow workers, the whole damn nightmarish thing. 

Never been to a slaughterhouse?

Well, slaughterhouses are where the steaks and the dog food come from.

‘Slaughterhouse’. 

It’s a horrible word.

‘Abattoir’.

The word’s an embarrassment to the French language.

Got the picture in your head? ‘Abattoir’, ‘slaughterhouse’, a big, dark, stinking place where animals are killed and animal blood runs to the sewer all day and every bloody night.

Enough of that horror story! 

Fast forward to the present.
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You’re now in Toronto, Canada. It’s precisely fourteen minutes past two in the afternoon, on the eleventh day of April in the year of our Lord, nineteen hundred and twenty-two. I’m wearing my only suit and I’m sitting in the oak paneled office of a very, very important man. This chap is a real, honest to God, ‘captain of industry’. His name is Joseph E. Atkinson. Never heard of him? Don’t panic. Just remember that he’s the publisher and owner of the biggest and best newspaper in Toronto, Ontario, Canada and Toronto is no small town.

Atkinson’s newspaper is called ‘The Toronto Daily Star’. Of course, the newspaper is not actually a ‘daily’. It’s not printed on Sundays. That would be sacrilegious. Of course, way down under, this Protestant captain of industry would like an exemption so he could print the paper on Sundays.

More newspaper sales, more ad revenue, more profit.

Joe Atkinson’s got a tough job, mind you. Newspapers don’t print themselves. You try making a fortune on a newspaper which sells for five cents a copy.

I carefully and silently watch the face of Joe Atkinson as he reads my submission to The Star. Somehow this feeble submission has made it all the way up to the publisher.

Atkinson reads in silence. Occasionally he clears his throat. It’s not a real cough, of course. It’s an emotional, nonverbal statement, but what does it mean? I want him to say something I can understand, but he reads my material in silence.

Him reading my submission, though, that’s good, isn’t it?

As I wait, I have a good view of the thinning hair on the top of his head. This Atkinson fellow is not a young man by any means.  The years have given him power and influence but not a lot of hair. 

I should talk. 

Maybe, someday, I’ll be getting a bit thin on top myself.

For now, ladies, I’ve got lots of lovely hair.

Everybody in Toronto knows Joseph E. Atkinson, yet he’s a paradox. On one hand, he is famous for his commitment to bettering the human condition, but is there a motive? Does he really have a heart of gold? On the other hand, he is famous for his near religious commitment to making money, but can you take it with you?  Well, folks, there’s your paradox. The two shouldn’t mix, but they do. How? Atkinson’s a follower of John D. Rockefeller of Cleveland, Ohio, a little town just down the road from Toronto. Rockefeller’s the richest man in the world, living proof that money and religion can exist quite happily together.

‘Prophet’ and ‘profit’? 

Don’t get me started.

Joe Atkinson’s got a tough job, mind you. Newspapers don’t print themselves. 

Needless to say, among Atkinson’s admirers are the bankers, politicians and other financial interests who run the country. 

Some folks have no idea where Joe Atkinson is coming from. 

Who says you can’t have it both ways?

Well, Methodism does.

Guess who’s a Methodist!

Mister Joseph E. Atkinson.

Yes, sir! Joe’s a Methodist, the same religion as the aforementioned John D. Rockefeller, the richest man in the world. Like this Rockefeller fellow, Atkinson is a ‘hands on’ owner. He keeps a close eye on what goes into his paper.

Always looking for writing talent, Atkinson’s the kind of fellow who will read the submission of an unknown writer when others would toss it into the garbage. Just watch out! He’s ruthless. Don’t waste his time! He can end the career of a young time waster with a single slash of his pen! 

How about the opposite? 

Can he make a nobody into a somebody?

Yes, he can.

“How do guys do it?” Atkinson asks without lifting his head.  

He’s still reading my submission.

Do I know what he’s talking about? 

I don’t. 

‘Do what?’ I ask myself. 

Atkinson finally offers an explanation. “It’s like magic. Does it come to you in your sleep or what?” he asks.

Oh, that’s interesting! This fellow can read and talk at the same time.

Is this how bigwigs operate?

I better say something. “I’m not quite sure...,” I offer.

“I’m talking about inspiration, the inspiration to write beautiful stuff like this. You know some guys are born to be great at things, like great hockey players, for example, or guys like John D. Rockefeller. Then there’s the rest of us untalented bums grinding out our dreary day to day existence never knowing the true inspiration to write like you write.”

Atkinson lifts his head to look at me. “So, son, I ask you again. How do you guys do it?”

My experiences in the war flash before my eyes.

‘Maybe lying on your back with a bullet through your shoulder gives you an appreciation for the finer things in life’, I say to myself. 

For now, I’ll keep my mouth shut. Some things should not be said. I shrug my shoulders and feign ignorance.

“Why doesn’t God share the power of the Creator with everybody?” 

I don’t reply.

“I think God wants us to write human history, to tell our story, don’t you?”

I don’t answer.

“...but it’s kind of cruel, isn’t it?” he continues.

“Cruel, sir?”

“Yeah, cruel. God wants us to write human history, but he only gives the gift to certain people. Folks like you, son. You’re one of the gifted. What are your thoughts? Got an answer for me? What’s your theory?”

“Sir, your guess is as good as mine,” is all I can say.

“Well, son, when you figure it out, let me know. Will you do that?”

“I will,” I answer.

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

Atkinson starts to look around his desk. “Oh, where is it?” he asks.

What now?

“Ah, here it is,” he says. “Your ‘CV’, your ‘curriculum vitae’. That’s what I was looking for. I misplaced your ‘curriculum vitae’. Let’s have a read, shall we?”

Atkinson reads for a moment.  

“‘Curriculum vitae’? It’s a rather fancy name for a resumé, isn’t it?”  Atkinson asks, once again speaking while he reads.

He looks for my reaction to his little joke. 

“I suppose so,” I answer.    

“If you’re looking for a job, here’s a good tip,” he says.

“Sir?”

“If your resumé is rather thin, call it a ‘curriculum vitae’ instead. A couple of Latin words add ‘gravitas’ to a thin resumé, don’t they? Go from the French ‘resumé’ to the Latin ‘curriculum vitae’, and you’ll do better every time. At least, that’s what I’m thinking.”

I share my weak smile with Captain of Industry Atkinson.

“So, your name is, where is it? Oh, yes, there it is, son. Oh, boy! Oh boy! Your name, right off the bat, I’m having difficulty with it.  I’m guessing it’s pronounced ‘Dutchman’. Is that it? Am I getting it right?”

“Not quite, sir, but you’re close.”

“Thank you, son. I’m usually pretty good with names. So, your name, are you Dutch? Your name makes me think of Holland, with the wooden shoes and the windmills and the painters,” Atkinson asks without lifting his head. “My word, the Dutch are great painters, aren’t they? Are you a good painter too, you know with the dramatic light on the faces and the dark background?”

“No, I’m not,” I reply.

“Do you know that painting, ‘The Night Watch’? It’s a Rembrandt, I think. He was a Dutchman, wasn’t he?”

“I know the painting,” I reply.

“...you know, lad, I’ve actually seen ‘The Night Watch’. It’s a masterpiece. I think it’s in the Louvre. No, no, I saw it in Amsterdam, in the ‘Rijk’ something or other, ‘Rijksmuseum’, maybe? Figures it would be in a Dutch museum and not the Louvre. The Louvre is for French paintings, isn’t it?”

“Sir, my name is pronounced ‘Doy-eech-man’, but put it all together fast, kind of like you’re spitting it out.  Don’t say it slowly.  It’s got an ‘oy’ sound in the middle, ‘oy’.”

“‘Doyeechman’? How’s that?”

“That’s very good, sir.”

“So, it’s not a Dutch name at all?”

“It’s a German name,” I reply.

“...and not Dutch at all?”

“That’s right.”

“Let me try it again. ‘Doyeechman’? Did I get it right?”

“Yes, sir, you got it perfect.”

“Doyeechman? What does it mean? What’s with the ‘Dutch’ sound in your last name?  Rather confusing, isn’t it?”

“I think that ‘Deutschmann’ means ‘German guy’. For sure it’s a mouthful, a challenge to pronounce the first time you read it,” I answer. 

“It sure as hell is but let’s soldier on. You know someone somewhere is probably mispronouncing ‘Atkinson’, I suppose, probably someone in Germany, now that I think of it.  So, son, according to your resume, you fought in the Great War? Is that true?”

“I did.”

“On our side? Were you on our side, you know, the British side, or were you on the other side, the German side?”

“I was on Canada’s side, sir.”

“Did you volunteer?”

“I did, in 1914.”

“August, 1914?”

“Yes, sir.”

Amazed, Atkinson eases back. “Good Lord! You signed up in the first month of the war! You know, right there, that says a lot about your character! Got caught up in the euphoria of it all, did you? Did you volunteer with a bunch of your best buddies? It was supposed to be one great big party, right? It was supposed to be over in a couple of weeks?”

“No, sir, I didn’t get caught up in the euphoria. I had other reasons.”

“Ouch! Personal reasons, I’m guessing?” Atkinson remarks. “Was your father a drinker by any chance?”

“Yeah. There’s no reason to go into it.”

“Sounds like a kind of ‘Cain and Abel’ story to me, I’m guessing. Do you know that Bible story?”

“I do,” I reply.

“... but son, your wish is my command!  Personal reasons, we all got ‘em! No need to hear any more. So, you were born in 1899?”

“That’s right, sir.”

“Well, by my arithmetic, you were only fourteen years old when you enlisted. Kinda young, weren’t you?”

“Fifteen, and the army had no trouble taking me on.”

“Were you untruthful about your age?”

“I was big for my age.”

“Really! Well filled out, were you?”

“I guess so,” I reply. “People say that I was ‘solid’.”

“Son, let me get this right. You lied about your age to join the army to fight for our country?  Is that it?”

“Yeah, that’s one way of looking at it.”

“Imagine that! On day one of the war a German kid enlisted in the Canadian army to fight the Kaiser! Is that what happened?”

“Yes, sir,” I answer. “A lot of German Canadian kids signed up to fight for Canada.”

“...and you lied about your age?”

“That’s right, sir.”

“Well, son, that’s flat out cheating, but it’s the only kind of cheating I can abide. In fact, your enlisting was an act of bravery. Did you get a medal just for that one solitary act of bravery?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“... so, son of a gun, at age fifteen, you saw action, did you?”

“Plenty.”

“Good Lord! You saw action! You know, the government wouldn’t let me enlist. Sir Henry Pellatt was raising a regiment. I asked to join. Pellatt said, ‘No, sir, ain’t gonna do it.”

“Is that so?” I answer.

“Son, I sat out the Great War in this very chair. Wipers?”

“What about it?”

“Were you there?”

“You’re talking about the battle of ‘Ypres’?” I inquire.

“That’s right,” he replies. “’Wipers’, that’s how they pronounce it around here.”

“Yeah, I was there.”

“Hell of a battle, wasn’t it?” he asks.

“It was,” I reply. “The shelling never ended.”

“Elsewhere?”

“Mr. Atkinson, there were many, many, ‘elsewheres’.”

“Vimy Ridge? Passchendaele?”

“Probably. Half the time we didn’t know where we were. After a while, you don’t care. Nobody cared. The war beat the ‘caring’ out of you, sir. You were too busy preparing for the end.”

“‘Preparing for the end’! Down on your hands and knees in prayer, right?”

“Sometimes,” I reply.”

“Ever go ‘over the top’?”

“Yeah, many times.”

“They’d blow a whistle and over you’d go?”

“That’s right.”

“Ever see a buddy get shot?”

“Yeah,” I reply.

“Ever see your lieutenant get shot?”

“...sad to say, we lost more than one lieutenant in battle.” 

“So, you went over the top and you never got wounded?”

“Oh, no, sir, I was wounded all right. I took a bullet in the shoulder.”

“Good Lord! In the shoulder, you say?”

“That’s right.”

“Did it hurt?” he asks.

“It hurt like hell.”

“...and it didn’t kill you?”

“That’s right. It didn’t kill me.”

“So, you’re the man they couldn’t kill, are you?”

“That’s right. They didn’t kill me.”

“...and you recovered from your wounds?”

“I did, sir.  I recovered from my wounds.”

“May I see your wound?”

I unbutton my shirt to display my wound as Atkinson puts on his glasses.

In a moment, Atkinson is inspecting my shoulder.

“Crickey! The bullet went right through. What a mess! Does your shoulder bother you?”

“Occasionally,” I reply.

“You know, son, to get shot down in your manhood would be an awful thing, wouldn’t it?” Atkinson asks.

“I’m sure it’s happened, sir.”

“You’d just want to die...”

“...most likely it would actually kill you.”

“Yeah, I suppose. We men have a lot of stuff going on down there. A bullet would really make a mess, wouldn’t it? If the average guy survived the wound, it would be a hell of a problem for him, wouldn’t you say?”

“I would say,” I reply.

“...the old lady back in Toronto wants to make a baby and you’ve got to tell her your manhood’s been shot off.”

“You’d be right about that, sir. There but for the grace of God goes every soldier.”

“Believe in God, do you?”

“In my own way.”

“Good answer! There’s way too many religions in this world and each one’s got a God of its own making.  What do they say? Every soldier in a foxhole believes in God! Ever see God on the battlefield? Did God make the world or did the world make God?”

“No, I didn’t see God on the battlefield. He may have created earth, but he’s left us alone to our own devices.”

“...but you did pray, didn’t you?”

“I did and I thought a lot about God.”

“Did you feel abandoned by God?”

“Perhaps he was busy,” I reply.

“So, you’re a foxhole philosopher!  Son of a gun, you’re one interesting guy! Imagine a human being cutting God some slack! Do you think prayer ain’t worth the paper it’s written on? Just do unto others as they do unto you and that’s it?  Do you think the Germans felt the same way?”

“We all hoped that praying would work magic,” I say.

Atkinson shakes his head. “Well, son, no doubt about it, you’re one brave young man. Got medals, I hope?”

“I did.”

“Ever feel like that ‘cannon fodder’ they’re always talking about?” 

“Definitely,” I reply.

“...but you, you were cannon fodder with a difference, weren’t you? You were lucky enough to see another day!”

“I didn’t always go over the top, sir. After a while they made me a sniper,” I reply.

“A sniper! Did you say you were a sniper? Hold the ‘phone! Son of a gun! Your story gets better every minute,” Atkinson exclaims. “I’m astonished.  Seriously? You were a sniper?”

“Yes, sir, I was a sniper. I’m a good shot.”

“So, you were a sniper!  Good eyesight and a steady hand, I’m guessing?”

“Pretty much.”

“You know, you’re the first sniper I’ve ever met. Have you kept up your skills?”

“I have,” I reply.

“Good for you! Go to the shooting range, do you?”

“About once a month. You never know when there’ll be another war.”

“...and you’re still a good shot?”

“So they tell me.”

Atkinson walks to the window and looks down at the busy street below.

What exactly is he doing?

“Come here, son.” 

Atkinson motions to me. I proceed to the window.

Atkinson puts a fatherly arm around my shoulder. 

“What do you see?” he asks.

“I pretty much see a typical, dreary downtown Toronto afternoon.”

“Me too,” Atkinson says as he looks into well-worn binoculars. “Son, do you see that woman pushing a baby carriage, down there?”

Atkinson’s testing me.

“Yes, I see her.”

Atkinson looks at me in shock. “Excuse me, you can actually see that woman and her baby carriage without binoculars?”

“Yes, sir, I can see them. I have good eyesight.”

“Well, good on you! No need for spectacles?”

“That’s right, sir. No need for spectacles.”

“Nothing floating in front of your eyes?”

“Nope.”

“Well, son, I’ve got tons of floaters. The eye doctor says that there’s nothin’ I can do about them. Anyway, enough of that! Now, can you imagine a rifle in your hands?”

“I certainly can,” I reply.

“Good, good!  Now, answer this question. If you had a loaded rifle in your hands, could you pick ‘em off?”

“You mean ‘pick off’ a mother and child, as in kill a mother and a child in a baby carriage?”

The suggestion horrifies me.

“Yeah, that’s exactly what I mean,” Atkinson replies. “If you had a loaded rifle in your hands, could you pick ‘em off?”

“Yeah, I could,” I say. “I could certainly ‘pick ‘em off’.”

“You’d need some sort of specialty rifle, I suppose?” Atkinson asks.

“No, a Lee Enfield rifle with a scope is all I’d need. Maybe not even a scope. It’s a common rifle.”

“...and in your brain, can you make provision for wind, curvature of the earth, air density. What else?  I don’t really know, gravity, air temperature?” 

“Mr. Atkinson, I’m a trained sniper,” I reply.

“...and you could take out that woman and her baby from here? Is that what you’re saying?”

“Well, yes and no, sir.”

“What do you mean? You said ‘yes’ before. Now you mean ‘no’? ‘No’ as in, ‘you couldn’t pick them off?’” Atkinson asks.

“I mean ‘yes’, I could take them out but ‘no’, I would not take them out. They are civilians, sir. I would never harm a civilian. I won’t even consider the possibility, not even a hypothetical possibility. It’s repugnant to me.”

“Repugnant to you? Well, bully for you and your high moral standards! Well, let’s pick out another target. Do you see that old fellow at the news stand buying our newspaper?”

“I do.” I reply.

“Can you pretend that he’s old ‘Kaiser Billy’ himself?”

“Okay,” I reply.

“Now, pretend that the war is on.”

“Okay...”

“...and you receive orders to assassinate Kaiser Billy. You got that? Got the scenario?”

“I’ve got it.”

“Now, tell me. Could you pick off old Kaiser Billy from here?”

“I could,” I reply.

“...but it’s a great distance, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but I could pick him off from here, easy,” I say. “Of course, I would require proper authorization to assassinate an important person like the Kaiser or a woman pushing her baby in a carriage, come to think of it.”

“Brother, you are one cool character,” Atkinson says. “You have ice in your veins. War didn’t make you amoral, did it?”

“No, it didn’t,” I answer. “If anything, I think it made me more ‘moral’. Anyway, about the Kaiser in your scenario, before I’d fire, I’d locate German snipers covering the Kaiser. I’d try to, anyway.”

“You’d want to take them out first, I’m guessing,” Atkinson says. “Good idea!”

“No, no, no, the Kaiser would go first, then his cover. If I took out his cover first, they’d whisk the Kaiser out of there and that would be the end of that, and me too, probably.”

“So, the Kaiser would go first and then the German sniper cover?”

“Exactly,” I reply. “...but it would really be a suicide mission, sir. You know, when all is said and done, it’s a real pity you didn’t see service in the Great War. You pick military things up pretty good.”

“Well, I’m not finished,” Atkinson says. “I’m sorry to torture you, but I have another question.”

“Shoot!”

“This one’s about motion.”

“Motion? Ask away.”

“Say a bigwig was driving up Toronto’s main street in an open car. Let’s say he’s waving to the adoring crowds on some sort of special occasion. Let’s say he’s the King or the President or some other really important person.”

“Perhaps the publisher of a prestigious newspaper who just made his first billion?”

“Exactly.  Could you pick that fellow off in that moving car from where we’re standing?”

“Certainly. Might take a couple of shots, but yes, I could pick him off. Any good sniper could pick the poor fellow off.”

“Would it make a mess of him?”

“Yes, it would make a mess of him. I hope it would kill him instantly.”

“You don’t think of such things when it’s your job, right? You pull the trigger and that’s the end of it.”

“That’s the end of it,” I repeat.

“No regrets?”

“Yeah, there are regrets. A sniper is a human being,” I reply. “You’re killing another human being for God’s sake.”

“Regrets?” Atkinson asks.

“I regret that Germany illegally invaded Belgium and killed so many innocent people.”

“...and that’s what you tell yourself?” Atkinson asks.

“That’s correct, sir.”

“No personal guilt?”

There is an awkward moment. 

Atkinson and I join eyes.

After a long moment, Atkinson bursts into laughter.

“Son, it’s hard to tell if you’re kidding or being truthful. You’ve got that quality.”

My weak smile reflects my confusion. Have I done something to be proud of?

“...and you’ve kept your skills up, you know, like, how often do you go to the firing range?”

“About once a month.”

“So you said! Well, how about that for a ‘kettle of fish’!” Atkinson is almost shouting. 

“I have a better question to ask, if you don’t mind?”

“Shoot! You’re the sniper.”

“Not to be presumptuous, sir, but how exactly does a person equate what I did in the war with a ‘kettle of fish’?” 

Atkinson feigns misunderstanding. Suddenly, he bursts into laughter.

“You know you’re a son of a gun. Imagine! You killed people and you’re still a bit of a comedian,” he says emphatically. “I’m in a room with a sure enough killer.”

“Not people’, sir, ‘enemy soldiers’, and I was under orders from my superiors. I killed or wounded the enemy, never civilians. It’s kind of offensive to call me a ‘killer’.”

“‘Wounded’? Did you wound guys on purpose?”

“All the time.”

“Why?”

“Orders, for psychological reasons, sir.”

“Kind of a terror tactic, I’m guessing?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You don’t play games in war, true?”

“True.”

“How many enemy soldiers did you wound?”

“Many,” I reply. “I didn’t keep count.”

“How many enemy soldiers did you kill?”

“I don’t know. If I knew, I certainly wouldn’t tell anybody.”

“You’ve buried it, have you?”

“I’ve tried to.”

“Do you carry a burden because of it?”

“Yes, I do, but I’m at peace with it. It was war. I was doing my duty. Kill or be killed. I’ve gone through a lot of stuff since then.”

Atkinson takes a deep breath. 

“Well, son, you’ve got real, honest to God, intestinal fortitude. If you were in my army, you’d have a Victoria Cross.” 

“Sir, they don’t give the Victoria Cross to snipers,” I say.

“That so?”

“It’s the truth.”

“Hmm, I suppose it glorifies death. It’s a damn shame though,” Atkinson says.

“There are some things I’d rather not talk about, if you don’t mind,” I answer. “About the medals, I got my share.”

“Well, let me say, it’s been an honor just to meet you. War is hell and you went through it. You made all the stops along the way.”

I nod my appreciation to Mr. Joseph Atkinson.
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Chapter Two  
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“After the war?” Atkinson asks.

“I worked in an abattoir, sir.”

“Son of a gun! An abattoir? That’s an animal slaughterhouse, isn’t it?  Did they put a real war hero to work in a slaughterhouse?” Atkinson asks. “Did I hear you right?”

“You did, sir. You heard me right.”

“...an abattoir? In Toronto?”

“Yes, sir. There are abattoirs in the west end.”

“Is that a fact! I wasn’t aware! What did you do in your abattoir?”

“I slaughtered innocent animals for food.”

“No lie?”

“No lie.”

“Oh, my God! What a horrible job!”

“It didn’t turn out too well for the poor animals,” I reply.

“Good grief! First, men in France, then animals in Toronto! For how long?” Atkinson asks.

“For two years.”

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! I’d be a vegetarian after all that! It’s enough to turn your stomach, isn’t it? I suppose that you’re a vegetarian now?”

“No, believe it or not, I still like a good steak every now and then.”

“That so? Well, while we’re confessing, let me say that I like a good joint of beef myself, especially on Sundays,” Atkinson says. “Aren’t we a couple of hypocrites?”

Atkinson takes a seat at his desk. He continues to read my submissions.

Several moments go by. He takes his head away from his reading and speaks directly to me. “So, you’re not only a brave young veteran of the war. May I say that you’ve also got a talent for writing, real God-given talent,” he says.

“Thank you for the compliment,” I reply.

“You know, I don’t ordinarily read submissions of material to the paper for publication. I get too many of them. I’d be reading submissions all day long, wouldn’t I?”

“I suppose...”

“Everybody in Southern Ontario would be sending submissions to The Star for me to read.”

“I’m not certain how my submission got through,” I reply.

“To tell the truth, you can thank our Mrs. Tate for your good fortune. Have you met her yet?”

“No, sir, not yet.”

“Never met her? Well, son, she’s the one who reads submissions to the paper. In fact, she’s the one who put your work in front of me. To be truthful, I’m glad she did. I don’t mind telling you, reading your writing’s been a real treat. Sometimes I feel like I’m reading a good painting. To read a painting, that’s impossible of course, but that’s how good you are.”

“I must thank Mrs. Tate,” I reply.

“Oh, you’ll have your chance soon enough. Now, let’s talk turkey.  I’ve read all ten pieces you submitted. Now the five war pieces were really good, sensitive, touching and all that, but the five about Paris, don’t get me wrong, I liked the war pieces, the description was great, but I loved the Paris pieces. The war pieces really knocked my socks off but for me, you are all about Paris. The compositions about the war? Do we need to drag up the sorrows of the immediate past? That’s what Remembrance Day in November is for, isn’t it? But Paris!  Who doesn’t fantasize about Paris? Well, son, it’s April now and it’s all about spring, warm and fresh, right? Everybody wants spring in Paris, and, may I say, your writing about Paris is exquisite. It’s exceptional, pure fantasy. I’m engaged! Imagine me fantasizing about love in Paris at my age!”

I nod an acknowledgement to Mr. Atkinson who rubs his chin. “Son, I can’t tell a lie.  I’ve taken a shine to you and believe it or not, I’m gonna offer you a job, a choice of jobs to be precise. How do you feel about that?”

“I’d love to hear your offers,” I reply.

“Well, here goes! So, the first one is kind of prosaic but it’s right here in Toronto and you should know about it. The Star has room for a cub reporter. As a reporter, you’d be chasing ambulances, reportin’ on fires, that sort of thing.  It’s not too exciting but you’d be staying right here in good old Toronto. As for advancement, if you stick around, you’ll work your way up in the paper and someday, God willing, you could even be the publisher of this very newspaper. That’s not nothing, you know!”

“Thank you for the offer, sir. Sounds very good! Imagine me, publisher of The Toronto Star! That would be a great honor.”

“I notice that you’re not exactly foaming at the mouth, are you?”

“No, sir, I’m not foaming at the mouth, not yet.”

“Why’s that?” 

“I thought the offer might be about Paris.”

“Ah! Then you’d like to hear offer number two, is that right?”

I nod my head.

“Ever actually been to Paris?” he asks.

“Paris, France?” I ask. 

I am in shock.

“Son, do you think I’m talking about Paris, Ontario?”

“Just making sure.”

“Well, verifying things is good, I guess. That way there are no misunderstandings. Yes! Of course, I’m talking about the Paris in France! So, let me try the question again. Son, have you ever been to Paris, France?”

“Never,” I answer.

“Never?”

“I’ve was scheduled to go to Paris but then I was wounded.”

“Ouch! Now, a bullet through the shoulder would ruin anybody’s furlough, wouldn’t it? So, your holiday trip to Paris fell through?”

“It did indeed fall through, sir,” I reply. 

“Well, your ‘Paris’ pieces really fooled me. You know my wife and I have been to Paris a few times, before the war, of course.”

“I envy you,” I reply. 

“Well, you write like you’ve spent your whole life in Paris. You say you’ve never been?”

“I swear to God...”

“Maybe in another life?”

“Maybe.”

“My wife read your stuff. Sorry to say that she didn’t like it.”

“That’s unfortunate,” I reply.

“No, sir, she didn’t like it, not at all. She loved it!”

“I’m happy to hear that, sir.”

“... and you wrote all these pieces yourself, you know, without anyone’s help?”

“That’s right.”

“You didn’t copy anybody?”

“Nope.”

“You wrote all these pieces in your lonely room in the west end by the abattoir?”

“Yes, sir, at night in my lonely room.”

“Rain and sleet pelting on the window?”

“Once in a while.”

“Son, I like your work, but I’d like to do a bit of tinkering.”

Oh, no!

“Want to know what I think?” he adds.

Of course, I don’t.

“I like your Paris pieces, but I’d like to put a little spin on them, to tie them together, so to speak.”

“I appreciate any comments,” I reply.

“Okay. So, I can’t put naked, out of the blue, compositions in the paper, of course. That won’t work.”

‘Is it all going down the drain?’ I ask myself.

“How about letters? Can I put letters into the paper?” Atkinson asks.

“Letters, sir?”

“Letters in column form with your byline. Can you see it in your mind’s eye?”

“A column?” I ask.

“Letters in column form, something like that.  I think that you’re a letter writer,” Atkinson says.

I do not reply

“I have a theory about you. I think that you honed your writing skill in France.”

I do not reply.

“I think that you were writing letters to your girl back home or your mother, someone like that. How do I know that? Your work shows steady practice. Tell me, true or false, were you writing a letter a day to someone back home?”

“I’m ashamed to say that I didn’t write a single letter home,” I admit.

“Nothing to your mother or a girl friend?”

“That’s right.”

“Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“You could’ve fooled me. Well, be that as it may. Hell’s bells, I’m in the newspaper business, not the detective business, right?”

I don’t answer.

Atkinson continues. “Anyway, I’ve read through your submission a couple of times now and I’ve come to the conclusion that you write good. ‘Good’? No, that doesn’t sound right, does it? Is it ‘good’ or ‘well’, which is it? I should know, shouldn’t I? Does a person right ‘good’ or does a person write ‘well’? One’s an adjective and the other’s an adverb. Is ‘write’ an intransitive verb? I think it should be an intransitive verb, don’t you?”

I don’t reply.

“Anyhow, pardon my grammar if I misspoke. What I was trying to say is that you’re a good writer. I like you. I like the way you write. You’re confident.  I like confident people. Your writing is confident but not cocky. Whoa! Let me rephrase that. Practicing Methodists never use the word ‘cocky’.”

“It’s not a word you’d use in front of a woman,” I reply.

“...for what it’s worth, I don’t like the word ‘spunky’ either. People use it all the time, but I don’t like its connotation. It’s not a Methodist word. ‘Confident’, on the other hand, now that’s a good word, a proper English word, don’t you think?”

“I like the word ‘confident’,” I reply.

“Well, son, enough of our lollygagging. Are you ready for my second offer?”

“I am,” I reply. “I’m ready.”

“Then may I start with a simple question?” he asks.

“...be my guest,” I reply.

“Son, could you live full-time in Paris, France, and work as a writer for The Toronto Star?” He asks.

I’m stunned! 

What did Joseph Atkinson just say?

“Could I live in Paris?” I ask. “Did I hear you right?”

“Yes, son, you heard me right. Could you live full-time in Paris and work for The Star?”

“I certainly could,” I say. “It would be a dream come true.”

“Could you write a daily or weekly article for The Toronto Star about life in Paris, France?”

I am dumbfounded. 

I cannot speak.

Atkinson’s smile is a mixture of emotions.

“Son, what’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?”

“I’m flabbergasted.”

“‘Flabbergasted? Good word! I wish I could make up good-sounding words like that! Well, son, those are your two choices. Which will it be? A sweet job in beautiful Toronto, Ontario, or a sweet job in beautiful Paris, France?”

“Paris, France,” I reply immediately.

“Need time to reconsider?”

“No, sir,” I reply.

“You know, I didn’t actually think you’d choose Paris. As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I told myself that this guy would prefer to stay in Toronto. Why? Because he can’t leave that sweetheart of his in Toronto. Leaving a loved one, now that’s gotta hurt! So, do you still want Paris, or do you want to stay in Toronto with that lovely girlfriend of yours? Or are you married? Which will it be, Toronto or Paris?”

“Paris, sir and I don’t have a girlfriend.”

“You had one, of course?”

“Yes, I had one, but we split up. She’s gone and married another fellow.”

“Ouch! You’re not bitter, are you?”

“No, I’m not bitter. She wanted a family right away.”

“You want a family, don’t you?”

“I would love a family, sir.”

“Oh, that’s good.  We don’t want any bitterness sneaking into your articles, do we? Bitter isn’t on the table.”

“No, sir, I’m not bitter. I sincerely wish her well.” 

“...and you don’t mind leaving Toronto?”

“That’s right.”

“Nothing to keep you here, is that what you’re saying?”

“That’s exactly correct,” I reply.

“Just remember that the guy sitting at this desk stayed in Ontario and became the owner and publisher of this fabulous newspaper,” Atkinson says. “Staying here could mean a bright future for you. Want to change your mind?”

“No, sir. I’ll take Paris, sir.”

“Stay in Toronto and become a millionaire or set up in Paris as a young writer learning his chops?”

I don’t reply.

Atkinson continues. “Who knows what future is in store for you in Paris, right?  It’ll be a big investment for you and for the Star.  Do you need time to think it over?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Got unfinished business in France, is that it?”

“Yes and no.”

Atkinson looks at my curriculum vitae. Then he looks over his glasses. “Ah, maybe you’ve got a woman in Paris? Someone you left behind?”

“No, I don’t have a woman in France. I just want to get on with my life.”

“By ‘life’ you mean your craft?” You want to be a writer full-time, do you?”

“That’s it,” I reply. “I want to get established as a writer. Paris will be a big break for me.”

“Well, I find this all very interesting,” Atkinson says. “Want to know what I think?”

“I would,” I reply.

“I think that so far you’ve had a miserable, lonely life. I think you’ve had no joy. I think that no one’s given you any love or any sympathy. Well, son, I want to be the man to give you both.”

I don’t answer.

“Do you think you can find happiness in Paris?”

“I think so. I think I can find happiness in Paris.”

“Think? Son, your publisher insists on it! Find happiness in Paris and give it to the women of Toronto. That’s an order! No happiness, no job. Got that?”
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Chapter Three
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Atkinson takes a seat beside me. He takes my arm like he wants to reveal a secret.

“Son, I have a bit of a problem,” he says.

I nod my head.

“It’s a money problem. I hope it isn’t a fly in the ointment because believe me, I want to hire you.”

Problem? 

Does Atkinson see me flinch?

Atkinson puts his elbows on the desk and pulls himself closer to me. “Son, you see, our newspaper’s in a circulation battle with the Toronto Telegram and the Globe and Mail. Imagine three newspapers in a city and radio threatenin’ us in the wings? Is the competition merciless? It sure as hell is! They’re shootin’ at me from all sides, morning, noon and night! For our Toronto Star, it’s a matter of financial life and death. Our expenses are way too high. It takes so many people to put out this paper and it’s expensive as hell. I’ve got to be very careful with the dollar. I’ve got to weigh things very carefully. Yes, I want to hire you. If I don’t hire you, and there are plenty of good reasons for me not to hire you, one of them being my editor, Henderson, who’s gonna hate me for even seeing you! More about him another time. Right now, I just don’t want The Star to lose your voice. I think about such things. Maybe you’ll go to The Telegram or The Globe and Mail or even radio and I’ll rue the day I let you go. It’s all part of this thing we call ‘competition’. There’s also a stylistic challenge to the paper. We can’t perpetuate that stuffy, starchy, writing style from before the war, can we? It was so phony. Oh, so very British! Always kowtowing to the British, we are.  Now the American papers are showing us the way. We’ve got to take chances. Yes, people want hard news from a newspaper, but they want more. Damn it! People want entertainment! I think, maybe, you’re one of the voices that our paper needs. That’s why I’m willing to take a chance on you. Henderson be damned! Now, if I take you on, could you start right away?”

“Yes, I could start right away,” I answer.

“So, just to reiterate, my plan is for you to write for the Star and for the Star to send you to live in Paris. You’d be leaving Toronto, maybe never to return. Are we on the same page?”

“Yes, sir, we’re on the same page,” I reply.

“You can’t write about Parisian romance from Toronto, right?”

“I have no reason to stay in Toronto.”

“No reason to stay! Well said! Good, very good!” 

Atkinson presses a button on his desk several times. 

“Mrs. Tate, could you come in here?” he says into a microphone of some sort, a decibel under a shout. “Mrs. Tate, are you there? Mrs. Tate! Mrs. Tate, I’d like to speak to you.”

There is no reply.

“Oh, that damn button thing’s a menace,” Atkinson confesses. “In olden times we just shouted at the top of our lungs. Now I’m supposed to whisper into that thing, that device. Wouldn’t ringin’ a bell work better? No! Of course not! They’ve always got to bring in some new technology to mess things up. I never asked for it but there it is.”

A moment later, to my surprise, a fine-looking woman enters. She brings a gentle scent with her as well as a lovely magnetic field, all of which is completely lost on Atkinson. She is refined, and a few years older than me. Maybe she’s twenty-five years of age, perhaps twenty-seven or even twenty-eight. 

I note that she wears a wedding ring. 

She looks me up and down.

In short order, I realize that something unusual is going on between me and her. I am a bit uncomfortable.

This married woman has taken an instantaneous liking to me. There’s something inescapable in her eyes. Her glance is so much longer than necessary.

Has my writing charmed her?

She finally looks at Joseph Atkinson. “Mr. Atkinson, you called for me?” she asks. 

“I did,” he answers. 

Atkinson has an aside for me. “I hate that microphone thing. I always think there’s something wrong with it, like it’s been installed incorrectly. Half the time, I think Mrs. Tate’s secretly listening to me.”

Mrs. Tate hears every word that Atkinson has tried to keep secret. “Don’t believe a word of it,” she says to me. “I was in the middle of something.”

“Were you listening to our conversation on that microphone thing?” Atkinson asks.

“No, definitely not,” Mrs. Tate replies.

“Son, may I introduce my executive assistant, Mrs. Angela Tate.”

As I stand, I offer my hand. Our handshake lingers as I look into her eyes.

“Pleased to me you, sir,” she says.

“You owe Mrs. Tate a big ‘thank you’,” Atkinson says. “Angela’s my talent scout. You know how many submissions this paper receives?”

“Tons?” I ask.

“Yeah, tons, and Mrs. Tate’s the one who pulled your work out of what, a maybe two-foot pile of submissions! You may thank her for getting your work in front of me.”

“Ma’am, sincere thanks from the bottom of my heart,” I say.

“You’ve put time and effort you put into your submission. You’re very talented,” she responds with a curt smile.

“For certain our young friend here is a pretty good writer. Angela, you’ve picked a winner, but, son, I have a dilemma, Atkinson says.”

‘Dilemma’? I repeat.

“Oh, yeah and it’s a money dilemma,” he says. “You see, right now, money’s tight. Do you get that? The competition is fierce. Radio is snappin’ at our heels. Two other very good newspapers are snappin’ at our heels. Now, the question is, do I hire you or do I send you back to that meat packing plant you came from?” Atkinson asks.

Mrs. Tate does not agree. “For goodness, sake, Mr. Atkinson! Hire the gentleman today! That’s an order!” she demands. “This young man is a good writer. New blood’s just what this paper needs.”

There is a moment’s silence. 

Is Mrs. Tate staring down Joseph Atkinson? 

She refrains from looking at me. 

Atkinson’s vacillation confuses me.

“Now, our young man here, he’s come up with a good idea and we’ve been hammering something out. Mrs. Tate, right now I need your opinion. Should I throw out the whole damn idea out the window and move on to whatever is next?”

“Mr. Atkinson, for goodness’ sake, stop thinking out loud! The man you’re talking about, he’s sitting right there. It’s impolite!”

“Well, he’s a big boy. I want him in on this. He’s got to know the stakes!”

“What do you have in mind?” she asks.

“I want to send him to Paris to write a daily or weekly article for the paper called ‘Letters From Paris’. The idea is to publish semi-romantic letters back home to be read by housewives and young women who have lost their young man in the war. I want these women to buy our newspaper, fall in love with him then to buy our newspaper, you know, for more ‘love’, every day or every week or whatever. How do you feel about that?”

Mrs. Tate thinks for a moment about Atkinson’s statement. “Mr. Atkinson, to be perfectly honest, as a woman who lost her young man in the war, I think it’s a brilliant idea. In fact, it’s just what the doctor ordered for The Star and for our community.  What woman doesn’t want a love letter from a handsome fellow longing for her in Paris? Why didn’t we think of it sooner? I thought his work was good but your idea, to go to France, that’s daring and original,” she says.

“It’s an appeal to the feminine subconscious,” Atkinson says. “Buy the paper, get a love letter, buy the newspaper, get a love letter, buy the newspaper...” 

Mrs. Tate smiles then nods her head. “I’d buy that paper,” she says.

“So, Mrs. Tate, do you think we should give it a try?” 

“It’s a brilliant idea. Yes, definitely, let’s give it a try,” she replies.

Atkinson turns to me.  “You don’t have connections here to screw things up, do you?” he asks.

I look at Mrs. Tate first and Joe Atkinson. 

“No, I have nothing to screw it up, nothing whatsoever,” I say.

“So, could you leave for Paris today?”

“Today?” Mrs. Tate interjects.

“Yeah, today.  Let’s get things rolling before we change our minds. Can we get him to New York and on an ocean liner today?”

“Today? An ocean liner today? From Toronto?  Not a chance!” Mrs. Tate says. “Maybe tomorrow. I’ll look into it.”

Atkinson turns to me.

“Son, I like what I’ve heard from you. Now, there’s a couple more things I’d like to mention, money things.”

‘Money things?’ I say to myself.

Mrs. Tate cringes and looks away. She knows Atkinson the penny pincher all too well.

‘Joe! Don’t screw it up!’ she says to herself as she leaves the room to answer the demands of a ringing telephone.
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Chapter Four
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Atkinson continues. “Well, son, you’ve jumped your first hurdle. You now work for The Toronto Star and you’re right where you want to be. There’s a couple of other matters, if you don’t mind.”

“...other matters, sir?” I reply.

“Practical matters, son. To start, about your name, actually, to be more specific, your surname.”

“My surname?”

“Yeah, your surname. It’s German, right?”

“It’s a common name in Kitchener.”

Atkinson looks at me with amazement.  “Excuse me! Did you say ‘Kitchener’, as in Kitchener, Ontario?”

“Yes, sir, Kitchener, Ontario.”

“Stop right there, mister! Hold the phone!” Atkinson does a double take. “Kitchener? Did I hear you right? Did you just say ‘Kitchener’? You’re from Toronto, aren’t you?”

“That’s right.”

“...and now you’re telling me you’re really from Kitchener, is that right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Kitchener, Ontario, right?”

“That’s right, sir.” 

“Well, son of a gun, the thought that you come from a hick town like Kitchener never entered my mind. So, you’re from Kitchener? Did I hear you right?”

“That’s right. I’m from Kitchener,” I say. “You heard me right.”

“Well, doesn’t that beat all! You actually live in Toronto, but you started out in Kitchener?”

“That’s right, sir, Toronto’s my home now,” I say.  “I’m not going back to Kitchener.”

“Ever?”

“Ever.”

“You’re dedicated to Toronto?”

“I am.”

“Well, son, that’s a relief. You almost got your dream job and lost your dream job on the same day! Imagine, Kitchener! It’s a hick town. We don’t want anybody from a hick town writing for a big city paper like The Star. No, Kitchener just won’t do. Kitchener doesn’t cut it, so let’s keep Kitchener out of it, is that understood? Let’s never mention it again. Never submit anything about Kitchener. Don’t even mention it in passing, got that?”

“I’ll never mention it again.”

“By the way, want to hear my take on Kitchener?” Atkinson asks.

I shrug approving shoulders. 

“Okay, son, here it is. Your Kitchener, Ontario, Canada, it’s a good town, you know, industrious people working hard and trying to get ahead and all that. Truth is, though, Kitchener’s as boring as hell. Of course, it’s sort of the German capital of good old Ontario. I’m sure there’s plenty of that ‘gemütlichkeit’ stuff they’re always talking about, but let’s face it. Kitchener’s a ‘hick’ town, isn’t it? Jesus Christ, all those Germans! Hell’s bells, that’s why they called it ‘Berlin’, Ontario, isn’t it? Your Hamburg American Line ships have a dock in Kitchener, true or false?”

“No, sir. There’s no such dock. There’s no docks for ocean liners in Kitchener.”

“Just loading docks, I suppose. Yup, little old Kitchener’s filled with hard working folk of solid German heritage. Emphasis on ‘solid’. You know, and it’s a fact, that there’s a Kitchener type town in every single province in Canada and every single state in the USA. There’s German folk everywhere over here, farming the land, working in factories, improving their standard of living. That’s all well and good.  Hell, your Kitchener’s even got those people who ride around in the open buggies, with the horse and the whip, like it’s 1850? Good Lord, that’s picturesque, isn’t it? By the way, what the devil’s the name of that religion they belong to?”

“Mennonite, Old Order, most likely.”

“They’re the same as the Amish, right?”

“That’s right,” I answer.

“Amish or Mennonite, they’re Anabaptists, aren’t they? Why do I know that? You know, good old Methodism is the one true religion of course, but no, no, they won’t hear of it. Old Martin Luther, nope, he was too liberal for them. Simple Protestantism just wasn’t good enough. They had to confuse things by starting that weird cult they call a ‘religion’.”

“Sir, you know more about them than I do.” 

“The ‘Amish’, that’s the crowd that spends Sunday mornings on their knees on a rough sawn wooden floor repentin’ their sins, correct?”

“That’s about correct,” I say. “Old Order.” 

“Son, ever spend a Sunday morning on your knees in an Amish meetin’ hall repentin’ your sins?”

“I have,” I admit. 

“There you go! Now, the real Amish crowd doesn’t even have churches, does it?”

“Well, true, but there are moderate Mennonites, and they do have churches.”

“...but the old timey purists, they only have meetin’ houses, right? They don’t even want churches, true or false? Don’t the services go on forever?”

“They do,” I reply.

“Mind you, your Amish or Mennonites, or whatever they call ‘em, they are competent farmers. That’s what saved ‘em from being drafted into the army. Those buggy riders fed Ontario while our boys were off getting killed in Europe. Son, do you catch my drift?”

“If you don’t mind,” I implore. “You must stop. I simply can’t bear the implication of cowardice. Some Amish boys went into the army and some won medals too.”

“That so? True or false? Kitchener couldn’t even raise a battalion for the war effort?”

“True,” I reply.

“...Galt and London raised regiments, no problem...and you’re one of that religion?”

“I don’t have a place there.”

“Well, that’s good to hear! Son, you’ve got a solid head on your shoulders. Why don’t you give the Methodist religion a try?” he asks. “It’s a good religion for business folk. You’ll make good connections, maybe even meet a wife. For sure, if you’re a Methodist, you’ll get ahead in business. You know, John D. Rockefeller’s a Methodist and he’s the richest man in the world. Did you know that?”

“Yes, that’s a well-known fact, sir.”

“You know he lives down the road in Cleveland?” Atkinson asks.

“I do,” I reply.

“You know that once upon a time there was an Indian band in Kitchener?”

“An Indian band? Yeah, I knew that,” I answer.

“Oh, yeah, they got the boot by the white man, they did, but here’s an interesting fact. Did you know that your Kitchener Indian band went from being infidels to being Methodists, of all things?”

“I didn’t know that,” I answer. “I think there’s a lot of indigenous folk who call Kitchener home. They didn’t quite get the ‘boot’ like you say. They never disappeared into thin air.”

“Sure enough, you see! They wanted to get ahead in this world. That change your mind at all?”

I shrug my shoulders.

“Well, be that as it may. So, anyway, let’s get back to good, old Kitchener. Excuse me if I digress but I’ve got a real axe to grind with that crowd. Answer me this simple question? Does everybody in Kitchener speak German?”

“No, not everybody,” I answer.

“...big English population?”

“Large.”

“Big and getting bigger, I hope. Homogenous communities are good for society.  Less friction, you see. Anyway, your town’s prosperous enough to have its own English-speaking newspaper and here’s the rub. I want to buy that little paper, and I want to put it out of business, but it just keeps on going and going. You see, if it’s out of business, I’ll sell more papers in Kitchener.  Do you get that? Problem is that I’m blocked by that pesky little competitor.”  

“I never thought of it that way,” I reply.

“I can’t blame you, can I? Speak German, do you?”

“I do,” I answer.

“Perfect German?” 

“I do.”

“I’m talking about modern German, not some rinky dink old German that no one can understand anymore. You know what I’m talking about, German with that rinky dink ancient style writing?”

“I speak both kinds,” I say.

“Was your family loyal or disloyal to the war effort?”

“I really don’t know.”

“...but you, you were loyal, right?”

“Yes, sir, I was loyal.” 

“Well, actions speak louder than words, so there you have it! You enlisted in the army, but no German folk wanted to enlist in the army. Why the hell join an army whose sole purpose was to kill your ancestors, if not your relatives back in Heidelberg or whatever?”

“Point taken,” I reply.

“Imagine, those folk in Kitchener, they had a bust of old Kaiser Bill, you know Kaiser Wilhelm, on a pedestal in their big park, what’s it called?”

“Victoria Park, sir.”

“That’s it, ’Victoria Park’, he says. “There’s a damn ‘Victoria Park’ in every city in Canada, isn’t there? Spyin’ on the average citizen, that statue of Kaiser Wilhelm was.”

“Sir?”

“Oh, yeah, Kaiser Billy was in that Kitchener park spyin’ on the average citizen from his pedestal. That’s what I’m sayin’! How’d you feel when our boys stole that bust of Kaiser Billy from the park? Whose side were you on?”

“It was before my time.”

“So, you didn’t care one way or the other?” he says. 

“I’m a loyal and true blue Canadian,” I say. “...about the monarchy...”

“About the statue, I heard the local lymies melted it down and made spoons or something out of it. Don’t ask how I know! Promise?”

“I promise, sir.”

“Just know that I had nothing to do with it,” he says. “So, our newest employee speaks German! In the war, did you ever speak to the Bosch in German?” he asks.

“I did. I spoke to the enemy,” I answer. “They’d stop the war every now and then and we’d have a chat with the enemy.”

“I bet you had a few good conversations with that bunch.  Did you speak to any Prussians?”

“Yeah, I did, but Prussians...”

“...they wouldn’t speak to you, I’m betting, nose in the air, dueling scar on the cheek and all that?”

“I spoke to a lot of ordinary fellows.”

“Wanted you on their side, did they?”

“They tried,” I answer. “They mostly wanted the war to end.”

“I bet you that they were surprised as hell when a Canadian soldier spoke to them in perfect German?”

“They were,” I reply.

“They wanted to emigrate to Kitchener, I suppose?”

“Well, they’d heard of Kitchener, some of them.”

“...formerly known as ‘Berlin, Ontario, of course?”

“That’s right, sir.”

“...changed its name in 1916?” Atkinson replies.

“So they say! I was at the front at that time,” I reply.

“So, the Bosch, you talked to them in the morning then shot at them in the afternoon?”

“More than once, and they weren’t shy about shooting back.”

“You know, your frowsy little Kitchener paper, what’s it called? The ‘News Record’, the ‘Record News’, something like that! Hell of a name, isn’t it? Well, anyway, I swear to God half of it’s in German. As a true blue Canadian, I’d love to put that German sympathizing paper right out of business.”

“The paper is not ‘German sympathizing’. It’s a good newspaper,” I say.   

“No way I’m printing anything in German just to pander to that disloyal crowd, no siree! They can all learn and speak English. We’re building a country here. You know your Prussians thought Canada would be part of their empire?”

“I didn’t know that,” I reply.

“Did you hear that on German maps, Canada’s colored the same as Germany? What do you make of that? Well, the guy sitting in this chair is Canadian through and through. As for Kitchener and its pretend newspaper, there’s only one world class city in Ontario to compare with your London, England, your Paris, France, or your Berlin, Germany, and that’s good old Toronto, Ontario.”

“I’m impressed with Toronto,” I reply.

“Now, what the devil is the name of that little village Kitchener’s attached to?”

“Waterloo,” I reply. “Actually, it’s a city.”

“Yeah, Waterloo, that’s it. ‘Waterloo’ as in ‘Waterloo County’. Did it take long for them to think that one up? Now, your city of Waterloo’s another ‘kraut’ town, isn’t it? Buggies everywhere, I suppose. They tried to cover up the German connection from the start, don’t you think? Waterloo’s not a real city for God’s sake! Kitchener and Waterloo should all be one great big city! Why have two towns cheek by jowl without as much as a river separating them? It doesn’t make sense! Build a canal or something, why don’t they? New York and Brooklyn are separated by a river. Minneapolis and St. Paul are separated by a river. Kitchener and Waterloo should all be one big city and it should be called ‘Kitchener’!”

“They talk about it from time to time,” I reply.

“You wouldn’t expect a town full of Lutherans and Mennonites and Germans to call their hometown ‘Waterloo’, would you? You’d think the place was pure British.  ‘Waterloo’? The battle of Waterloo’s got nothing to do with Lutherans or Mennonites. By the way, do you know that the real ‘Waterloo’ is in Belgium?”

“I didn’t,” I reply.

“I bet you thought it was in France?”

“I was going to say ‘France’,” I reply. 

“Well, the real Waterloo ain’t in France,” he declares. “The real Waterloo’s in Belgium, ten miles or so from Brussels. It’s where Wellington whipped Napoleon and his Frenchies. Did you know that?”

“I did,” I answer.

“Well, good for you! So, you’re a history buff! Me too,” Atkinson replies. “In all fairness, the Prussians were on our side in that one. Anyway, I know whereof I speak. In case you’re wondering, I’ve been to the real Belgian ‘Waterloo’.  Nowadays the real Waterloo’s just a big empty field with a bunch of signs for tourists. Did you know that on the old field of battle, they’re still digging up Frenchie corpses?”

I don’t answer.

“Son, back to you. You’re a polite kid and you write well, but if you’re gonna be in the newspaper business, you gotta be a little more outgoing with your personality. You’re a trifle reserved. You gotta be more of a salesman for yourself and for our newspaper. You don’t have the ‘shell shock’, do you?”

“Absolutely not,” I reply.

“Well, that’s good to hear! Mind you, if you work for me, you’ll have to cheer up a bit. You may be making public appearances, and a great personality will sell more than a few papers. I assume you have a proper personality, don’t you, somewhere under all that diffidence?”

“I do.”

“... but you’re keeping it down, correct?”

“Yes,” I reply.

“Well, let me tell you, this ‘radio’ thing will soon be eating our lunch if we don’t step up to meet the challenge. Do you have a radio?”

“I do.”

“Doesn’t everybody have a radio nowadays?  I’ve got a radio, and it scares the hell out of me. Just remember, every business, no matter what kind of business, every business in the world is on the bubble. For God’s sake, the earth looks like a bubble! Son, you’re acting like your heart’s in your mouth and if you don’t cut it with the Toronto Star’, your life’s over. That’s not how you feel, is it?”

“No,” I reply.

“Glad to hear that! Just remember that if you’re a flop in Paris, we’re always looking for guys to work in the plant and I notice that you are one well-muscled son of a gun. Think you can squirt an oil can for eight hours a day?”

Still careful not to say anything, I nod in agreement. “I can be more outgoing. I’m just being respectful.”

“For sure,” Atkinson says. “Today’s been a lot for you, and you’ve been very polite. Me, I’m a trifle overwhelming when I get my steam up.”

“It’s been my honor to meet you,” I say.

“...and you are respectful. I appreciate that. ‘Respectful’ is a good quality. Just remember, if you can turn on an outgoing personality without resorting to the bottle, that’s a big plus. So, no schnapps for you, got that?”

“I’m not a drinker. I don’t fancy it.”

“Well, that is just great! In that department, you’re already ahead of ninety-nine per cent of modern writers. Writers today are mostly drunks. Everybody drinks too much these days.”

I shrug my shoulders. 

What do I know about other writers?

“Now, about your writing style, like I say, you’ve definitely got what it takes. My question is, can you keep it up, you know, can you grind out quality articles day after day, or will you be a flash in the pan begging me to bring you back to Toronto for a new assignment?”

“I can keep it up,” I say.

“So, can you write a good piece every single day of the year and then some? If you can’t, there’s no point for me to hire you, is there? Answer that question and be honest with me.”

“Yeah, for sure I can keep it up,” I say. 

“Well, that’s just great,” Atkinson replies. “If you worked every day in a miserable slaughterhouse, you can for sure write a sissy little newspaper column every day, correct?”

It’s engaging to watch Atkinson’s mind at work. On the spot he’s building a role for me at the paper, and, under all the bluster, he has taken a fatherly shine to me. 

I relax. 

Atkinson continues. “Well, son, now that I’m thinking about it, I want to give you some precise direction about what The Star wants from you. Maybe you’ll like my idea, maybe you won’t. Maybe what I say will be a deal breaker. If it is a deal breaker, tell me and I won’t waste any more of your precious time.”

“No, please, go ahead,” I say. “I’m on board.”

“This is what the Toronto Star wants. It wants you, a manly man, to engage with and to write a column with the women of Toronto in mind. Can you do that?”

“No problem,” I answer.  

“You see, the women of Toronto are one of our core demographics. I want to pander to them by giving them one thing they don’t have. Do you know what that thing is?”

I remain quiet. 

“Romance! I want the Toronto Star to give romance to the women of Toronto. These women have been loyal to the paper. They kept us afloat during the war. I want to give them a gift for their loyalty. Every day, I ask myself how can I give the gift of romance to the women of Toronto? Then bang! Magic! You walk through the door. You’re big, you’re rugged, you’re handsome. For God’s sake, you’re a dreamboat! Our struggling ladies will be falling over for you, and what about your ‘curriculum vitae’? A soldier wounded in battle! You’ve answered my prayers!  Son, I’m telling you right here and now that the women of Toronto, no, everywhere, they’re gonna love you. Here they are, on an emotional knife’s edge. There’s no romance in their lives. So many of them have lost their future. They’ve lost their husbands. Do you know how many Toronto husbands were killed in the Great War?”

“I’m sorry, I don’t.”

“Well, I don’t either, but it’s a big, big number. Maybe the man they married wasn’t killed. Maybe he’s come home wounded. Maybe he’s had his legs shot off or blown off or whatever. Maybe he’s in constant pain. Maybe he’s in a cast. Maybe he’s got shell shock. Maybe he’s bedridden.  Maybe his face is a mess. Maybe he’s been gassed. Maybe he’s hopping around on crutches. Can we, in all good conscience, sweep the grieving, newspaper buyin’ women of Toronto under the rug? For God’s sake, I empathize with them. Can we expect that woman to give up her destiny, you know, the rest of her life, especially her romantic life, to be a flat-out widow? What about having babies? What about being a mother? If her fellow came home wounded, can we expect her to be a maid and a nurse for a wounded soldier for the rest of her life? Is that what God intends for any of us? Can we ask this of our women? Where’s the romance for her? What about the most primal instincts of all, the desire of a woman to bear children? Are we sentencing our women to be barren? Women are creative beings. Creativity is in their souls. Maybe she’s got kids who now don’t have a father. Maybe her husband’s in hospital. The world doesn’t seem to care, but I do! Been wounded? Too bad for you. Your husband got killed? Too bad for you. Well, these women buy newspapers, and they buy a lot of them. Let’s give them an escape from these lives of drudgery. Let’s do our bit. Can The Toronto Daily Star, our newspaper, give them that escape? Damn right! In fact, you and I will give them the escape they need. I want those women to fall in love with you. I want them to want to be with you. Son, go to Paris and write, write, write, then write some more. Make those ladies fall in love with you. Got it, son? Can you do that?”

I nod my head in agreement. “I think I can.”

“Think you can? Oh, that’s not good enough.”

“I can.” 

“Dead certain?”

“Yes, sir, I’m dead certain!”

“Son, that’s better. The Star requires your enthusiasm. Now, in your ‘Letters from Paris’ column, that’s what I’m calling it, for now at least, I don’t want you to write about trench warfare. You’re writin’ romance. Big moody, lyrical descriptions of grey days, muddy trenches, death and dying is not what we want. ‘Flanders Fields’, you know, the poem, it’s already been written. There’s no need to write a prose version of ‘Flanders Fields’, is there? Don’t write about rows of graves or guys coughing up blood. Nothing sad, you got that?”

“I do,” I reply.

“...and for God’s sake, don’t mention poppies!”

“I understand,” I reply.

“I don’t want to hear how Joe got his leg blown off saving some guy’s life. Keep all that nightmare stuff to yourself. I don’t mean that you can’t or shouldn’t write about that sort of stuff, sure, but do it completely outside of your ‘Letters from Paris’, you know, in your spare time, maybe under a pseudonym. Maybe sometime in the future we can make a book about your war. Right now, your job is to charm the women of Toronto. I don’t give a damn what any church says. We can’t print smut but romantic stuff, certainly.  Let’s call it ‘sincere romantic’. Between the lines is what we want, you know ‘subtext’, inferential, implied. Build a romance with your women. Be a lover or a son, but for goodness’ sake, don’t be depressing and don’t be cloying. You got that?”

“I do, and I will,” I say.

“Dull and depressing is out the window. I don’t want realism. I want gentle romantic. Write like one of those ‘Impressionist’ paintings, fresh, young, hopeful, implied, that sort of thing. Now, when I say ‘Impressionist’ painters, do you know what I’m talking about?”

“I do. I love Impressionist paintings...”

“So does my wife, Vera. You know, some day you really should meet her.”

“I’d like that,” I say.

“So, you’ve got no problems with being an ‘Impressionist’ writer?”

“No, I have no problem whatsoever with it. I’d love to be an ‘Impressionist’ writer. I don’t want to do realism. I’ve seen enough realism for one lifetime.”

“Once you’re in Paris, send us a few pieces, each of a different nature and we’ll test them with the public. That’s a good idea, isn’t it? Make your columns a sort of a ‘you and her’ travelogue thing, light and fun on the surface but hinting at a deeper, romantic, meaning.  ‘Psychological’, you get what I‘m saying? I’m talking about subtext here, the little words and emotions between the lines that aren’t printed but are there nevertheless.”

“Yeah, ‘subtext’! That’s a good idea.”

‘Now that I’ve heard of it for the first time,’ I tell myself.

“Really? Think you can you do that?” Atkinson insists. “Can you be an ‘Impressionist’ writer?”

“Yes, I can,’ I reply.

“Okay, okay, that was fun, but son, now another thing...”

‘Listen closely’, I tell myself.
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Chapter Five
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Mrs. Tate returns to the office of Joseph Atkinson who acknowledges her return with a nod of his head.

Atkinson continues with me. “Here’s question number one. Son, could you possibly pay your own fares to Paris?”

“Oh, Mr. Atkinson!” Mrs. Tate cries out. “Please!”

There are notes of anguish and frustration in her voice.

“Madam, let me finish! I’m owner of the damn newspaper!” Atkinson says. 

Atkinson turns to me with a weak smile. “You see, son, the Toronto Star is financially tight right now. Two other newspapers are bitin’ at our heels every single day, yes they are! Son, I want to give you a chance but, our paper’s in a tight spot financially. Now, I’m asking you, in all seriousness, is there any way you could pay your own fare?”

“Pay my fare to Paris?” I ask. “Did I hear you correctly?”

“Yeah, Paris,” he says. “Train and ocean liner.”

Mrs. Tate interjects. “Mr. Atkinson! Really? You want him to pay his fare from Toronto to Paris, France? Did I hear you right?”

“Okay, okay, I understand. The boy’s hard up for cash. Everybody’s hard up for cash these days,” Atkinson says.

‘That’s a bit better’, Mrs. Tate says to herself.

“I’m sorry, son,” Atkinson says. “I want you on board with the Star, but I’m just stuck on the matter of your fare. Could you possibly cough up the fares from Toronto to Paris? I want to hire you, but the paper’s tight right now and, let’s face it, you’re basically an intern.  Will you pass the test? Will you be good enough to publish in our paper every day? Will I be required to pay your fare to return to Toronto in a few months or a few weeks simply because you’ve got writer’s block or you’ve gone on an alcohol binge? Then there’s the bigger question. Will our paper even make it through this year? Nobody knows.  I certainly don’t know! It would be a tragedy, wouldn’t it, you know, if the paper folded and you were stuck with your old job, where was it?”

“The abattoir.”

“Ah, yes, the abattoir, that’s it. Killing yet more defenseless animals to feed hungry Torontonians.”

Angela speaks up. “Mr. Atkinson, we can’t hire the man then tell him that his expenses are on him. It’s not right. It’s not classy! It’s bad faith!”

“Really? Is it ‘bad faith’? Or is it maybe just the best investment he’ll ever make?” Atkinson asks.

Mrs. Tate is too angry for words.  

She knows how Joe Atkinson works. 

Sometimes he’s wonderful. 

Other times, he’s despicable.

Atkinson breaks the silence. “What’s the matter, son? Cat got your tongue? No answer? How ‘bout your father?  Maybe your father will cough up some dough?”

“I’m sorry, but that will never happen,” I say.

“Oh, I see. Don’t get along with the old man, is that it?” 

“Well, for one, my father isn’t my father anymore,” I say.

“Dead, is he?”

“I can’t say. He deserted my mother. Where he is, I don’t know. Maybe he’s moved back to Germany. Maybe he’s gone to the States.”

“Mr. Atkinson! This cross examination is so humiliating!” Angela interjects.

“No, no, Mrs. Tate! This is all relevant. Very, very relevant!”

“So, raised in poverty, were you?” he asks.

“Not exactly. My mother divorced my father and remarried.”

“Ah, she’s had kids with the new fellow, hasn’t she?”

“That’s right,” I say.

“Have you been bumped out of the new family?”

“Yeah,” I reply.

“Oh, I’ve heard that one before,” Atkinson says. “Husband number two doesn’t want carbon copies of husband number one hauntin’ the family farm. Husband number two doesn’t want somebody else’s kid walking around like he’s got a claim to the place. Agree or disagree?”

“I agree.”

“Well, there’s no need to go into the mysteries of the past, is there? Have you saved some of your own money?” Atkinson asks.

“I’ve saved some money, yes,” I answer.

“Enough to pay for your fares?”

“I suppose.  I’m low, mind you.  I had to pay for my correspondence courses, my rent and my union dues.”

“Mr. Atkinson! I can’t bear this,” Mrs. Tate utters through gritted teeth.

Uncomfortable silence returns.

“The paper will pay you a salary, of course,” Atkinson says. “Maybe you could just pick up the railway fare to New York? Forget the fare to cross the Atlantic. We’ll pay that, third class, of course. Would the railway fare to New York City wipe you out?”

I take a deep breath. My balking answers his question.

“Very well, son. I hear you loud and clear. Here’s a deal. You find some way to pay your rail fare to New York City, and I’ll pay for a third-class passage on an available ocean liner. Your salary will commence today, and you’ll write a daily or weekly column for The Star, as we specify. In addition, The Star will pay your room and board and your travelling expenses in France. If that’s okay with you, we have a deal. Do we have a deal?”

“It’s reasonable,” I say. “We have a deal.” 

“Excuse me, there’s one other thing,” Atkinson asks.

I listen intently.

“The only caveat to my caveat is that we can let you go at any time. Once you’re over there writin’ for the women of Toronto, we must be improving our circulation! If your writing doesn’t move the needle, you’re toast. I’m sorry, but that’s the way capitalism works. Got it?”

“Got it,” I reply.

“Feature writers are always on the bubble. You’ve got to accept that the ‘bubble’ is part and parcel of the job,” Atkinson says as he looks directly into my eyes.

At least he’s not putting too much on my shoulders.

“Do we still have a deal?”

“We still have a deal,” I answer.

“There’s a couple of other things to expect,” Atkinson says. “I thought about it and I do want you to return to your battlefields. Can you bear visiting the front again?”

“The front? Yeah, I guess I could visit the front again, but I’m just a little confused. A minute ago, you told me to refrain from writing pieces about the front. Now you’re asking me to write about the front.”

“I do apologize and now I’ve thought it over. The Star needs maximum usefulness from you, so I’d like you to write about the front, maybe under your name or maybe under a different byline. We’d be killing two birds with one stone. You wrote so sensitively and so graphically about your time in the army.”

“I see,” I reply.

“Okay, so, I’d like you to visit the front. Then, in your own name or another ‘nom de plume’, unrelated to “Letters from Paris”, I’d like you to write maybe six articles about your experiences in the war. Write whatever you want, just make it good. Sixty-six thousand Canadian soldiers were killed and one hundred and seventy-two thousand Canadians, including you, were wounded. The relatives of the dead buy a lot of newspapers. You see veterans everyday limping around Toronto on crutches under a pile of ripped blankets on the sidewalk begging for money, one leg shot off, an eye patch over one eye, a horrible scar on his face. The poor beggars! It’s disgusting.  I can’t let the people of Toronto forget the sacrifices of these men. Please write at least six articles about Canada’s war for next Remembrance Day and make ‘em good. Can you do that?”

I agree with a nod of my head. “I can do that.”

“Good,” Atkinson answers. “There’s another thing, now that I think of it.”

“Should I be writing this down?” Mrs. Tate asks.

Atkinson does not answer the question. He addresses Mrs. Tate.

“Angela, would you mind me talking to our new hire in private? Maybe you could go to your office to start setting things up?”

Mrs. Tate nods her head then leaves the room. 

‘I wonder what’s in the old boy’s mind?’ she asks herself as she leaves.

Mr. Atkinson turns to me.

“Okay, this is in the nature of a favor. Maybe it’s an errand.”

“I’m all ears,” I reply.

“You won’t know this, but I’ve already got one reporter in Paris, and he was a good one, real popular.”

This is a surprise.

I nod my head.

“Problem is that reporter number one’s dropped off the face of the earth. Where has he gone? Is he drinking? Is he writing for another paper?  I don’t know. Is he dead or alive? I don’t know. Please locate him. Find out what the devil’s happened to him then report back to me.”

Atkinson writes his full name on a piece of paper. “Everybody calls him ‘Hep’. Mrs. Tate will give you his last known address, ‘Rue de la something or other’ in Paris. I can’t remember it, let alone pronounce it.  All I know about his private life is that he lived here in town on Bathurst Street and he’s got a wife, if that’s any help. I’ve stopped paying him, so he’ll be hurting, but he is a good writer. Right now, I’d just like to know what happened to him.”

“I’d be happy to look into it for you,” I reply.

“Well, then, that’s about everything,” he says. At that moment, the telephone rings. “Excuse met,” Atkinson asks. 

Atkinson picks up the telephone. “Mister Henderson, can I call back in ten minutes?” he says. He replaces the handset back into its cradle. “I’m the owner and publisher and yet that man thinks he’s running the newspaper.”

“So, I am to speak to Mrs. Tate about all this?” I ask.

“Yes, Mrs. Tate will take you through the details.” Atkinson says. “Just one more thing, about that fellow in Paris. When you find him, don’t start drinking with him. I’m certain that he’s been morally corrupted. If there’s anything I detest, it’s immorality, alcoholic and otherwise. I’ve even heard rumors of infidelity. Maybe he needs redemption? Find out for me, will you?”

“Yes, sir, I will. I’ve got it,” I reply.

“...and for God’s sake don’t get into one of those love triangle things. Do you know what I’m talking about? Do you know what a love triangle is?”

“No, I don’t,” I answer.

“Well, look into it!” Atkinson responds. “Love triangles are unhealthy and could lead to premature death, specifically, your premature death.”

“...I don’t know what...” I reply.

“Like I say, look into it! Your research might just save your life.”

“I will do just that,” I reply.

“Anyway, you know, son, I’ve got a weak spot for vets,” Atkinson says. “Would you mind if I give you a bit more unsolicited, fatherly advice?”

“I’m listening, sir,” I reply.

“Son, if you want to be successful in this business, stay on the straight and narrow. Write and live like a good, honest Methodist and you’ll go far. Follow my advice and maybe someday you could be publisher of The Toronto Star, this very paper.”

‘Write like a good, honest Methodist,’ I repeat to myself.  I stow away his advice in my memory, but really, how exactly does a person write like a good, honest Methodist? Is there a correspondence course for Methodist writing? Do Methodists ever write anything except manuals on how to make money?

I know one thing, mind you. This conversation or negotiation or whatever has me itching to get out my note pad. I’m dying to make some notes.

“Mr. Atkinson, you’re quite a character, if I say so myself.”

Atkinson smiles and shrugs his shoulders. “So people say,” he replies. “Well, I think that’s everything. Now, son, hook up with Mrs. Tate. She knows all about the good things the Toronto Star has to offer its employees.”

‘Benefits’, now that’s very interesting.

“Does the Star offer its employees benefits, like health benefits, pensions, holidays?” I ask.

“No, no, no. I’m sorry, you’ve misunderstood me. Just being with the Star is your number one benefit. Think of the prestige!  Unfortunately, right now, there aren’t any concrete financial employee benefits beyond your salary,” Atkinson says. “We’re working on benefits, mind you, and just remember, for now there are no exorbitant union dues for you to pay. There’s a nice Christmas party, but now that I think of it, I guess you’ll miss it, you being in Paris, France and all. Perhaps you can arrange your own Christmas party. The Amish believe in Christmas, don’t they?”

“I can’t wait to see the good things the paper offers in the future,” I reply. “By the way, I don’t consider myself to be Amish.”

“Anyway, in accounting you’ll sign some paperwork and off to work you go. By the way, can you give me an article for tomorrow’s paper? No sense keeping your light under a basket, is there? You’ve got a nice, light, romantic touch in your writing. Women readers will love you, take my word on it. Have you got anything to contribute?”

“I’ll work something up for you.”

Maybe being a ‘yes man’ to Joseph Atkinson is a good thing but writing an article more or less on the spot, how can I make that happen? 

Atkinson never brings up the ‘instant article’ again. Maybe Mrs. Tate straightens him out.

“Before you go, just a word about us editing your copy,” Atkinson adds. 

I bristle. I look at Joe Atkinson without speaking to him.

“All copy going into the newspaper is edited,” he says. “No exceptions.”

There is silence in the room.

“Son, you ain’t been stabbed in the back! Every writer in the newspaper business has an editor. Your editor knows who’s buying the paper and who’s advertising in it, so, yeah, it’s mandatory that we edit your copy as we see fit. So, if and when we do, and you don’t like it, don’t send me or Mrs. Tate any poison pen letters. Got that?”

“So, Mrs. Tate will be my editor?”

Mr. Atkinson agrees with a nod of his head. 

“Mrs. Tate? She’s fine with me,” I answer.

“Consider yourself lucky.” Atkinson says. “Mr. Henderson’s our editor and he can be brutal to a neophyte.” 

I have no idea of what a ‘neophyte’ is, so I nod my head in agreement and another problem is solved. Once again, I am Joseph Atkinson’s ‘yes man’, but overall, I am comfortable with the terms of my employment and comfortable with Atkinson’s vision. Maybe Atkinson is a greedy industrialist, a man who treads upon other men in pursuit of profit, but I see him as someone who knows what the public wants and needs. 

I also see him as my savior.

I look at the name Atkinson has written on the piece of paper. I recognize the name immediately.  

Atkinson wants me to find ‘Hep’, one of the Star’s best writers whose work has disappeared from the newspaper.

Maybe if one of his guys stumbles, like this ‘Hep’ fellow has stumbled, maybe Atkinson will  cut you a break.

Within reason.

“There’s just one absolutely last, thing,” Atkinson says as I make for the door.

I study Atkinson’s face. 

I am slightly irritated. 

What now?

“Your name,” Atkinson says. “‘Rayner Deutschmann’. Believe me, it’s a good name. It’s got a nice ring to it, if you were one of those German philosophers, you know, ‘God is dead’, or ‘here’s a symphony you might like’. Unfortunately, it’s far too German sounding for our paper. People are gonna look at ‘Rayner Deutschmann’ and think, ‘oh, he’s that killer German sniper fellow or, ‘oh, yeah, Atkinson’s got an enemy kraut writing for the Star. Who knew that Joe Atkinson was a German sympathizer? This Atkinson fellow must be disloyal’. If your background gets out to the public, women won’t melt for it. They’ll think I’ve hired some kind of wild-eyed Prussian. Do our women want to make love to a boot clicking ‘Deutschmann’ after another kraut stabbed her husband through the eye with a bayonet? I don’t think so, and ‘Rayner’? Give me a break! How do you feel about ‘Ray’?”

I don’t reply.

Atkinson is on a roll. He’s not looking to me for answers. “Naw, ‘Ray Deutschmann’ is still too German. Car mechanics have names like ‘Ray’ and ‘Deutschmann’, don’t you think? The real problem is the ‘Deutschmann’ part. Mind you, the ‘Rayner’ part is pretty bad too.”

I purse my lips. I refuse to contradict Atkinson.

“...you know if you were writing for ‘Die Welt’ or ‘Der Spiegel’, or ‘Der’ something else, some other German paper, it would be okay, but we’re livin’ in Canada, for goodness’ sake!  We want your women readers to fall in love with you, to have a little fantasy every time they read your stuff. I want them to look forward to your copy. Take them on a date in Paris. Write alluring, sentimental, semi-romantic, stuff. You’re a good looking fellow and when I put your picture out, and I might, not necessarily though, but probably, you understand, our women must like you. A German sounding sniper name will just crush the illusion, for sure!  Of course, some women might like it, but most won’t. Crushed illusions crush circulation. To be blunt, our women won’t fall in love with a ‘kraut’ after what the krauts did to our men. So, let’s change that German sounding name. Let’s come up with something that our female readers can fall in love with. Got any ideas?”

“Coleridge Hardy,” I offer.

“Really?  Coleridge Hardy? So, you’ve thought about it, have you? Sounds rather ‘starchy’, don’t you think?  A bit starchy and a bit bookish, I would say. You want to be an Englishman, do you? Did that name just pop into your head?”

“No, I gave it some thought,” I answer.

“‘Gave it some ‘thought’! That’s good!” Atkinson says.  “...but it’s a trifle pretentious, isn’t it? I mean Coleridge was some kind of Brit writer, wasn’t he?”

“His full name was ‘Samuel Taylor Coleridge’,” I reply. “He wrote ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’.”

“Ah, yes, of course, he did. He wrote ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’! Regrettably, I’ve never read it. Who has the time to read everything these days? What is it anyway? A story about the sea? What is the ‘rime’ he’s always talking about? Is it like poetry?  What happened to the ‘hy’ in ‘rime’? Is it spelled incorrectly? Listen, I don’t have time to read it. Just tell me what the ‘rime’ is all about and we’ll move on.”

“It’s not a story about the sea,” I say. “Birds are definitely involved, if I remember correctly. Albatrosses, I think.”

“He was a doper, wasn’t he? Didn’t he smoke opium?” Atkinson asks. 

“I don’t know,” I answer.

“Now, this ‘Hardy’, chap, he was a British romantic novelist, if I’m not wrong.”

“That’s right. Hardy was a novelist,” I reply.

“How ‘bout that other guy, what’s his name? Ah, yes, ‘Thackeray’, that’s it! He wrote all that semi-humorous satirical stuff in a serious sort of way, didn’t he? I read some of his work. It wasn’t tiresome. How about ‘Cole Thackeray’?  No, that won’t work. How about ‘Thackeray Cole?’”

I don’t answer.

“So, you want ‘Cole Hardy’, is that it?” Atkinson asks.

I don’t reply.

“Hold on, hold on for a second!” Atkinson says. “There’s a musical chap making a name for himself. ‘Cole’ something or other. “Cole, Cole, Cole, let me see, yeah!  ‘Cole Porter’, that’s it! That’s his name. You can’t use the name ‘Cole’. There’ll be confusion with ‘Cole Porter’. Ever hear Cole Porter’s music?” Atkinson asks.

“No,” I reply.

“It’s catchy, witty, you know, cheeky word play and all that,” Atkinson says. “You don’t have a Victrola, I’m guessing?”

“No, I have a Victrola,” I reply.

“Well, good for you!” Atkinson says. “Maybe that’s where you got the ‘Cole’ idea from! How about we try ‘Charles’ for your first name? You know, Charles, Charlie, Charles Hardy? It runs together well, like it’s a brand of something and your work will be the brand.”

“I like it,” I say.

“Really?”

“I do.”

“Well, sir, I formally rename and knight you ‘Sir Charles Hardy’,” he replies. “Maybe you’re not mad about it but it’ll do. Charles, noble, the name of a king but not the current king, and its diminutive, Charlie’. You know, I like people with friendly names like ‘Charlie’. You gotta like ‘Charlie’. I knew a guy whose dog was named ‘Charlie’. He was a nice dog, a Golden Retriever, I think. So, is ‘Charles’ all right with you?”

I shrug my shoulders. “Charles Hardy?’  I can certainly live with it.”

“Ah, so you don’t love it, but what the hell!  Well, The Toronto Star has spoken and you agree! Sir, you are now and henceforth will be our correspondent, ‘Charles Hardy’, born in the City of Toronto, not the City of Kitchener, in the year of Our Lord, 1900,” Atkinson says. 

“1899,” I reply.

“Whatever,” Joe Atkinson replies.

“Well, Mr. Atkinson, it’s your newspaper.  You know about these things. Far be it for me to be telling you your business.”

“Just don’t call me late for dinner!” Atkinson says.  “...and the name, women are gonna love it! ‘Charles Hardy’, ‘Sir Charles Hardy’? Charlie, Chuck, Chuck Hardy? ‘Chuck’ sounds manly, doesn’t it?” Atkinson replies.

“I can live with ‘Charles’ or ‘Charlie’,” I reply. “...but ‘Chuck’?”

“Well, maybe you’re right. ‘Chuck’ does have a few unfortunate connotations. ‘Chuck her out’. ‘Chuck’, ‘chicken’, ‘woodchuck’, ‘Chuck off’, ‘Chekhov’! I see what you’re getting at. So, ‘Charles’, ‘King Charles’, ‘Charlie’, and not ‘Chuck’, it is! Say, did you ever actually read any of that romantic poetry?” Atkinson asks.

“...tried to,” I answer. 

“Did it make you feel romantic?” he asks.

“No, it didn’t,” I reply.

“Then again, who hasn’t tried to read romantic poetry from the nineteenth century?” Atkinson I replies. “How about Thomas Hardy?”

“Honest to God, I’ve never read anything by him.”

“Who has? So, the surname’s not a deal breaker?”

“No, I’m okay with it,” I reply. 

“Just in case, read a novel or two of his, you know, in case someone asks,” Atkinson says. 

Joseph Atkinson looks at his pocket watch. 

“Well, Charlie, I’ve got an appointment,” 

My afternoon with Joseph Atkinson is finally over.

I have a new job.

I’m going to Paris!
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Chapter Six
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Twenty minutes later Mrs. Angela Tate and I sit at a desk in her office.

Our eyes meet as I take a deep breath.

“You feeling all right?” she asks.

“My head is spinning,” I say.

“Spinning? In reality or metaphorically?”

“Metaphorically, I guess.”   

“So, you’re not ill?”

“No, ma’am, I’m not ill. I just can’t believe what’s happening. An hour ago, I was an unemployed meat packer and now I’m an employee of The Toronto Daily Star.”  

“Who can’t love that story?” she asks. “Rags to riches! Unemployed meat packer to feature writer for the Toronto Star in an hour! Now that’s a journey to take your breath away,” she says with a brilliant smile.

Mrs. Tate pours a glass of water for me. She pats my hand. “First things first. Call me ‘Angela’. For goodness’ sake, I’m not eighty-seven years old!”  

“‘Angela’,” I repeat.

“Now, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” she asks. “Ah, I see that Mr. Atkinson’s given you a pen name.  ‘Charles Hardy’, is that it?” she asks. 

I agree with a nod of my head.

“Mr. Charles Hardy! Sounds grand! It has a nice ring to it.”

“Mr. Atkinson’s orders,” I reply.

“...so, for all intents and purposes, you are now ‘Mr. Charles Hardy’. Do you like your new name?” 

“I like it,” I reply.

“Are you comfortable with ‘Charles’ or would you prefer ‘Mr. Hardy’ or something else, ‘Charlie’, perhaps?” she asks.

“Let’s try ‘Charles’ for a starter,” I answer.

“Did Mr. Atkinson cook that name up on his own?”

“You don’t like it?” I ask.

“No, no, no, I like it. So, decreed by his lordship, was it?” she asks.

“We came up with it together,” I answer.

“Your real name is?”

I don’t answer.

“Good Lord! I forgot,” she says. “You’ve got a German name, haven’t you?”

“Yes, I have a German name. I’ll write it down for you, but it’s the last time I ever want to see it. Just to tell you where my loyalties lie, during the war, I served for years at the front in a Canadian regiment, and I was wounded in action.”

“Wounded?”

“I took a bullet through my shoulder.”

“Did it hurt?” she asks.

“It hurt like hell, and it bled like hell. I don’t know why it didn’t kill me. Should have killed me but it didn’t. I must have been blessed or something.”

A moment later, I realize that Mrs. Tate has become emotional. 

“I’m sorry,” I ask. “Did I say something wrong?”

“No, you didn’t,” she replies.

“Oh, boy! Something’s upset you, hasn’t it?” I ask.

“My husband,” she replies. “I almost feel like I’m talking to my husband through you.”

Angela fights back her tears.

“Is there anything that I can do or say?” I ask.

“Yeah, it’s silly, really, but may I ask a question about your time in the service?”

“Go ahead,” I reply.

“I’m wondering, by any chance, did you know my husband?”

“What was his name?”

“Oliver Tate, Private Oliver Tate.”

“When did he go over?”

“1916.”

I search my memory. “No, sorry, ma’am, I regret that I never met anyone named ‘Oliver’. ‘Oliver’ like ‘Oliver Cromwell’, right?”

Angela nods her affirmation. She takes a deep sigh. “One day a letter from his lieutenant was delivered to me. Apparently, in some battle or other, he just disappeared. I thought that maybe you knew him””

“Most likely it was an artillery shell,” I say. “It happened a lot,” I reply. 

“That’s what the letter said. They couldn’t say exactly how he died. I like to think he walked into the mist,” she says. 

“There were millions of shells fired. The barrages never stopped for a single minute. Shrapnel was flying everywhere. It was ‘bang, boom, bang’ all the time.”

“I always hoped that he was alive but I honestly believe that he was blown to bits,” she says.

There is a moment of silence. 

“There but for the grace of God went all of us,” I say. 

“Maybe I’ll fall in love again,” she suggests.

“Angela, you and I, we’re really comrades in arms,” I say. “You were wounded by the same artillery round as your husband, if you don’t mind me saying,” I reply. “Look at me! Everyone thought that bullet in my shoulder was the end of me, but I recovered from my wound. You will too.”

“May I make a confession?” she asks. 

“Please, go ahead.”

“Oh, I don’t know if I should.”

“Please...,” I reply.

“Well, I just feel so guilty about this! My husband was killed in the war and now, life goes on. Almost every night, I dream about him, but these days, I dream about being with other men, faceless me. I’m so conflicted. My imagination and my dreams bring men to me in the night, and I am receptive to their advances. The thought of a man’s arms around me lifts my spirits,” she says. “...but when I awaken, I feel so guilty.”

“You’ll find love,” I say. “You have a free pass to find love,” I say. “The world wants you to love again.”

“Charles, thank you for saying that. You, have you found love?” she asks.

“No, not yet. I thought I had, but now, I’m not looking.”

“Do you want to find love?”

“Who doesn’t?” I reply. “There’s just one obstacle. I’m sorry to say this, but I need to get established as a writer. I need to make money so that I may support myself and a mate. Right now, everything else is secondary.”

“Were you decorated in the war?” she asks.

I laugh. “Oh, yes, I got medals, thank you for your service, dot, dot, dot, the whole thing,” I say. “I’ll show them to you some day if you like.”

Angela struggles. “May I speak frankly?” she asks.

“Of course.”

“I apologize in advance, you know, if you find it upsetting.”

I approve with a shrug. “I’ve been shot through the shoulder. A bit of friendly ‘chit chat’ won’t kill me, will it?” I ask.

“I hope not.”

“I’ll survive anything that doesn’t kill me.”

“Well, then, here goes nothin’,” she says.  “First things first, and don’t take this the wrong way, but... “

There is a moment of silence.

“Ooof, maybe I shouldn’t say this,” she continues.

“No ‘ifs, ands or buts’,” I reply. “Go ahead, give it a try, whatever ‘it’ is.”

“Well, then, here goes nothing,” she says.

Mrs. Tate remains quiet.

“Cat got your tongue, Mrs. Tate?” 

She still does not reply. 

“Go over the top, Angela, ma’am, the captain’s blown the whistle,” I say with an encouraging smile.

“Okay, here goes nothing,” she says as she casts her eyes down. “Only, I don’t know if I should say this.”

“Go ahead, or don’t go ahead. It’s up to you. No one is judging you.”

“Well, here goes, I wanted to tell you...”

I nod my encouragement again.

“That...”

“Uh, huh,” I reply.

“...you, sir, you are one fine bit of...”

Again, she stops cold. “I shouldn’t. I don’t want to be forward.”

“It’s alright, ma’am, finish the thought. Whatever it is, I think I’m gonna like it. “I’m one fine bit of what?’”

“‘Beefcake’,” she says. “You are one fine hunk of ‘beefcake’. There, I’ve said it.”

“‘Beefcake’, ma’am? What the devil is ‘beefcake’?”

“Yeah, ‘beefcake’. It’s a description. You don’t know what it means?”

“Well, we made ‘beefcake’ in the meat packing plant. Have you mixed me up with a stack of hamburger?” 

Angela looks down.

“No, sir, you, sir, are one gorgeous hunk of beefcake, the kind women like and I know whereof I speak. Want a scoop, direct from the continent?”

“...of beefcake?”

“Just my two cents,” she says.

“Go ahead. Shoot!”

“Well, here it is. The women in Paris are gonna love you. In fact, the women in Paris are  gonna go crazy for you so, please, please, watch out for yourself. You’re gonna meet all kinds. Don’t ruin it for yourself.” 

There is an uncomfortable moment of silence.

“Perhaps we should get back to business?” she continues.

“Of course.  I apologize.”

“No worries,” she says as she takes a clearing breath. “So, we know that ‘Charles Hardy’ is your pen name. ‘Charlie’, I like that.  Now your birth name, where is it? Ah yes, here it is.”

“Will it be a problem?” I ask.

“You mean your birth name?”

“Yeah, my birth name.”

“Nope, your real name won’t be a problem. Around here, and henceforth, you are ‘Mr. Charles Hardy’. You won’t hear your birth name again from me or anybody else.”

Angela places a form in her typewriter then she carefully lines up the margins.  Without making a single error she types the form then removes it from her typewriter. She takes a gold seal from her desk and affixes it to the paper she’s typed. A moment later, she impresses the form with the official seal of The Toronto Star. 

What the devil is going on?

She hands the rather impressive looking document to me.

“Sign here and I’ll get Mr. Atkinson to countersign the document.”

“What exactly am I signing?” I ask.

“Oh, these are your ‘press credentials,” she says. “You’ve heard of ‘press credentials’, haven’t you?”

“No, I’ve never heard of ‘press credentials’,” I reply.

“Well, read it over and sign your name. I’ll get Mr. Atkinson to sign on behalf of the Star.”

I look at the document. 

“See any mistakes?” she asks.

“No, you’re perfect,” I reply.

“You see, your birth name doesn’t appear.”

“Won’t there be a mismatch between the credentials and my passport?”

“Ah, yes, but your passport will sort things out for you,” she replies.  “Just remember that authentic press credentials are golden. From here on in, you’ll have no problems.”

“I don’t want to wind up in jail.”

“Who does?” she replies. “Believe me, we know what we’re doing. Does The Toronto Star want you in jail? No, it does not. These press credentials will keep you out of jail and they’ll even get you into some restricted places. So, are you okay with signing the document?”

“I’m okay,” I reply.

“Well, then, that’s about it. Just a personal question, if you don’t mind?”

“Go ahead,” I reply.

“Honest to God, this is a question I’ve never asked anyone before,” she says.

“I’m all ears.”

“Well, here goes nothing. Would you like to have dinner with me tonight?”

Her question stops me in my tracks.

She looks directly into my eyes. 

“Dinner?” I ask. “Did you just ask me out to dinner?”

“Yeah, it’ll be like a ‘working dinner’, a ‘farewell dinner’, that sort of thing,” she says. “Mr. Atkinson wants you on the train to New York tonight, so I’ll have your tickets. If you don’t mind, and I’m sorry to say...” Angela stops speaking.

“No, go ahead,” I reply.

“Well, and I’m sorry to say this, but it’s quite clear to me that you need to learn a few things about Paris.” 

“You know about Paris?” I ask.

“I do, and I know about the newspaper business and how to be successful writer in the newspaper business.”

“Excuse me? Can we go back?”

“Okay.”

“Did you say that Mr. Atkinson wants me to leave tonight? Did I hear you correctly?”

“That’s right.”

“...but packing? Will I have time?”

“Do you live in town?”

“I do.”

“You’ll have time. Where exactly do you live?” she asks.

“Out by the stockyards. I have a room.”

“Oh, you poor fellow! It stinks out there, doesn’t it?”

“It stinks all right, especially when the wind blows from the west.”

“...which it usually does,” she answers. 

“...rent’s low, mind you.”

“You own a house?” I ask.

“No, not yet. Right now, I’m renting. So, tonight, you’re off to glorious Paris, France!”

“I guess,” I answer.

“Your train leaves Union Station at one o’clock tomorrow morning,” she says. “Excuse me, Charles, have I lost you? I notice that you’re staring into the distance. It still hasn’t quite hit home for you, has it?”

“There’s not a lot of thinking on cloud nine.”

“So, your head’s spinning?”

“It is,” I reply.

“You know, you can back out,” she says. “Do you want to back out?”

“No, no, absolutely not!” I reply.

“No personal complications for you to unwind?”

“None, just get me onto that train and get me to New York as soon as possible.”

“So, in the end, you agreed to pay for your rail ticket to New York?” she asks.

“I did,” I reply. “I agreed to pay for the rail ticket to New York and Mr. Atkinson agreed that the Star would pay for a third-class passage on the ship.”

“I hear you,” she says. “Did I tell you that there’s a new plan?”

“No.”

“First things first. Don’t buy a rail ticket for New York. In fact, don’t buy any tickets. I’ll take care of the tickets, all of them. Tickets are my department.”

“...but Mr. Atkinson?”

“Ignore the details of any agreements you may have made with him.  From here on the whole trip is on the paper’s nickel. The Toronto Star will pay for your entire passage to Paris. Mind you, the ship to France will be third class.”

“...but Mr. Atkinson said...” 

“...I know what Mr. Atkinson said, but now, The Star’s now paying for all your tickets,” she interjects. “I’ve made deals all over town and that’s the end of it. I’ll clear it with Mr. Atkinson.”

She looks at some paperwork.

“Oh, my goodness!” she says.

“What is it?” I reply

“The Star is giving you an advance.”

“No, it isn’t,” I reply.

“It says here that I am to advance you the sum of one thousand dollars in cash. Good Lord! The old boy must really like you! Imagine a grand in cash and full salary!”

“Ma’am, I’m sorry. We made no such agreement. No advance was ever mentioned.”

“Well, lad, you’re an honest son of a gun, but this memo from Mr. Atkinson begs to differ.” 

“Show me the memo,” I say.

Mrs. Tate shows me some official looking typing on a company letterhead.

“Mr. Atkinson hasn’t signed this,” I say.

“He will,” she replies. 

“Mrs. Tate, a month’s rent on a flat in Paris is only ten dollars! You’re giving me a small fortune.”

She shrugs her shoulders.

“Well, then, isn’t this is your lucky day! The Star’s giving you a float. Just don’t waste it! There’s nothing a Methodist hates more than waste and vice, vice.vice! So, no drinking, no gambling. By the way, Mr. Atkinson really likes you. He’s proud of you and we’re setting you up for success!  That’s what I’m here for. Just remember that you’ve got me in your corner, and I think that you’re someone really special.”

“I don’t know what to say,” I reply. “Is all this on the up and up?”

“Not to worry at all! Our plan for you is, train to New York, ship to Paris. Is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“So, let’s talk about the ‘train to New York’ part. As I said, there’s a train leaving Union Station tomorrow morning at one o’clock to arrive in New York at noon. It’d be nice for you to spend some time in New York if there’s no ship available. Now, let’s look at ship schedules.”

She opens a drawer and brings out numerous ship schedules. “Okay, there is a sailing tomorrow, New York to Cherbourg, then train to Paris. Your ship leaves New York City at three o’clock in the afternoon. Ever heard of the good ship ‘RMS Berengaria’?”

“No,” I reply.

“Well, sir, Berengaria’s your ship. How do you like that?”

“Is it safe?” I ask. “Is it seaworthy? I’ve never heard of it.”

“Well, it’s a Cunard ship and Cunard is a reputable outfit. They’ve advertised in our paper forever.”

“That ship, its name, it sounds a bit dodgy.”

“Well, the Berengaria isn’t ‘dodgy’. Nothing ‘Cunard’ is ‘dodgy’.”

“...but Beren...what did you say its name was?”

“‘Berengaria’,” she replies.

“I’ve never heard of it.”

“I knew you’d ask so I’ve looked into it. ‘Berengaria’ is the female form of the old Spanish royal name ‘Berengar’. I find that very exotic, don’t you?”

“Sorry, it’s not ringing any bells,” I reply.

“Apparently there were a bunch of ladies named ‘Berengar’ in Spain, all associated with kings and the like. Perhaps it’s the name of a queen or perhaps, the king’s mistress, you know, the king’s girlfriend.  Do you realize you’ll be travelling on a ship named after a royal person and a royal female at that?”

“You know such things?” I ask.

“It’s all on the ‘up and up’,” she answers.

“What does this ‘Berengaria’ lady have up her sleeve for me?” I ask.

“Who knows?”  She asks, “However, a ship named after a line of queens, is a great idea, isn’t it, you know, especially after women just got the vote. Are you okay with women getting the vote?”

“I never much thought about it,” I say.

“Good answer, very political answer, a wise answer, neither chalk nor cheese. Mind you, one thing about the ship is a trifle unusual.”

“‘Unusual’, did you say?”

“‘Odd’ would be more correct. It’s got an ever so small list to one side.”

“A list? That’s when the ship is tilting over, isn’t it?”

“It is, but it’s a technical list, a tiny list. They say it’s unnoticeable. Apparently, it came out of the shipyard that way. Have no fear! I really shouldn’t have mentioned it. The ship is certified okay for passengers. It crosses the Atlantic regularly and the price is certainly right.”

“I hope it doesn’t start listing while we’re enroute,” I answer. 

“Oh, it floats all right and there’s no chance that it will capsize. You could probably hit an iceberg with the damn thing, and it would stay afloat.”

“Did you just make a reference to the Titanic?” I ask.

“Oh, are you nervous about the Titanic?” she says.

“Why do you ask?”

“Well, if you go on Berengaria you’ll be crossing on the night of April 14-15.”
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